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Swami Vignanananda


(14 June 1932 – 2 March 2008)


Founder of Prana Yoga


Work with your heart,


Walk with your heart,


Talk with your heart,


Think with your heart.


Swami Vignanananda









On the Pronunciation of Sanskrit Terms


Short and long vowels (such as »a« and »ā«) are clearly differentiated linguistically.


For stressed consonants such as bh, dh, ph and th, the »h« is clearly audible, as in abhor, adhere, uphold or righthand.


In Sanskrit, this corresponds to the pronunciation in English:


c as in such; j as in jar; s as in seek; v as in weed; y as in yes.


Where Sanskrit terms are not explained directly in the text, the reader is asked to look them up in the Glossary.









Memories about Swami Vignanananda


by


Saraswathi Devi


Director Prana Yoga Ashram Berkeley, California, USA


Swami-ji’s Tea Ceremony


Swami-ji was always in top form sitting at the head of a circle of two to six people. We would be pressed together cross-legged, all warmed up in a thick bath of incense and teapot steam, floating in the energy that poured and flowed from Swami-ji like a soft, bubbling river. The setting would be Swami-ji’s room or the Yoga Hall or, just as easily, a hotel room, a grassy meadow or even a car. Yes, tea and incense in the car. No matter where Swami-ji would set up the teahouse, the energy would build and build until, fully buoyed up, we would all feel as if we were at the center of the universe. The group of us would frequently be from several countries. Swami-ji would be the only one in the room who knew all the languages represented – turning to this person, to that person, then the next - seamlessly shifting from English to Tamil to Japanese and back again. Swami-ji would ply us all with tall mugs of dense bitter green tea, creamy rich chocolates and hundreds of tiny, sticky salty crackers – a very balanced meal... Swami-ji would urge us to eat more, drink more (“Eat well! Growing child!”) until, one-by-one, we would be loosening our belts and rearranging our spines and faces, to keep our bulging stomachs intact. “No thank-you Swami-ji, I’m full” was not an option. Everyone would be served with a flourish, the assistant of the moment expected to keep up with Swami-ji’s precise ritual and rhythm. Receive the cup, reach, turn, jump, give – Don’t Trip and No Spills! Of course, the ritual might be a little different each time, even a lot different. Still, you were expected to catch on immediately. “Follow exactly!” Swami-ji would roar. Finally, everyone would settle in, and the stories and lessons would begin.


Now, for many years, all around the world, Swami-ji appeared before thousands, was well accustomed to teaching large yoga and meditation classes, to delivering lectures at schools, universities and conferences, to being interviewed on the radio, to performing on T.V. and even in films. But this was the setting, I could tell, that Swami-ji most preferred. Swami-ji liked best to teach by example, to create a great spiritual lesson out of a tiny moment – and the teaching might be happening in the same moment that the phone was ringing, people were coming in and out and tea and snacks were being passed around continuously – yes, with help from the assistant of the moment, but mostly from Swami-ji’s big generous hands into ours. And the tea and snacks would keep coming. We might all be breathless, waiting for Swami-ji’s punch line or someone might be crying their eyes out asking for help, but interruptions for tea and treats were an essential part of the experience. The stories usually came from the simplicities of daily life, but they would really be all about the great truths of the universe and how to develop oneself physically, psychologically and spiritually. The stories might come from an ancient Tamil proverb – Swami-ji had probably thousands of them committed to memory – and some of them Swami-ji would make up on the spot. ”Don’t expect anything, accept everything.” Swami-ji would repeat a proverb again and again over months and years, to let its meaning filter in - through the skin down to the center of the bones, settling into the corners of the heart and beyond the heart until we just Knew. “Pranayama makes you think like a computer,” Swami-ji would say, but it was more than that. Swami-ji had mastered the art and science of going straight to the essence of everything and never stopped showing us the way there, too. Sometimes the stories would be in the form of fables from Swami-ji’s village childhood. The tricky crow said such and such to the cunning fox would become a study on human pride, greed or dishonesty. At other times, Swami-ji would dramatize a psychodrama from contemporary life, like the response more than once of a mother on the bus - racist, over-protective, pulling her child close and turning away suspiciously when Swami-ji, brown-skinned, white of hair and beard, dressed in ochre robes and an electric blue ski parka, made goofy faces and talked gobbledygook to her laughing child.


