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In August the Australian yoga community was fortunate to be visited 
by the internationally recognised English yoga teacher Mira Mehta. 
Marina Jung caught up with her at Clifton Hill Yoga in Melbourne.

mira mehta

Given that she has been teaching yoga 
since 1973 it’s not surprising that many 
of England’s current yoga teachers 
were trained by Mehta. In 1999 she 
founded The Yogic Path school in 
London and now conducts workshops 
annually throughout the globe. She 
challenges the beliefs of the many 
students she has taught, and continues 
to teach. Her style is quiet and lucid, 
merging seamlessly through the 
teaching of asana, pranayama and the 
integration of the philosophical aspects 
of yoga. She blends wisdom through 
a deep subjective experience of yoga 
enhanced with a thorough theoretical 
understanding of the discipline. 

Mira is also known for her numerous 
best selling books. She holds a Master of 
Philosophy in classical Indian Religion 
and Sanskrit from Oxford University, 
an Advanced Yoga teaching certificate 
from BKS Iyengar, and a diploma in 
Ayurveda from TM University in Pune.
(www.yogicpath.com)

mMira’s more than 40 years of teaching 
has its roots in a fine yoga lineage. 
She and her brother, Shyam, began 
yoga as children with world-renowned 
guru BKS Iyengar. Her mother, 
Silva Mehta, was one of Mr Iyengar’s  
earliest and principal students. Silva 
started the first teacher training 
courses for yoga teachers in the UK 
– very much pioneering how yoga  
is taught in the West today, projecting  
it into mainstream activity. The 
Mehta’s are well known as a ‘yoga 
family’ and their bestseller, Yoga: The 
Iyengar Way has been highly influential 
throughout the world, inspiring 
countless people to commence their 
own personal practice.

As an adult Mira travelled annually 
to Pune, India to study under Mr 
Iyengar – at one point spending three 
years there honing and deepening 
her practice under his sharp eye. 
While in Pune she undertook post-
graduate research in yogic philosophy 
and theory, taught by the renowned 
academic, Professor K S Arjunwadkar. 
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Q. You are a well-known advocate 
of achieving health through yoga. 
Does that mean that you just 
have to “do” yoga and you will be 
healthy?

A. Health consists of many factors. 
You can call true health a balance 
where the limbs, organs and body 
systems function optimally and 
where the mind is at peace without 
anxiety, regret anger and other 
corrosive emotions. Physical and 
mental pains disturb inner harmony; 
a strong will helps to conquer the 
debility of these pains but it does  
not cure them.

This is where yoga is invaluable. It has 
tools for alleviating suffering at all 
levels – physical, psychological and 
spiritual. The practice of postures 
improves physical and physiological 
fitness, but because body and mind 
are inextricably linked, this is only 
the beginning. The asanas also work 
on the mind, to sweep it of dullness 
and to enhance concentration, 
calmness, memory and a positive 
outlook. In this regard inverted poses 
are miracle workers: a topsy-turvy 
position refreshes all the organs  
and encourages the flow of blood to 
the brain.

However, there must be technique. 
The body works according to laws 
of statics and dynamics. You have 
to have correct placements, lifts, 
stretches, rotations and so on. We in 
the modern world are far removed 
from natural living, unlike animals, 
which regularly stretch, jump, twist 
and so on, keeping themselves in 
trim through their instinctive inner 
knowledge. Yoga can help us regain 
inner harmony of movement, but this 
lost knowledge has to be regained 
through technique. You cannot 
have sloppy technique – you cannot 
imagine a dog or cat stretching 
sloppily: they do it carefully and 
precisely, a lbeit quickly. When 
the body’s energies f low without 
obstruction, as yoga practice aims for, 
health ensues.

Q. How can a person move  their 
practice beyond the physical and 
integrate the philosophy of the yoga 
into their personal practice?

A. A philosophical approach helps 
one to deal with the ups and downs 
of life. While many asanas induce 
a calm frame of mind, the practice 
itself is said to result in endurance. 
That is, the practice itself leads to the 
philosophy; the ability to be unshaken 
by pairs of opposites (dvandvas) like 
pleasure and pain, success and failure. 
So by just practicing you will get 
beyond the physicality. You can take 
the example of athletes competing 
in the Olympics who make winning 
a gold medal their heart’s desire and 
are devastated if they come second, 
sometimes needing psychological 
counselling. A bit of yoga practice 
would no doubt help them gain 
equanimity – balance of mind.

