Geeta Iyengar
By Terri Tustain
Geeta Iyengar is the eldest daughter of B.K.S. Iyengar.  Until 2010, she taught classes and was the principal administrator at RIMYI (the Ramamani Iyengar Yoga Institute in Pune).  She now divides her time between the running of the institute and international teaching.  
This is a short account of my personal experience of Geetaji, who, with my teachers at Yoga House, continues to be a source of inspiration.  
Geeta came into my life one warm and moist morning in early August, 2007.  I was in India to do classes at RIMYI and I was waiting, in a room with a lot of other people, for the entrance of the person who is, arguably, one of the world’s best yoga teachers.  She was not late.  I sensed some movement at the far end of the room by the door, and a large, older woman of medium height, wearing bright green shorts, a white polo shirt and white socks walked unevenly to the stage at the front of the room.  I knew that Geeta was not in good health, but I was taken aback by her limp and her weight.  She was wearing a wide belt for hip support which cut into her flesh and drew attention to her size.   She looked as though she might be in pain.    
Geeta sat on some carefully arranged blankets (prepared by her Indian teachers earlier) and, without any other greeting, asked us to sit tall and led us in the oms and invocation.  When she opened her eyes, her face was impassive, but her gaze was intense.  It occurred to me then that her physical state bore little connection to her intellect and that what I had heard about her acute powers of observation was probably true.  As a rather insecure yogini, I began to feel nervous. 
 The first class began as most would, with adho mukha virasana followed by adho mukha svanasana (or “dog pose” as it was often called).  I had chosen to be close to the back of the room and off to one side, where I thought it might be safe.   I hadn’t counted on Geeta doing much walking about.  It didn’t take her long to move past the obviously devoted and boundlessly flexible types at the front of the room to reach those of us who, in her words, “thought they could hide at the back”.  We had moved on to trikonasana at this point, and as she passed me, she gave my upper back a good slap.  And so she progressed, taking the measure of each of us at a glance, and administering a slap here, a prod there, until she made her way back to the stage.  At one point she asked a woman why she was not making the effort to lift into the pose (still trikonasana) as she had been instructed.  The woman responded that she had been travelling for two days and was still a bit tired.  Geeta then made it clear that tiredness was no excuse and that if we were that tired, we might as well stay at home.  I decided that, if Geeta said anything to me, I would consider her question rhetorical and not answer.  Certainly I would not offer any excuses.  For the next two hours we practised standing poses.    By the end of the class I had decided that my best bet was to take each day as it came, concentrate on what I was doing and not think too much about what might be down the road. I did wonder how long it might be before Geeta took a closer look at what I was doing and ordered me out of the class.   
 Geeta’s teaching and discussions of the poses were masterly, quite beyond anything I had anticipated.   I had thought that my teachers at the Yoga House—and the guest teachers who sometimes came to do workshops—were remarkably knowledgeable, but Geeta’s level of discussion was on a different level entirely.   I saw what a lifetime of practice, literally at the feet of her father, had given Geeta, and that, even though her health had not been good, she was absolutely at ease with her subject and able to explain it to her students in clear and lively way. 
 The story goes that Geeta had suffered from nephritis as a child and that her father, not able to afford indefinitely the medicine the doctors were prescribing, told her to choose between rising from her sickbed and doing yoga, or staying in bed and dying.  She chose yoga.  In the book, Yoga a Gem for Women, there are photographs of an attractive woman, long of limb and amazingly supple, doing beautiful yoga.  This was Geeta some forty years ago.  She wrote the book, still considered a classic guide, so that women would be encouraged to take up yoga and discover its benefits.
I thought about that book often in the days and weeks of classes that followed.  It was my perception that its author never missed a move I made—and I am sure other students felt the same.  I was, in fact, singled out a couple of times for special attention.  One day Geeta was talking to us about headstand and suddenly said, looking directly at me, “You!”  I hoped she meant someone behind me.  “Yes, you!  Take headstand!”  It was obviously me she meant, and so I went up into headstand as everyone watched.   “See—her back looks like a question mark!”  It was not my finest moment.  Geeta then moved my upper back in and lifted my legs so that I was in much better alignment.  She then discussed the finer points of headstand with all of us.   Later in the month, during backbend week (the final week of asana work, just before we began a week of pranayama), I had what amounted to my own little tutorial with Geeta.  She was teaching dvi pada viparita dandasana, something which was far beyond my abilities then.  She saw that I was having trouble and came over to me.  I thought that I would again be asked to demonstrate for the benefit of an audience, but she told the others to stay at their mats and do the pose.  She then asked two of her Indian teachers to come over.  She told me to take urdhva danurasana, which I tried but could not do properly.  She had the Indian teachers lift me into this pose, and then into dvi pada.  As they lifted me, Geeta said, “That is how much you have to lift!”   The upper part of my spine felt as though it might snap.  I was lowered to the floor and Geeta told me again how much my dorsal spine had to move.  Then she returned to her class.  Later in the day, when I was at the daily practice session, another student (a senior teacher, as it turned out), told me that while I may have felt singled out by Geeta for some intense treatment, it was in fact the case that Geeta truly wanted me to understand what I needed to do, and so took the time to show me, away from the rest of the class.  I must say that it was a day or two before I quite recovered from my one-on-one with Geeta.  As I look back on it now, the incident seems quite amazing.  
That was 2007. In 2008, Geeta came to Canada-- to Penticton, remarkably enough.  Along with many others, I enjoyed her teaching there for a couple of days.   I returned to Pune in 2009, along with several other students and one teacher from the Yoga House.  This was a different sort of trip. My yoga had improved through a more developed practice and I felt more at ease.  I no longer feared being asked to leave on grounds of incompetence.  Geeta was still her fierce self, but happier I thought, and her health seemed to have improved.  There were rumours that she would soon be retiring.   In the weeks that followed, I began to see her in a different light.  I was able to appreciate how hard she and her assistant teachers worked to conduct the large classes of international students which arrived nearly every month.  The pace of the classes was never slow.  I do not remember a class where the time dragged.  Geeta maintained a running commentary on the poses as we did them, and often conducted impromptu workshops during class, when she wanted to demonstrate a particular point.  In fact, her energy level was remarkable.  When I considered her age (mid-sixties) and health (not good), I decided that she was doing very well by us and that if she was occasionally impatient, it was only because she wanted us to see more quickly what was important and to do something about it.  
I am hoping to go back to Pune and do classes at RIMYI again.  It won’t be with Geeta—unless she decides to make a guest appearance.  Her talented and well-trained teachers will be in charge. Because of the rigorous instruction they received from Geeta, I am sure that the spirit of their teacher will be present.  
Note: For an example of the depth of Geeta’s teaching, especially as it relates to women,  see “The Practice of Women During the Whole Month” at https://www.iyengaryoga.org.uk/mi-client/media/documents/practice_of_women.pdf. 
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