How many kids – or adults even – get to see a face in which one eye is going left and the other one is going right?


Sometimes the teachings came directly from Swami-ji interacting with one of the devotees sitting on the floor in the Tea Ceremony circle. Swami-ji was a natural actor. Using every kind of facial expression, imitation, exaggeration, voice and sound effect, Swami-ji would drive a point home, making the person needing help laugh into a new level of understanding. Sometimes Swami-ji would treat you with the soft protectiveness of the best mother, letting you know that He would always love and believe in you, even when you were unable to love or believe in yourself. Swami-ji once said “I have no life. You are my heartbeat.” At other times, Swami-ji might shout at a person, blowing some mistake they’d made into gargantuan proportions. It could be a large mistake or a small one, conscious or unconscious. Swami-ji would catch you on the smallest slip, challenge you to see it as an expression of a negative habit of mind deeply entrenched and then push you to stop identifying with that habit. The person would be shocked, defensive, thinking “I am right, Swami-ji is wrong, this is not a big deal, I’m not so bad, I’m just human,” or “I didn’t do this,” or “I didn’t think that.” Whether you said such things out loud or not, Swami-ji would know what you were thinking. Whether you were able to take in what Swami-ji was pointing out or not, whether you accepted it or not, you would feel in that moment that you were the worst person in the world. In these moments, Swami-ji sometimes used one or more of us in the little group as intercessors - spiritual go-betweens - to help the person to fully take in what Swami-ji was saying. It would be expected that the helper would totally understand Swami-ji’s point and translate it into the appropriate vernacular for the person receiving the lesson or correction. The helper or helpers would be expected to explain the lesson by using details and examples from American or Indian or European or Japanese psychology – depending on where the person was from. While this was happening, Swami-ji would seem to shut down. We could almost see a screen or veil descend from some mysterious place in the heavens, creating a membrane between Swami-ji and the rest of us, especially the person struggling.


Swami-ji would slip into silence and His face would become dim, fuzzy and abstract. One or two of us would have to explain the person’s error to them over and over and over again, until finally - confusion, resistance, fear and pride would gradually dissolve and the person would reach a new level of understanding. This ritual would be painful for all of us, certainly the person being corrected, and most especially for Swami-ji, who would be holding the person’s pain for them until they were able to let it go. And Swami-ji always forgave, no matter what, no matter how long it took. Usually, the person would clear up in a short while. Sometimes, though, the process would take days or weeks and - in rare cases – even longer. Still, Swami-ji always forgave. And this is the point - forgave when the person was able to forgive him or herself. That was always the point – Swami-ji witnessing our difficulties, magnifying them, holding them up to us, challenging us to break this or that pattern until we could move on to a better understanding and a healthier happier mindset and behavior. When that would happen, Swami-ji’s face would brighten up and the mysterious screen would ascend and disappear. The group would sigh collectively and resume our giddy chatter. Sometimes, half listening to all this relief, taking a great masterful pause, Swami-ji would sing out the person’s name and then pause again. The person would be thinking “uh oh, what have I done now?” They would answer “yes, Swami-ji?” only to hear their name sung out again, followed by a great “I love you!” At this point, the person would let loose a wide smile or a small glisten of tears – and the tea, chocolate and crackers would be passed around again. In the Tea Ceremony lessons, Swami-ji’s intention was neither to truly embarrass or humiliate the person, nor to overly praise them, but instead to do these things: confront the person until they could respond from a place of strength inside that they never, ever thought they had, to push the person to cut into their deepest core, to compel them to examine their subtlest perceptions and motives, to find a place inside where authentic honesty, humility, peace and forgiveness reside, to inspire them to keep developing their understanding, to keep expanding their power, to keep refining their discrimination, their wisdom, their faith in Divine Creation, to keep enhancing their well-being, to keep discovering higher and higher spiritual freedom and joy. And of course, the intercessors, too – all of us in the group - would be learning great life lessons during these Tea Ceremony rituals. “Give me two percent and I will take care of the other ninety-eight percent,” Swami-ji would often say. And we would always respond with,” And, what a two percent!” Swami-ji could so easily see our mistakes and limitations and intuit their sources. Relentlessly, Swami-ji would act them out for us, pushing them right into our faces, so we could truly see, accept and then let go into a better way of being. Swami-ji taught us to never give up, to find and trust the best in ourselves, to have what Swami-ji called “a broad heart - a heart that is so filled with steadiness, clarity and peace that it gives to everyone everywhere, constantly and unhesitatingly, with love, compassion and respect - no matter what. In the Tea Ceremony setting, Swami-ji taught us in direct, interactive, practical ways by simply being with us and behaving in whatever ways were called for - tough and demanding in one moment - abundantly sweet and tender in another – sober, informative and factual in the next - cheerful, festive, and ebullient in the next.


