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What Came to Light
Several women report having been sexually abused in a
worldwide yoga organization. According to their report, the
leadership of the organization tried to save its own image - and
to hush up the accusations.

For eleven years, Julie Salter was the personal assistant
to the guru Swami Vishnu. Photo: Tony Fouhse

Three years of this he is said to have sexually abused her.
After he later suffered a stroke, she even took care of him (here in 1993).

When Julie Salter left the Sivananda ashram in the Canadian town of
Val-Morin in 1999, she was emotionally and physically devastated. "If I
hadn't made the exit then, I would probably be dead," Salter says today,
21 years later. "In the years after the exit, I fought for my life, especially
to want to stay alive at all.
The 63-year-old New Zealander speaks in a video interview from her
two-room apartment in Ottawa, Canada. In the kitchen, she has put up
home-grown herbs on a clothesline to dry. In conversation, Salter, with
her quiet voice, doesn't seem like a person who likes to make a fuss,
especially not about herself. And yet it was her who shook the
foundations of a yoga organization that has been well-established for
decades and is active worldwide, with eleven monastery-like ashrams in

eight countries, 31 yoga centers in 18 countries, and 40 affiliated centers
in 26 nations - three of them in Germany.
Her struggle began with an entry on Facebook, posted in December 2019,
in which she accuses an internationally known yogi of having sexually
abused her for years. His civil name is Kuttan Nair. As guru, he is known
under the name of Swami Vishnudevananda. Most people just call him
Swami Vishnu. In 1957 he was one of the first to bring the Indian Yoga
tradition to the West and founded Sivananda Yoga. He has also played a
decisive role in shaping the modern yoga industry, which now generates
immense sums of money - estimates indicate the worldwide income from
yoga at over 80 billion US dollars. Swami Vishnu developed an easy-tounderstand series of twelve postures, called Asanas, and designed a fourweek training course for aspiring yoga teachers. This profession had not
existed before. To date, Sivananda has trained almost 50,000 people.
Swami Vishnu was also one of the first to offer the concept of yoga
retreats - now an extremely successful business model. He died in 1993,
but his portrait and name are still present in many places today.

The Yoga scene is barely regulated by law
The public accusation against the guru by Julie Salter was only the
beginning of a series of accusations against the Sivananda organisation.
Over the past six months, SZ-Magazin has spoken with many former
Sivananda staff members from Canada, the USA, the UK, Spain, France,
Austria and Germany. They all paint a picture of an organisation that, for
decades, has been covering up sexualised violence up to and including
rape, delaying the investigation of cases that have become known and, in
an inhuman argument, blaming the survivors for what happened to
them: It would be necessary to break the harmful ego, students were told
time and again by leading Swamis. Because overcoming the ego is
considered the highest spiritual goal. Under this premise, former
members say, even abuse is reinterpreted as a necessary means for
spiritual development.
Swami Vishnu, the man accused of abuse by Julie Salter, is worshipped
like a savior by followers of the organization worldwide. In contrast to
other yoga schools, the Sivananda movement still gives itself a religious
and traditional touch. All yoga teachers work on a voluntary basis, bodyconscious yoga clothing is frowned upon, and unlike in other yoga
schools, the consecration to the Swami - the word derives from Sanskrit
and means monk - in the sexually celibate life is considered desirable, for
both men and women. The German centers in Munich and Berlin are
registered as a non-profit and thus tax-privileged association, which

according to the association's statutes pursues "exclusively and directly
religious (...) purposes".
Salter spent 22 years in the organisation until she left in 1999. Eleven of
these years she was the personal assistant to the guru. When he was
paralysed on one side after a stroke, she says, she was the only one who
could still understand and translate his words. When he gave lectures,
she repeated his speech sentence by sentence. "The boundaries have
become increasingly blurred over the years," Salter says today. "I was his
student, his secretary and servant, later, when he was ill, I was also a
nurse for him". After a short break, she adds: "And then there was sex,
too."

Since the death of the guru Swami Vishnu, a board of directors has been leading the
hierarchically structured organization. A German who calls herself Swami Durgananda
(middle) is the longest-serving member of this board.

Swami Vishnu's portrait is present in all centers and ashrams of the Sivananda
organisation worldwide - despite the allegations of abuse.