However, yoga philosophy is a subject 
in its own right. It gives a perspective 
on life as a whole, including the large 
issues of the purpose of existence and 
suffering. It gives positive answers, 
stating that there can be an end to 
suffering through enlightenment and 
liberation. Yoga students who study 
the philosophy find that it percolates 
through into their lives at a deep 
level, helping them deal with stressful 
situations in a constructive way and 
giving them a resource which they can 
dip into again and again for strength 
and serenity.

Q. When approaching our yoga 
practice in life, should quantity of 
practice be our goal? Or should we  
be more concerned with the quality 
of the practice?

A. Quantity and quality each have a 
place. If you are hungry and have the 
choice of eating a plateful of shop-
bought food or a mouthful of home 
cooked food prepared from the best 
ingredients, which will sustain you 
better? Of course the ideal would be 
a plateful of home cooked food made 
from high quality ingredients.

Q. How does one commence the 
practice of pranayama?

A. Numerous yoga texts give clear 
guidance about beginning pranayama. 
In my opinion also it should be on  
the foundation of an established (in 
fact, accomplished) asana practice, 
under the guidance of a teacher. 
Training the breath should be done 
carefully and slowly.

This is why in the Iyengar methodology 
of teaching we introduce pranayama 
only to students who are already 
familiar with a range of postures, 
including supported supine ones 
where the back rests on a bolster and 
the chest expands and supported 
inverted poses where breath circulates 
in the upper chest. In this way the 
lungs and nervous system already get 
strengthened. Then we spend time 
observing the breath, to get to know 
its habits. This is done lying down, so 
there is complete safety and no strain. 

Q. Can you explain the progression 
of learning in pranayama (i.e. Ujayyi 
– Viloma – Digital)? Is there a 
prerequisite of competency in each 
level before the next is attempted?

A. As much as breath training, 
pranayama is mind training. The 
texts explain that mind and breath 
are indissolubly linked, and that 
when one moves, the other moves, 
and when one is still, the other is still. 
Pranayama therefore requires, and 
fosters, tremendous mental focus. It is a 
powerful practice and even a little goes a 
long way to counter the constant mental 
stimuli and agitations of today’s world.

Following the cautions and guidance 
of the texts, the breath has to be 
conditioned in terms of length, range, 
duration and subtlety. This can be 
done as exercises even before deep 
breathing – Ujjayi – is introduced. 
The method of dividing inhalations 
and exhalations into states (Viloma) 
is another relatively simple technique 
which can be learnt early on. All these 
can be done lying down.
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Learning to sit for pranayama is  
more difficult: you have to sit erect 
and immobile with the spine and  
chest lifted, all the while incorporating 
the energy locks (bandhas) – chin 
lock, abdominal lock and anal lock 
– as appropriate. Digital pranayamas 
add the technique of manipulating  
the nostrils with the fingers. This is 
quite difficult. But the experience of 
pranayama is beautiful – it takes you 
into a deep, interior place.

Q. Your book Yoga: The Iyengar 
Way is a standard text for Iyengar 
practitioners in Australia. What was 
the process for the development for 
that book? Do you see scope for a 
definitive yoga ‘primer’? 

A. Yoga: The Iyengar Way came 
out in 1990 and is still going strong 
around the world. It arose out of a 

Marina Jung is the senior 
teacher at Clifton Hill Yoga 
Studio and studied extensively 
with Mira during the 1980s  
and 1990s. 

series of articles with the same title 
written by my mother (Silva Mehta) 
for the British yoga magazine Yoga 
and Health. The book was a family 
effort, with my mother and I involved 
in the writing and my brother and 
myself in the pictures. After my 
mother died I continued to write 
books on various aspects of yoga.  
The subject itself is vast and it would 
be difficult to cover everything in one 
book, and readers also are looking for 
different things. In fact I have several 
more books planned, each covering a 
different topic.

Q. Have there been any turning 
points in your yoga journey?

A. Turning point is not the right 
word here, as it implies a change 
in direction. Milestones are more 
accurate, and everyone has these 

in their life, even if they can be 
understood only in retrospect. As 
a teacher each book that I wrote 
was a milestone, because each 
involved thinking about the subject 
from a different perspective and 
consolidating my knowledge about 
that. Preparing courses entails the 
same kind of reflection and each topic 
and each group of students represent 
milestones (or perhaps “inchstones”) 
indicating passage on a journey. But 
you have to stay on the same route 
and not get distracted down by-lanes. 
Then the accumulation of experiences 
adds up to a destination.