Many people over the years have described Swami Vignanananda, a great world teacher, as a lion – fiery, brave and tenacious, ferocious in His love for us, a divine trickster who - like all great spiritual masters - inspired, guided, even divinely fooled us into being better people - for our own sakes and for the sake of everyone everywhere. Participating in the blessings of Tea Ceremony was one way to learn from Swami-ji. In this setting, it was easy to see that our Guru was the most loving, wise, intuitive, generous, brilliant, powerful, outrageous and even funny person any of us will ever know.


Saraswathi Devi


Prana Yoga Ashram


Berkeley, California, USA


May 2025
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Sri Saraswathi Devi during a


Puja at Prana Yoga Ashram


in Berkeley, California









Preface


by


Mahatma Narayanan


Director Prana Yoga Centre Salem Salem, Tamil Nadu, INDIA


AUM SRI RAM


The members of the Prana Yoga Centre in Salem are delighted that the teachings and life history of our great Guru, Swami Vignananananda, have been published in English.


This is the first English book about our Guruji and has been edited by our beloved Sri Swami Brahmanandaji, a great yogi and the director of the Prana Yoga Zentrum in Dresden, Germany.


We hope the book will reach many people around the world, introducing them to our Guruji and inspiring them to assimilate and practise his teachings.


We thank Sri Swami Brahmanandaji for this divine publication, which will help spread the teachings of Prana Yoga worldwide. May our Guruji's blessings be with all readers.


With Prem and Aum.


Mahatma V. Narayanan


Prana Yoga Centre


Salem, Tamil Nadu, INDIA


June 2025
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Sri Mahatmaji Narayanan, in 2022 at Siddhar Koil - a temple near Salem, where Swami Vignanananda is venerated









Preface


by


Prathama Swami Jeevananda


Head of Cuddapah Sri Paramahamsa Sachidananda Yogeeshwar’s Mathalayam Trust Bangalore, Karnataka, INDIA


Respected Swami Brahmanandaji,


We, from Cuddapah Sri Paramahamsa Satchidananda Yogeeshwarar Mutt, Bangalore, are deeply honoured to offer this preface for the English edition of the originally German book on Swami Vignanananda and his teachings, lovingly presented by Swami Brahmanandaji of Prana Yoga Zentrum, Dresden, Germany.


Swami Vignanananda holds a sacred and enduring place in the lineage of Cuddapah Sri Paramahamsa Satchidananda Yogeeshwarar (Kadapa Satchidananda). His life, guided by an unbroken inner connection with Kadapa Satchidananda, stands as a shining example of how the Guru’s grace transcends the barriers of time, space, and even physical presence. Although Swami Vignanananda arrived at the Bangalore Mutt shortly after Kadapa Satchidananda had attained Nirvikalpa Jiva Samadhi, the powerful spiritual bond between them remained ever alive—woven through dreams, divine intuition, and destiny, that guided him to his final Guru, Swami Sivananda of Rishikesh (who himself left the worldly life after reading Kadapa Satchidananda’s book Jiva Brahmaikya Vedanta Rahasyam).


Swami Vignanananda went on to carry Kadapa Satchidananda’s silent light across the world, spreading Prana Yoga throughout Asia, Europe, and beyond. His work touched countless lives, and his devotion to his first Guru Kadapa Satchidananda remained unwavering throughout his spiritual journey.


It is a matter of great joy and deep gratitude that Swami Brahmanandaji, one of Swami Vignanananda’s dedicated disciples, has taken up the noble task of making the teachings and sacred life story of his Guru accessible to English-speaking seekers. His sincere efforts in bringing forth this English version of the original German edition reflect not only his love for his Master, but also his commitment to sharing this universal spiritual light with future generations.