Swami Durgananda joined the Guru already in the seventies. He instructed her to
establish centers in Europe. She also accompanied him during travel, as here in Egypt
around 1984.

Swami Vishnu became known in the seventies and eighties as the "Flying Swami". In a
symbolic peace mission, he also flew over the Berlin Wall in 1983.

Between 1982 and 1986, when she was in her late twenties, Swami
Vishnu used her repeatedly for his physical satisfaction. There was no
physical violence during sexual acts, says Salter. But there was pressure
to submit to his will. In the Sivananda school, breaking with the master
would be seen as a kind of spiritual suicide. The guru would also
transgress in daily contact. Sometimes he would shout at her for hours
because of trivialities.
Even after Vishnu died of kidney failure on a trip to India in 1993, Salter
remained with the organisation for another six years as the director of
the ashram in Val-Morin. "I was long past the point where I would still
have been able to walk out," she says today. "I wanted to, but I just didn't
know how to anymore." The British author Alexandra Stein, who in her
work deals with the socio-psychological mechanisms of cult structures,
writes that such ties are typical of the relationship between charismatic
but totalitarian leaders and their followers. A person who is caught in
such a bond cannot think logically and cannot resolve the situation
anymore.
Already since the eighties and nineties, occasional cases of sexual abuse
in various yoga traditions have become known every now and then. There
are no official figures on cases of abuse, but there is a growing number of
affected women from the most diverse yoga traditions who, thanks to the
reach of social media, are now going public with experiences that in some
cases have been concealed for decades. The yoga scene is hardly
regulated by law. The profession of yoga teacher is not protected in
Germany and can be used by everyone. Even to open a yoga school,
theoretically one does not need any officially recognised qualification.
Probably the best-known offender within the yoga scene is Bikram
Choudhury, the founder of "Bikram Yoga", also called "Hot Yoga". The
accusations against him are recorded in the Netflix documentary
Bikram: Yogi, Guru, Predator, published in 2019. In 2016, a U.S. court
sentenced him to pay almost seven million dollars in damages and
compensation for pain and suffering for harassment and discrimination.
Choudhury, who has apparently escaped to Mexico, is being searched by
warrant.
On two occasions, Julie Salter says, she reported the abusive behaviour of
the guru to the directors of Sivananda. Once in 2003, again in 2005: "It
was clear to me that the organisation can only experience healing when
everything comes to light," Salter says. "At first I thought that this could
be sorted in the small circle of the senior staff."

She also spoke on the phone with a high-ranking head of the worldwide
organization, a German who calls herself Swami Durgananda. The now
77-year-old woman is from Cologne. Her civil name is Brigitte Fletcher.
She is considered a spiritual master disciple of the guru and is still one of
the leading figures of his yoga empire. As the longest-serving Swami,
Durgananda sits on the organisation's board of directors, is presumably
involved in all important decisions, and informed about all important
events within the worldwide organisation.
When Julie Salter told the board about the abuse by the guru, no one
seemed surprised, she says. Nevertheless, [she says,] she was rejected. In
2007, she was finally silenced by the legal threat of a defamation suit,
which the SZ-Magazine has obtained. Until autumn 2019. At that time, a
leading Swami contacted her and asked her if she could imagine
transcribing audio recordings of Swami Vishnu's speeches against
payment – recordings of that man whom she had accused of years of
sexual abuse. After all, she would be the only one who could understand
the words of the severely impaired guru. Salter refused.
Times had changed. The #MeToo movement had launched a worldwide
debate on sexual violence in 2017. And Salter had just read a non-fiction
book by the author Matthew Remski, in which he describes in detail
numerous allegations of abuse against a guru who is equally revered in
cultic ways: K. Pattabhi Jois, founder of the Ashtanga method, is said to
have repeatedly grabbed women's breasts during his yoga classes,
pressed his penis against their bottom during assistance, or inserted his
finger into their vagina. He did not have to answer to these allegations,
the guru died in 2009. Remski also describes how the worldwide
Ashtanga community has struggled for decades to accept the accusations
of the women concerned. On the one hand, probably out of blind love for
the master. But also, because yoga has become a lucrative business model
that can only sell well when the image remains clean.
"Something inside me said: Maybe it is you who has to do something,"
says Salter. She contacted the author of the book. "He was the first man
who really wanted to hear what I had experienced." Thanks to Matthew
Remski's interest, she no longer felt alone with her story. So she sat down
at her computer and wrote this message on Facebook:
"With all the hagiography around Swami Vishnudevananda and his
legacy (...) let's look at least a little bit into the hidden, into the darkness:
maybe we can endure these aspects, mourn where needs were not met,
and acknowledge that there was abuse and cover-up (...). For the last
eleven years of his life I was Swami Vishnudevananda's personal
assistant (...). Night after night with little or no sleep, hardly any regular

