








As soon as he leaves the stage, I can see how his students and teachers admire him. Vying for attention, they cluster around him and Rajashree, clearly 
mesmerized by his presence. And he reciprocates their affection. Bikram may joke about retiring, but he has no intention of doing so; he says his 
students are his life.

The Torture Chamber Revisited

During the retreat, Bikram again teaches exactly the same beginning series he offers in his classes in Beverly Hills, using the extra half-hour in each 
two-hour class to single out students for extra attention.

In the first class, I stand on the side of the room so I can lean on the wall during those impossible balancing poses. At first I get away with this, but 
when I try it in the second class Bikram spots me and yells that touching the wall is cheating.

To my surprise and pleasure, by the second day—only my fifth lesson in Bikram’s system—I begin to see real improvement in my balancing postures. I 
am able to balance, not just totter. I can even hold many of the poses until Bikram lets us go. I discover one of the secrets of the popularity of Bikram’s 
system. It’s not only challenging; if you persist, it’s also gratifying to the ego.

However, by the end of my first class on the island, I am also in pain, with sharp twinges radiating down my sciatic nerve. Bikram is delighted when I 
tell him. “You see, something is moving!” I schedule a massage, rest, ease up in class, and the soreness eases up, too. But toward the end of the week, 
under Bikram’s charismatic urging, I push myself hard in class and again pain shoots through my sciatic nerve, this time like a red-hot poker. The 
straight-leg sit-ups are impossible, the forward bends painful, and I go home limping. Some of the teachers and other students also admit backaches 
and most of the attendees do little else at this five-star resort except rest, schedule massages, and attend the two yoga classes each day. When I 
wonder aloud if Bikram’s system is really doing us good, I am deluged with testimonials.

Bikram’s “Miracles”

The most impressive asanas at the Hawaii retreat are those of Mary Jarvis, who taught at Bikram’s Yoga College of India in San Francisco for 10 years 
before a car smashed into her and she almost died. Her surgeon cautioned her against any physical exercise. Under his guidance, she stayed in bed, 
popping pain pills, taking cortisone, and gaining weight. After six months she went back to her doctor, deeply depressed and still in so much pain she 
couldn’t raise her arms. This time he suggested fusing her spine. Mary asked if she’d ever get her flexibility back. The doctor couldn’t guarantee it. 
Could he promise she’d be pain-free? He couldn’t guarantee that either. So Mary headed back to the yoga school where she’d practiced and taught for 
10 years.

At first the skilled teacher, who’d been so proud of perfecting her advanced poses, felt so much pain that she wanted to scream during the beginner’s 
series. But Mary believed she’d exhausted her other options. Besides, she decided, since she had been preaching the benefits of Bikram’s yoga, she 
had to put her body where her mouth was. Some days the pain was so excruciating she would collapse and the other teachers had to call her family to 
take her home. The Yoga College staff began to believe she needed the spinal fusion operation after all. But Mary persisted, doing two painful classes 
a day for two years. Now she is mostly pain-free, her poses are the best at the retreat, and she says she can look at her struggling students and say 
she knows what they’re going through.

Another testimonial comes from Jim Kallett, a former motion picture sound editor who in 1995 was diagnosed with osteoarthritis of the cervical spine. 
His neck, shoulder, and arm would freeze up periodically, making it difficult for him to work. He had always been athletic; now, at 39, he felt like an old 
man. His doctor gave him three options: fusing his spine, cortisone shots, or living with the pain.

Instead, Jim decided to try the Bikram school in San Francisco. Jim had tried yoga before and decided it was only for the already flexible, not for stiff 
guys like him. But in the heated studio he began to experience some flexibility and a slight lessening of pain.

However, it took Bikram himself to really inspire Jim. Bikram promised Jim that if he did yoga once or twice a day for 100 days, he would change his 
body and his life.

Jim cut back on his editing work, and for the first month, went to class every day. Then he went twice and sometimes three times a day. By the end of 
three months he started to feel like a normal person again. A year and a half after he took his first yoga class, he and his wife, Emma, signed up for 
Bikram’s teacher training. Jim proudly quotes Bikram who said, “Jim may not be able to do the poses very well, but he has more heart than anyone in 
the room.”