We, at the Cuddapah Sri Paramahamsa Satchidananda Yogeeshwarar Mutt in Bangalore, feel truly blessed to offer our humble support to this noble endeavour. We fondly remember the sacred visits of Swami Vignanananda to our Mutt, where he bowed in reverence at Kadapa Satchidananda’s Samadhi, reaffirming the timeless Guru–disciple bond that continues to inspire us all.


May this biography serve as a source of inspiration for earnest seekers, reminding us that the Guru’s grace is ever-present, silently guiding all who walk the path of Truth with sincerity and devotion.


With humble Pranams at the lotus feet of the Master,


Prathama Swami Jeevananda


Cuddapah Sri Paramahamsa Sachidananda Yogeeshwar’s Mathalayam Trust


Bangalore, Karnataka, INDIA


28 June 2025
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Sri Swami Jeevananda (center)


with Swami Brahmananda (right)


at 160th Kadapa Swami Jayanti,


on 16 February 2025 at


Kadapa Swami Mutt, Bangalore









Preface by the Editor


We, the members of the Prana Yoga Center Dresden, are very pleased that the book about Swami Vignanananda, the founder of PRANA YOGA, can now also be published in English after its first edition in German.


Swami Vignanananda was born on June 14, 1932. With the help of his two Gurus, Kadapa Swami and especially Swami Sivananda, he attained full self-knowledge at the age of about 30 and then worked tirelessly for the general welfare and spiritual upliftment of people for about 45 years.


The method of Prana Yoga developed by Swami-ji was designed to enable everyone to attain good health, broaden their spiritual horizons, grow on all levels and help the inherent light tendencies to unfold fully.


The daily practice of his students and the practical application of his teachings in daily life was important to him: “Book knowledge limited; own experiences unlimited!”


Ultimately, it is about always living the inner truth from the heart. If the individual achieves this, it radiates out into the world and the world becomes a better place: “Mind does matter!”


Swami-ji always lived his teaching by example and all those who came into direct contact with him were able to experience his selfless and all-encompassing love and his deep understanding of their inner world and their true aspirations.


In this case, selfless is to be understood literally - one searched in vain for a sense of self / ego in him and so he spoke of himself only in the third person, completely detached from his physical form, always connected with his true self, thus seeing the world as a mere appearance and himself as a servant of the Divine omnipresence in it.


His life was meant to be an example and so all his statements were always aimed at helping his disciples to develop. For example, when Swami-ji said “Swami-ji has no habits”, this was on the one hand really true and on the other hand a hint for his students not to get caught up in habits either, because: “Habits are debits”, which make progress on the path of Yoga unnecessarily difficult.


Being without habits did not make dealing with him any easier for his students - they constantly had to adjust to a different Swami-ji.


For example, Swami-ji cooked a lot for us on his first visit to Dresden - spicy Indian food, which was a bit of a challenge for many of us at first.


When he came back two years later, the food for his reception was prepared by me in this way. My concern was that it might not be spicy enough for him.


But quite the opposite! He had completely changed his diet in the meantime and his reaction was: “Far too spicy - who can eat something like that?” - and then cooked it again himself, now very mildly spiced.


This was the case with almost everything, and what was considered a habit of his by me suddenly no longer existed - a new Swami-ji had arrived, to whom we had to readjust.


An enlightened master works on many levels and is always precisely adapted to the respective situation and the level of those in contact with him.


Thus each of his disciples will have had his own experience of Swami-ji and will have perceived certain qualities in him that were intended only for him.


The first part of this book consists of translations of texts from various publications by Swami-ji, such as Heart Wisdom, Song of the Will, Prana Yoga Leaves, from Prana Yoga Life magazines, as well as poems from letters to his students, primarily from his books Wings of Divine Wisdom and Soul Flowers.


The second part of the book consists of various practices of Prana Yoga, with the descriptions of the Asanas and their effects provided by the editor.


The Pranayama exercises, Mudras, Bandhas and special practices were written down in Tamil by Swami Vignanananda in bullet points and should serve as a mental aid for advanced Indian students.


