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Compromising the Practice of Yoga: A Studio Owner’s Dilemma
by Rachel Varon
While it is always upsetting and disconcerting to see yoga or other spiritual disciplines tainted or used for self-promotion, most of yoga in the west may have some bene?t in opening up a pathway for those who would not have any other exposure to it.
Anonymous


Yoga studio owners want to keep their practices wholesome and spiritual while still making a good living. From experience, one cannot expect a yoga business to be less a business than any other. After all, you still have to pay the rent, advertising, materials and supplies, you name it. For me the key is understanding that, in order to bring in more people and justify the costs, compromising a bit is inevitable. 

I faced a dilemma when I had a studio in Vienna, Virginia, with a partner with whom I was hesitant to work with in the beginning. She had a beautiful location and wanted to make the most out of it. I had already been working at my home- based studio and had been successfully running it alone, so at first I hesitated risking change during a successful period in my business. My colleague’s location was larger and well situated and I wanted my business to grow, so in the end, I went for it. To my surprise, it worked out well. The fact that she really enjoyed the practice of yoga but had no interest in teaching or getting involved with any part of its essence was a blessing. She provided me with the location and was responsible for some of the business tasks. Her business background made her input valuable and had a positive impact on my reluctance to change the practice at least somewhat, in order to bring more people in. 

Before the experience with my partner, my Vinyasa Yoga practice was very strict and I would not compromise. For example, each class had to begin with a 5-minute pranayama session and end with a 15-minute savasana followed by chanting. Since then my practice has become more “flexible” and I shift the emphasis among Pranayama/Poses and Relaxation depending on the group that I am teaching. In other words, I now listen to what students want and I am more open to their suggestions. I have also transmitted that concept to my instructors and realized that a yoga studio owner needs to be collaborative with her students for the business to be a success. “Listening” to customers and bonding with them is probably one of the most important lessons I learned. 

In listening more to my students, I decided to create a new class combining Yoga with Pilates. I didnt go as far as fusing Yoga with another exercise routine such as aerobics or dance. However, combining (not fusing) Yoga and Pilates made sense since the latter has its roots in yoga and they complement one another. Many of my students wanted to practice Pilates, which develops “core” muscles, working out the student’s pelvic .oor and abdominal muscles in order to strengthen the lower back and improve posture, among other bene.ts. I wanted to give them what they were requesting without letting go of yoga. In the process, “Combolates” was created; it consisted of half the class time devoted only to Pilates and the other half only to Yoga (with all its elements including pranayama and relaxation). “Combolates” became the most popular class at the studio, the result of a reasonable compromise with my students. 

Gayle Fleming, owner of the Samata Yoga studio in Arlington, Virginia, where they teach a variety of styles, has just added Pilates classes in her schedule as a complement to yoga. “My yoga students can bene.t from this other discipline but I will not go as far as fusing the two,” she emphasizes. In my case, I combined the two and also made other changes, such as different music, in some of my yoga classes. In my Power Vinyasa yoga class I went from using the typical mellow and soothing traditional Indian melodies to trance music. In addition, I made the pace a bit faster than in a customary yoga class of the same style. From a business point of view, we can no longer ignore that many people don’t want to sit around on a .oor and meditate, do one pose and then rest for .ve minutes and then do another pose. I had to accept that there were some students who didn;t want that and who were looking for something more “Western.” It was alright to compromise a bit and to give students what they wanted without treating yoga like any other workout.

Many yoga studio owners will not go as far as I did. Kim Weeks of Boundless Yoga Studio in Washington, DC, says, “I resist the notion to compromise,” adding that “in the 21 century, there is so much hunger for spirituality, depth and quality that making the yoga practice very spiritual can be more inviting to people.” 

Suzie Hurley, owner of Willow Street Yoga studios and Anusara yoga teacher in Takoma Park, Maryland, says new students may pose a challenge and explains that in order not to scare them away she doesn’t use the word “God” or even “Divine” and rather talks about “The Supreme” or “The Universe.” “The biggest challenge is to educate as many people as possible that yoga is more than physical,” she emphasizes. “Anusara is a heart-oriented, spiritual postural structure. It’s based on goodness, it’s the philosophy of integrity and I refuse to teach anything else.” 

In my opinion, it is important that studios still transmit the fact that yoga is a philosophy of life, not just a sweaty workout. “Yoga has evolved from a deep philosophical system and from the deep experiences of rishis and seers thousands of years ago in order to attain total freedom or liberation from suffering; it was not designed to be taught as a “workout,” Hurley agrees. The difference in practicing at a studio versus at a gym should be very clear. Some studio owners such as Gayle Fleming are emphatic about their approach, “I resist to compromise and if I will treat yoga as an exercise or a fad Id rather close my studio.” 

My home studio still has a sense of sacredness and comfort with candles, cushions, .owers and organic tea, unlike what gyms offer. I also put incense in my classes, take time for students to center themselves with Pranayama and hold classes no shorter than an hour and a half in length. Even more important, at my studio we talk about mindfulness and stillness; letting go of the ego; detachment and self-realization. I teach students that yoga is about our awareness of the elevation of our spirits. At the same time, however, I cannot ignore that yoga has become mainstream and it is ever changing. 

As baby boomers age and society becomes more sedentary, the fitness paradigm will most likely continue to shift to mind, body and soul. The question is do we let the market run our practice or do we take control of it? The answer is probably a middle ground, compromising yoga practice just a bit without forgetting that in order to unite mind, body, and soul the very essence of this ancient discipline must remain intact. Rachel Varon is a Virginia-based writer whose work has appeared in previous issues and in other magazines and newspapers in the United States and in South America. She appears in a yoga video in Spanish soon to be available at Fairfax Public libraries. Her website is www.yogavita.org 
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