Mary and Jim’s stories are two of the many I hear in Hawaii. But would these people be pain-free after the same length of time with a different form of 
yoga, with a program of physical therapy, or with no treatment at all? No one can know for sure. Mary, Jim, and the others are convinced that Bikram’s 
unique system changed their lives.

And Bikram can be very convincing when he says he can cure anyone. He claims he’s cured not only painful ailments, but killers like heart disease and 
cancer and chronic conditions such as Parkinson’s and multiple sclerosis.

Such statements offend some other yoga teachers. Ramanand Patel, one of the most senior Iyengar teachers in the United States, cautions that such 
claims are ethically, morally, and legally irresponsible unless they can be scientifically documented. According to Richard Miller, who once taught 
Bikram’s system, “When someone touts to the public that he can cure anyone who walks in the door, he diminishes the standards of yoga.” 
Nevertheless, Miller recommends Bikram’s yoga to many people under age 45 who want to strengthen their backs and are interested in a good 
cardiovascular workout. Miller still feels Bikram’s series is an excellent all-around practice, but now believes yoga should be more tailored to the 
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individual. “You can’t mass-market it,” says Miller. “If you do, you bring it down to a base level.” (Miller especially cautions against Bikram’s practice for 
those with sciatica, a warning I could have used before heading to Hawaii.) If you go beyond conversation with Bikram and read Bikram’s Beginning 
Yoga Class, you’ll find a caveat to his claims of miraculous cures. In the section “The Magic of Yoga…and of Bikram Choudhury,” the book notes that 
Bikram doesn’t mean “cure” in the medical sense of complete disappearance of a disease. According to the book, “When Bikram speaks of curing 
chronic diseases…he is saying that if you will faithfully follow his directions, you will be relieved of your symptoms of discomfort.” The difference 
between Bikram and most other yoga teachers is the tone of his claims. While others speak of the healing effects of yoga, Bikram boasts of his 
cures—and contends he is currently pursuing medical research grants (one with the National Institutes of Health) to prove them. Bikram’s method 
might lend itself well to scientific study, because it is taught uniformly by all his teachers, and the availability of instruction is growing as more and 
more newly certified teachers open schools all over the world.

Bikram Goes Global

The spread of Bikram’s yoga exploded when he began offering his accelerated course of teacher training in 1994. Before that, a few students who 
were personally adept, had studied with Bikram for a long time, and were enthusiastic about his method (like Emmy Cleaves, Mary Jarvis, and Richard 
Miller) were asked to teach at one of the schools he owned. It took his wife Rajashree to convince him to offer a teacher certification course to a larger 
population. Rajashree helped to design the certification course based on her training in India. But instead of the three years of study required there, 
American students can get a certificate from Bikram’s Yoga College of India in two months.

A typical Bikram intensive teacher’s training schedule in Beverly Hills starts daily at 7 a.m. and ends at 10 p.m., and includes classes in the postures, 
lectures, and demonstrations. Guest lecturers from the United States and abroad give talks on the body’s systems as described by Western allopathic 
medicine, nutrition, pathology, subtle energy anatomy, and the chakra system. Bikram and Rajashree lecture on philosophy, the theory and practice of 
his system, yoga therapy, and on the setting up and marketing of a yoga studio.

On the retreat in Hawaii, I am surprised to observe that many of Bikram’s teachers, who constitute about half of the attendees, are not especially 
adept at the postures in his beginning series. Some teachers, like Mary Jarvis, have beautiful asanas, and all the teachers can do the basic poses, but 
not all can do them with a high degree of proficiency. One retreat participant explains the reasons for this: “Bikram trains great teachers, not 
contortionists.” As she speaks, I realize that since Bikram’s teachers don’t teach by demonstrating the poses, it’s not crucial that they do the poses 
especially well themselves.

The teachers and would-be teachers I meet are enthusiastic about their training. Some had originally taken the teacher’s certification course to 
improve their own practices, rather than with the intention of becoming teachers. Others were stuck in a series of low-level, dead-end jobs, and were 
excited about the prospect of teaching. They believe Bikram’s certification will turn their lives around.

As these teachers begin their careers, more and more people will soon be able to decide for themselves whether or not they want their yoga in a 
sweatbox, torture-chamber style. They will be opening schools bearing his name around the country and throughout the world, ensuring that Bikram 
and his Yoga College of India will be a major force in the yoga world for years to come.
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