
•	
•	
•	
•	

OM	Meets	–	Steffy White 
Something	fishy		–	Plant-based recipes
Conflict	resolution	–	David Sye 
The	beauty	of	Bali	–	yoga travel 

The 8 
limbs 

of baby 
yoga 

6 in the city: studio guide

YOGA IN 
LONDON
The poetry 
of asana   
creating powerful 
mantras

Yogacycle   
recycling old 
yoga mats 

11

A brief 
history of 

yoga in  
the west  

Part 4

WIN A TWO WEEK PURPLE VALLEY RETREAT WITH TY LANDRUM

NOVEMBER 2018 - LONDON SPECIAL - £4.99 

things  
I’ve learnt  
from yoga 

Mindfulness
The mindful mama  
& The mindful home



90

om spirit

A BRIEF 
HISTORY OF 

90

YOGA IN  
THE WEST

Part 
4 of 5



om spirit

Around 1990, more physically 
challenging forms of yoga 
began to surface in the 
mainstream. This was partly 
down to the influence of Sri K. 

Pattabhi Jois, who developed Ashtanga, and 
Bikram Choudhury, pioneer of hot yoga. But 
it was also a result of the yoga community 
realising that if the practice was going to 
grow, it needed to change with the times.

This is the reason most of us practice a 
vigorous form of postural Hatha-based yoga 
today. It’s also why, unless we’re practicing 
naked in an open space in nature, we’re part 
of the yoga industry whether we like it or not.

The view from 1990
The 1980s had been the decade of aerobic 
exercise. In The Subtle Body: The Story of 
Yoga in America, Stefanie Syman writes: 
“Aerobics emphasised power and strength, as 

Part four: From the sweat and commitment of the nineties, through to the modern 
obsession with Instagram spirituality. By David Holzer

women climbed career ladders and started 
competing more directly with men…Yoga was 
gentle, relaxing, and safe, qualities not likely 
to help you break through the glass ceiling.”

As a result, the yoga business became 
more aerobic. It also played down its ancient 
connection with Hinduism and the spiritual 
dimension that had made it so appealing to 
the hippie and Me Generation lifestyle. But 
that put yoga at risk of losing its identity.

Something had to change. 
In its 1990 March/April edition, Yoga Journal 
canvassed opinion from members of what 
was then still more of a community than an 
industry as to what the future held.

Yoga therapist Larry Payne said: “I know for 
a fact that the major health club owners met 
and decided that the 1980s was the decade of 
aerobics, but the 1990s will be body-mind. We’re 
going to see meditation in the health clubs.”

Bikram Choudhury said: “The next 10 
years will be 10 times better than what’s 
happened since 1970…Through teaching 
yoga you can make more than enough 
money to drive a Mercedes and live a very 
decent and comfortable life.”

On a more yogic note, teacher and author 
Sita Frenkel, from the Sivananda tradition, 
said: “Yoga practice in America hasn’t 
touched the spiritual level yet.”

They were all correct.

Sweat and commitment 
According to Yoga Journal, there were one 
million people in the US practicing yoga in 
1990. By 2003, the same magazine revealed 
that the number had skyrocketed to an 
incredible 15 million people. 

The story was the same in Europe. A 
2002 UK article by Holly Gati was called ‘A 
Return to Ourselves: Tired of Going from the 
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Treadmill at Work to One at the Gym, More 
People are Embracing Yoga for Relaxation 
and Fitness and Businesses are Filling the 
Demand’. Gati gave the example of The 
Lotus Centre in London, which opened in 
1998. Founders Valerie Hobson and David 
Prentice started with 40 clients a week. By 
2002, the number had increased tenfold.

Something remarkable clearly happened 
to yoga in the 1990s.

For a start, yoga found a way to be 
as challenging as the toughest aerobic 
workout while offering a unique spiritual, 
metaphysical dimension. 

The groundwork had been done in the 
1970s by Pattabhi Jois and Bikram. Ashtanga 
and Bikram yoga made a virtue of being 
especially challenging. So much so that, if 
you became a serious practitioner, they took 
over your life.

In The Subtle Body: The Story of Yoga in 
America, Stephanie Syman points out that, 
“The two men put the religion back in Hatha 
Yoga.” But this wasn’t a gentle approach 
to the divine. Ashtanga and Bikram’s yoga 
were “so vigorous and relentless that [they] 
quickly unsettled most of your usual routines 
and called into question the most basic 
assumptions about your life.”

Yoga now became more about ‘sweat  
and commitment’. 

Pattabhi Jois and Bikram made yoga far 
more aerobic, while maintaining a spiritual point 
of difference. Other hungry yoga teachers 
were watching. Syman gives Mark Becker, who 
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(1996) sold 16 million copies. Her influence 
at the time can’t be overstated. As online 
music magazine Pitchfork.com argued 
in 2017, “Ray of Light has to be in some 
ways to blame for Goop and the countless 
other millionaire celebrities…who preach 
the gospel of wholeness and wellness…
Instagram Spirituality.”

But there was no doubt Madonna was 
sincere. She remains a dedicated yogi.

The rise and rise  
of the yoga industry
A Yoga Journal and Yoga Alliance survey  
in early 2016 reported that the number  
of Americans doing yoga was around  
36.7 million, up from 20.4 million in 2012.  
By 2020, this figure is projected to pass  
55 million.