Mahatma Narayanan, the director of the Prana Yoga Centre in Salem / Tamil Nadu, translated them into English and made them available for the book.


In order to make it easier for practitioners to carry out the exercises, these brief instructions have been explained in more detail by the editor and provided with comments on the effects.


The editor drew on his own experience as well as descriptions from the book First Steps to Higher Yoga by Swami Yogeshwaranand Saraswati, in which some of the otherwise very rarely published practices are listed. Unfortunately, as neither was possible, these exercises had to be omitted.


We hope that the book can be an inspiration to all readers on their path and for their own practice - may the blessings of Swami Vignanananda and all the masters always be with us!


With Prem and Aum,


Swami Brahmananda


Director Prana Yoga Zentrum Dresden


July 2025
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Swami Brahmananda at his


first meeting with his Guru


Swami Vignanananda


in August 1997


at Athens / Greece
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Swami Vignanananda


Swami-ji was born on 14 June 1932 in Thinnanur, in the Tiruchirapalli district of the southern Indian state of Tamil Nadu.


His parents gave him the name Sivalingam.
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Swami-ji around 1936 with mother, father and older brother





Swami-ji’s father was a successful businessman who worked mostly in Sri Lanka, so he moved his family there to live in prosperity.


When Swami-ji was about five years old, they all traveled together to South India to visit their relatives. While there, the father died unexpectedly. The family suddenly found themselves completely destitute. Relatives in Salem initially took them in, but soon they had to earn their own living.


Swami-ji also had to contribute early on and therefore took on an office job in a textile factory in Salem.


At a certain point, Kadapa Swami (Paramahamsa Satchidananda Yogeshwarar) began to appear to him in dreams and visions and to guide him, whereupon Swami-ji began to practice Yoga intensively from 1947.


He soon began teaching Yoga himself and publishing spiritual articles in various magazines - while continuing to work in the textile company until 1957.


Around 1953, began to correspond with his future Guru Swami Sivananda of the Divine Life Society, which was extremely important for Swami-ji's development.
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His intensive Yoga practice and contact with Kadapa Swami and Swami Sivananda developed in him a great spiritual strength and at the same time an increasing disinterest in worldly things.


In 1957, Swami-ji finally left everything behind and traveled to Bangalore to complete his spiritual development alongside Kadapa Swami. Kadapa Swami, however, had entered Mahasamadhi (left his body voluntarily) shortly before his arrival. His followers, realizing Swami-ji's extraordinary charisma, now asked him to take over the Bangalore Ashram, but Swami-ji refused, feeling that his spiritual goal had not yet been achieved.
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For the time being, he continued to travel through southern India, remaining in constant contact with Swami Sivananda and staying in Madurai for an extended period. Swami-ji worked there for the Divine Life Society, but continued his intensive Yoga practice at the Sri Meenakshi Temple, developing the foundations of PRANA YOGA. His spiritual strength increased, but at the same time he became increasingly aware that he could only reach his goal in the company of an accomplished master.
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Swami Sivananda with Swami-ji and other disciples, 1959 in Rishikesh





In 1959, he finally traveled to the Himalayas, to Rishikesh, where he was accepted as a disciple by Swami Sivananda and soon became one of his closest confidants. Swami-ji conducted the Tamil correspondence for Swami Sivananda, led the Yoga classes in the Sivananda Ashram and taught at the Yoga Vedanta Forest Academy.


This also brought him into contact with many of his master's foreign followers, who were drawn to Swami-ji's spiritual power and his authentic way of teaching Yoga.


After three years of selfless service in the ashram and to his Guru-ji Swami Sivananda, he had achieved complete purity of mind.


Then one morning, during his daily bath in the holy Ganges, ... something opened up... and the goal of his spiritual quest was achieved. Now he knew exactly what his mission was, and soon an inquiry came from Japan asking if he would be willing to introduce Yoga there.


