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Early Pioneers of Yoga
In this new series, senior AYL writer, Peggy Hailstone 
explores the yoga pioneers of the early 20th century 
who’ve shared the teachings of modern yoga.

MAHARISHI MAHESH YOGI:  
1918-2008

THE GIGGLING GURU

“You must learn to take life less 
seriously, and to laugh.”

If not for Maharishi Mahesh, 
Western meditation might look 
significantly different. Instead of 
coming to the cushion, couch, or 
chair in our aesthetically-pleasing 
comfortably-furnished lounge room, 
we’d probably be seated legs akimbo 
on our roo-skin mat in our sparsely 
furnished garden shed. And while 
the loincloth might have given way 
to shorts and a t-shirt, meditation 
would likely have endured as an 
impenetrable pursuit for the mystical 
and numinous.

This simple act of making 
meditation accessible is one of 
the Maharishi’s greatest legacies. 
Others include opening meditation 
to scientific investigation; removing 
the requirements of religiosity, 
reclusivity and renunciation; 
packaging and promoting meditation 
as effortless, simple and natural. The 
Maharishi’s offering – which he 
eventually named and trademarked 
Transcendental  Meditat ion® 
(TM) – has since produced 40,000 
meditation teachers (worldwide) and 
five million practitioners. 

Born Mahesh Prasad Varma in the 
central provinces of British India, 

Maharishi initially studied Physics 
at Allahabad University, receiving a 
Master’s degree in 1940. In search 
of deeper meaning, he was drawn 
to Swami Brahmanand Saraswati 
(known to all as Guru Dev). 

Guru Dev came from the Advaita 
Vedanta tradition, one of the 
classic Indian paths to spiritual 
realisation. This tradition teaches a 
complete essential identity between 
Brahman and Atman. Spiritual 
ignorance or illusion occurs when 
we superimpose a false self onto 
the true Self. Liberation, achieved 
through meditation, enables one to 
distinguish between pure being and 
worldly phenomena. Mahesh spent 
12 years with Guru Dev, studying 
yoga and learning meditation and 
Advaita techniques. This included 
two years of silence in Uttar Kashi in 
the Himalayas.

Recognising a gap between people’s 
suffering and the ancient texts 
(that declared life to be bliss), 
Mahesh recognised that some of 
the Advaita techniques could be 
applied beneficially with people 
who weren’t ascetics or monks. 
Following Guru Dev’s death in 
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1955 he set about doing just that. 
Beginning with a teaching tour in 
the Far East (Burma, Malaya, Hong 
Kong and Honolulu), he followed 
up with a 1958 ocean crossing where 
he introduced the TM technique 
into the USA and Europe. 

By this stage Mahesh had become 
known as Maharishi (maha meaning 
great, and rishi meaning seer). 
Some believe it a self-chosen rather 
than guru-granted honorific. The 
‘Giggling Guru’ moniker, sometimes 
used derisively by detractors, was 
earned because of his stereotypical 
image: the lotus-seated, dhoti-
wearing, garland-clad mystic. Yet it 
was also illustrative of his personality 
(happy, light-hearted, joyful) and his 
life philosophy (“Life finds purpose 
and fulfilment in the expansion of 
happiness”). Regardless of public 
opinion, Maharishi understood that 
no press was bad press, and used 
this to his advantage. As he wrote in 
1958, he was a man with a mission: 
"I had one thing in mind, that I 
know something which is useful to 
every man".

Maharishi spent most of 1959 
in the USA with further world 

tours in 1961 and 1962. In 1963 
he completed his first book, The 
Science of Being and Art of Living 
(Maharishi University Press). In 
1965 he wrote an English translation 
and commentary on the first six 
chapters of the Bhagavad-Gita: a 
text that remains widely referenced. 

During his working life the Maharishi 
created a number of organisations: 
The Spiri tual  Regeneration 
Movement (which later became TM), 
The International Meditation Society, 
and The Maharishi International 
University (later renamed Maharishi 
University of Management). He 
developed Consciousness-Based 
Education, a paradigm that posits 
pure consciousness as the source 
of all knowledge. A number of 
teaching centres, schools, colleges 
and universities were founded on 
this paradigm and the TM form  
of meditation.

At the peak of his popularity 
Maharishi had spruiked his message 
of meditation, enlightenment and 
happiness – and the corresponding 
notion that every human being can 
effortlessly unfold their infinite 
potentia – throughout India, France, 

Switzerland, England, Scotland, 
Norway, Germany, the Netherlands, 
Italy, Singapore, Australia, New 
Zealand, Africa, Austria, Sweden, 
Greece, Kenya, and Canada. In 
England he appeared on the BBC, 
arguing it was not necessary to suffer 
to know God. At the Royal Albert 
Hall he conducted the First world 
Assembly of Spiritual Regeneration 
Movement to a 5,000-strong 
audience. In the US he appeared on 
The Tonight Show and The Today 
show, as well as on the covers of Life, 
Newsweek, and Time magazines. His 
talks included lectures to capacity 
crowds at the Felt Forum in New 
York City and Harvard's Sanders 
Hall. Yet by a strange twist of fate he 
is often most remembered for his role 
as spiritual advisor to The Beatles: 
a rather short-lived tempestuous 
affair, although one which reportedly 
inspired the Beatles to give up drugs. 