In 2017, the global yoga industry was said 
to be worth £74 billion. It’s now an industry 
filled with big brands and a host of hungry 
smaller players. In the second quarter of 
2018 alone, yoga brand Lululemon’s revenue 
was $723.50 million.

As yoga becomes ever more popular and 
the industry grows, the debate as to what 
yoga is becoming grows more heated. 

For Ava Taylor, founder of YAMA Talent, 
which specialises in helping yoga teachers 
and businesses develop, there’s no question 
that “Whether yoga is offered one-to-one, 
one-to-fifty or digitally, it’s a service. In every 
other industry on earth there’s a monetary 
exchange. I see no reason why yoga should 
be different.”

YAMA helps create and grow the careers 
of the high-profile yogis that many of the 
thousands of people becoming teachers 
aspire to be, as well as supporting teachers 
at all stages in their development. The 
company refers to its clients as ‘yoga artists’. 

As far as Ava Taylor’s concerned: 
“The idea of rockstar yogis and yoga 
products would be completely normal in 
any other industry. It’s the same as the 
commodification of any sport or pastime. 
Things like yoga clothes are just like baseball 
caps or sports jerseys. They’re part of your 
flavour and style. You express yourself 
through products.”

What about the spiritual dimension of 
yoga? “It’s still relevant to the conversation 
but this doesn’t change the fundamental 
principle that yoga is a service. But, every 
one of our yoga artists is open to teaching 
for free somehow or other and will continue 
to do so when it comes to projects they’re 
passionate about. I don’t think anyone  
wants to take away the charitable, giving 
aspect of yoga.”

She believes that the debate as to 

“As yoga began to boom in the mid-90s, Madonna – 
an ever-reliable barometer of trends – announced that 
she practiced Ashtanga. There was no doubt Madonna 
was sincere. She remains a dedicated yogi.”

trademarked Yogaerobics, as an example. 
This toughening up of yoga brought men 

into the practice and offered women a way 
to become fitter and stronger in a safe, still 
predominantly female environment.

For those who wanted to sweat in a more 
overtly spiritual or religious context, there 
was always Jivamukti. As Syman points 
out, founders Sharon Gannon and David 
Life “crafted physically challenging Vinyasa 
classes, and then grafted onto these a 
number of symbols, practices and rituals 
they had learned from their gurus.”

Everything was in place for yoga to appeal 
to a broader audience. It could be taken as 
a surprisingly tough workout. Or you could 
see it as a quasi-religious practice where 
the incense, mantras and asanas with a 
profound significance helped take you on an 
inner journey. 

In the beginning, at least, this had a 
connotation of hipness that appealed to a 
new generation looking back to the 1960s 
and forwards to the New Age.

Celebrityoga
As yoga began to boom in the mid-90s, 
Madonna – an ever-reliable barometer of 
trends – announced that she practiced 
Ashtanga. She said: “Yoga is a metaphor for 
life. It is a workout for your mind, your body 
and your soul.”

Back in the 1990s, Madonna was a global 
cultural icon. The album she made after her 
pronouncements about yoga, Ray of Light 
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what yoga is and should be is inevitably 
influenced by the perceptions of yogis 
themselves. “You’ve got to remember,” she 
says, “that 75% of the market for yoga in 
the US has only been practicing for less than 
three years. They’re a lot further away from 
the original teachers who brought styles like 
Ashtanga or Iyengar to the West in the first 
place. The majority of yogis today are casual 
practitioners who only go to yoga once or 
twice a month. This gets confusing for those 
of us who’ve been around longer – I’ve been 
practicing for nearly 20 years – because 
we can’t understand how someone can be 
casually spiritual.”

This makes absolute sense. And the 
history of yoga in the West proves that 
there’s no such thing as a yoga that can 
be enshrined as pure. But if the teachers 
coming into yoga are simply reflecting the 
needs of casual practitioners, surely yoga is 
going to drift further away from the aspects 
that relate specifically to metaphysical 
health, developed over centuries?

Ava Taylor’s take on the growth of yoga 
is that “New leaves and buds will continue 
to sprout from the tree, drawing from its 
roots. But we do need to make sure that as 
diversity grows, the classical system that 
nurtures everything is also nourished. YAMA 
does all we can to support both.”

“In 2017, the global yoga 
industry was said to be 
worth £74 billion.”
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In dreams begin 
responsibility
The vision of yoga adapted to the needs 
of all kinds of people and communities all 
over the world, practicing online if they 
can’t get to studios, using technological 
innovations such as smart mats (which do 
exist) while discovering ancient wisdom is 
certainly wonderful.

But there’s no getting away from the fact 
that there is a spiritual dimension to yoga. 
Even if you ignore its roots in Hinduism, yoga 
has the proven power to transform your 
consciousness and that’s why it’s special. 

Along with millions of yogis, I know this. 
So perhaps the debate around what yogi is 
and should be misses the point. Speaking 
about the real meaning of yoga, the Indian 
philosopher Krishnamurti said what was of 
primary importance was “to have a brain”.  

It’s up to all of us who practice, whether 
we’ve just fallen in love with the practice or – 
like me – we’re part of the business of yoga, 
to use our brains and find our own path into 
the future. 

This article is an introduction to a 
complex and fascinating subject. I’ve 
tried to simplify as much as possible 
without being simplistic. My main source 
of reference was The Subtle Body: The 
Story of Yoga in America by Stefanie 
Syman, Yoga Body. 

Find out more about David Holzer at: 
yogawriters.org