With Swami Sivananda's blessing, Swami-ji went to Japan in 1962. He worked there for 10 years, perfecting the Prana Yoga Method and developing it into a system specially adapted to modern times.
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Swami-ji on a roof in Tokyo (from a Japanese magazine, ca. 1968)





Swami-ji became very popular in Japan, with regular television appearances, appearances in movies and Yoga events, private and group lessons (including at the US Army-Navy Base Camps), lectures and Prana Healings that took him all over the country.
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Swami-ji during a TV appearance (ca. 1966)





Regular trips to India were followed by trips to Asia, especially Korea, Taiwan, Sri Lanka and Thailand, where many followers were found and Prana Yoga Centers were established.
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Swami-ji with Maharishi Mahesh Yogi (Japanese press photo around 1967)





In 1972 Swami-ji left Japan, taught for a year in Hong Kong and in 1973 accepted an invitation to the USA and later to Canada, where he lived for several years.
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Swami-ji’s 67th birthday, 1999 at the Prana Yoga Ashram





In 1975, Swami-ji finally founded his headquarters in the USA, the Prana Yoga Ashram in Berkeley, California.


Here he taught Prana Yoga at all levels, maintained his vast correspondence and enabled many to spend extended periods of time at the Ashram under his spiritual guidance. Swami-ji opened several Retreats and Prana Yoga Centers in the USA and became a US citizen in 1982.


From there he began to travel the world and new Prana Yoga Centers were established in many countries, such as Canada, Malaysia, Singapore, Burma, India and Europe, which Swami-ji traveled to regularly from then on.
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He came to Dresden for the first time in 2002 and for the second time in 2004, where he gave courses and laid the foundation for a Prana Yoga Center in the city.


Swami-ji never lost contact with his students and followers in India. He flew to India for the last time in January 2008.
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Swami-ji with members of the Prana Yoga Centre in Salem /Tamil Nadu (1982)





Swami-ji gave his usual energetic talks and Yoga demonstrations, awakening and renewing spiritual aspirations in many, giving solace and selflessly helping in any way he could.


On March 2, 2008, Swami Vignanananda — the world-renowned Grandmaster of Meditation, Pranayama, Hatha Yoga, and Yoga Vedanta Philosophy — unexpectedly for everyone, entered Maha Samadhi (leaving the body) and was buried a few days later in Salem in the traditional Sannyasin manner.


For nearly 50 years, Swami-ji taught and counseled thousands of students seeking happier, more harmonious lives, traveling extensively throughout Europe, Asia, and North America. His divinely inspired writings have been published in English, Tamil, German, Japanese, Danish, and Hebrew.


Swami-ji and his teachings of truthfulness, simplicity and love, as well as his emphasis on the importance of regular spiritual practice, live on in the hearts of his students and followers around the world.


His legacy is the system of PRANA YOGA he developed and his books, such as Wings of Divine Wisdom and Soul Flowers, and texts in publications of the Prana Yoga Ashram: Prana Yoga Life, Sivashram, Yoga Vision or Prana Yoga Leaves.
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Give and give, whatever your mission is


It's the fruitful path for success


It's the key for great success


It's the prolong life of the giving heart


To help and to serve.
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Sri Paramahamsa Satchidananda Yogeshwarar


called: Kadapa Swami


(16 February 1865 – 9 January 1957)


was Swami Vignanananda's first Guru and is therefore one of the fathers of PRANA YOGA.


Kadapa Swami developed special Pranayama techniques (breathing exercises), the basic form of which was taught to him by his Guru, the mystical Yogi Nityananda. He appeared to him for about half an hour, taught him a breathing technique and gave him his new name:


PARAMAHAMSA SATCHIDANANDA YOGESHWARAR


The saint then disappeared again without a trace and Kadapa Swami realized that God had appeared to him in the form of this Yogi.


Occasionally he demonstrated the power of these breathing techniques by giving one and a half hour long lectures while sitting in the lotus position and floating on the surface of a body of water.
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		Prachhardhana



		Mukha Puraka Kumbhaka



		Antargamana Kumbhaka
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		Bilvani Kumbhaka
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		Murcha Pranayama
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		Viparita Karani Mudra



		Ashwini Mudra









		MUDRAS OF MEDIUM LEVEL

		Mahamudra



		Maha Bandha



		Maha Bedha



		Shakti Chalana



		Yoni Mudra



		Kaki Mudra



		Matangini Mudra



		Tadagi Mudra
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		Pashini Mudra
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		Shambhavi Mudra



		Yoga Mudra



		Khechari Mudra
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