More than any other form of 
meditation, TM has been studied by 
scientists, researchers, universities 
and educational institutions. As 
the TM website advises, over 
600 scientific TM studies have 
been done, conducted by 250 
independent research organisations 
across 33 countries. Few, if any, 
other yoga lineages have such a 
massive evidence-base to support 
their assertions. What the research 
shows is what yoga gurus and 
practitioners have experienced for 
many years: meditation gives clarity 
of mind, reduces stress and tension, 
improves sleep and creativity, aids 
focus, and produces an innate sense 
of balance and inner calm. The bulk 
of medical and therapeutic benefits 
that we know about meditation, as 
reported in mainstream media over 
the last two decades, can ultimately 
be traced back to research on TM. 
Some of the more recent findings 
– that meditation slows biological 
ageing, decreases hospitalization 
rates and doctor visits, decreases 
substance abuse, increases IQ, 
improves workplace productivity 
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– are still yet to be fully realised 
(physically and economically). We, 
and the generations that follow, have 
Maharishi to thank for commingling 
eastern empirical knowledge with 
western scientific principles.

As with many spiritual pilgrimages, 
Maharishi’s journey wasn’t all peaks. 
His seven-pointed World Plan 
(for solving humanity’s problems) 
along with Yogic Flying (a type of 
levitation) and The Maharishi Effect 
(creation of a spiritual forcefield 
through group meditation) caused 
ridicule and derision, along with a 
subsequent reduction in popularity. 
While these may seem outlandish, 
Maharishi never claimed credit for 
inventing meditation or the TM 
technique. Rather, he revived it. 
His express aim was always to teach 
individuals to connect their inner 
and outer worlds; that the inner 
sphere of life is the source of the 
outer and that harmony between the 
two is both natural and achievable.

In his latter years Maharishi became 
a recluse. Residing in Vlodrop in 
The Netherlands he corresponded 
with devotees almost solely through 
closed-circuit television. From a 
man who refuted renunciation and 
asceticism, who espoused meditation 
for an active and involved life, and 
from his earlier [media] portrayal 
as fame-seeking guru, it seems a 
paradoxical final act. 

Yet today, some 50 years after 
bringing TM to the west and eight 
years after his death, Maharishi’s 
legacy continues to be practised 
around the world. At any one moment, 
someone, somewhere, quietly but 
deliberately takes a seated position 
on their chair, sofa, divan, ottoman 
or oilskin. With spine erect and eyes 
closed they silently and reverently 
spend 20 minutes repeating their 
unique Mantra: reaping the rewards 
of a relaxed and one pointed mind, 
harvesting the fruits of Maharishi 
Mahesh Yogi’s life work.

SWAMI vIvEkANANdA: 1863:1902

THE CYCLONIC MONk

“Each soul is potentially Divine”.

Swami Vivekananda came to western 
prominence through his 1893 
Parliament of the World’s Religions’ 
address in Chicago. Presenting on 
the religious ideas of the Hindus, 
the young, handsome, ochre-robed 
(and until then) relatively-unknown 
Indian monk received a two-minute 
standing ovation for his speech 
which began, “Sisters and brothers 
of America …”. It’s a speech which 
many believe to be the creation of 
modern-day Hinduism.

Narendranath (Narendra) Dutta 
was the son of a progressive attorney 
and devout housewife. His family 
was traditional Bengali as well as 
Kayastha; a highly literate caste 
which acted as public record keepers, 
scribes, account administrators, 
government ministers or advisors. 

From a young age Narendra was 
drawn to the spiritual life. He was 
fascinated by wandering ascetics and 
monks and regularly meditated before 
images of Indian deities. Yet he was 

also staunchly intellectual, gaining a 
Bachelor’s degree in 1884. He was 
an avid reader (western philosophy, 
religion, history) and he studied 
broadly (western logic, European 
history, social science, art, Bengali 
literature, and Sanskrit scriptures). 

As the son of a progressive lawyer 
and a devout housewife Narendra’s 
early years were comfortable and 
easy. This was short-lived, however, 
with the unexpected death of his 
father in 1884. The family went 
bankrupt and Narendra went from 
one of the most affluent to one of the 
poorest college students. 

It was at Dakshineswar, a temple on 
the east bank of the Hooghly River, in 
1881 that Narendra met Ramakrishna 
(the revered 19th Century Bengali 
mystic and Vendantist). According 
to Vedanta (the Hindu Scriptures), 
God is infinite existence, infinite 
consciousness, and infinite bliss. At 
its heart, this traditional path to God 
sanctions both action and knowledge 
as the Way. 

The  Ramakr i shna/Narendra 
relationship was not love at first 
site. Having lost his father and 
experienced poverty, and with an 
education equal parts east and west, 
Narendra was questioning and 
sceptical. Ramakrishna apparently 
won him over through his response 
to the question, “Sir, have you seen 
God”? (“Yes, I have. I see Him as 
clearly as I see you, only in a much 
intenser sense.”) 

Narendra’s spiritual education 
with Ramakrishna, though not 
long-lived (Ramakrishna died 
in 1886), was profound. From 
Ramakrishna, Vivekananda learnt 
that God is infinite existence, infinite 
consciousness, and infinite bliss; that 
God is both with form and without 
form. He also learnt service to 
mankind, renunciation, celibacy, and 
the importance of brotherly love. 
Before his death, Ramakrishna gave 
Narendra the monks’ robes along 
with specific instructions about a 
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