meals and daily scolding, limits were crossed: Swami Vishnudevananda
used/abused me sexually for more than three years.”
On December 10, 2019 at 5:15 a.m. in the morning, she clicked on "Post".
More women soon began posting on Julie Salter's Facebook entry. Lucille
Campbell, now 66, reported on clearly power-driven "sexual
relationships" she had with Swami Vishnu in the 1970s and wrote that
she knew of at least five other women. Pamela Kyssa, now 62, accused
the guru of raping her in 1979. When she was relaxing on the floor after
yoga exercises, the guru suddenly laid down on her, pulled down her
pants and penetrated her.
On December 13, three days after Julie Salter's post, the global board of
the Sivananda organisation published a statement. In it, the leaders
appeared to express themselves clueless and dismayed of the
acccusations. Not a word, that Salter's accusations against the guru had
been known to the board for years.

Jens Augspurger co-founded "Project Satya", a Facebook group whose members want
to investigate the abuse accusations. Photo: Evelyn Dragan.

Jens Augspurger knew of Julie Salter's Facebook post when he went to a
Christmas party at the London Sivananda Centre on the afternoon of 14
December. The 28-year-old German is doing his doctorate in religious
studies in London. He has been practicing yoga since he was 14. He
completed his training as a yoga teacher in 2015 at the Sivananda
Ashram in Val-Morin, Canada, the same ashram where Julie Salter
worked for many years. In retrospect, Augspurger, a man with a full
beard and hipster glasses, describes the Christmas party in London as his
"moment of radical change". Because at this celebration, [he says,] great
speeches of praise were continued to be delivered to the guru as if
nothing had happened. No matter what Vishnu had done, he would
continue to be her revered spiritual teacher, a high-ranking staff member
[reportedly] said in her speech. The term "sexual abuse" had not been
mentioned. "That was the moment when I knew that it was not right to
be here," said Augspurger. In the social media he then came across other
Sivananda yogis who, like him, were searching for the truth. They all
wanted to know: What did the organisation know? And why didn't they
do anything?
Something was cooking up in the Sivananda Centres all over the world.
An event in New York escalated on 15 December 2019. An audio
recording of the event was obtained by SZ Magazine. It was probably
made without the consent of those who were recorded, but the voices are
clearly recognisable, and the authenticity of the recording has been
confirmed by several people present. On it is the director of the US
Ashrams, first praising the guru as well. But the angry and deeply
affected yogis demand explanations.
"What exactly happened?" one of the yogis wants to know. "When was
that? What did the leadership of the organization know about this? And
was anything done about it?"
Only after vehement inquiries from the yoga students, the swami admits
that there had been an earlier complaint from Julie Salter. However, her
accusations against the guru were "not accepted as truth" within the
board.
The day after the New York meeting, the organisation issued a second
statement. "We owe Julie an apology for not raising the matter to the
level that was necessary," it said. The organization also announced an
independent investigation.

But trust in Sivananda was now shattered for many yogis. "At that point,
all I could think was, 'First you lie and see if you can get away with it?
And only when that doesn't work, you come out with the truth? No way!"
says Antonia Abu Matar, who together with Jens Augspurger founded a
Facebook group that is still very active today, in which Sivananda
followers exchange views on the accusations - "a forum that, unlike the
organisation, doesn't just cast doubt on the women's accusations," says
Augspurger. Their group has about 2500 members and they call their
project "Satya". The term is Sanskrit and means "truthfulness". Because
the online community does not trust the official investigation, they
commissioned their own investigation in February 2020, financed by a
crowdfunding campaign. "Project Satya" hired two external experts for
this: the lawyer Carol Merchasin, who had made a name for herself as an
investigator of abuse allegations in the Buddhist organisation
Shambhala. And the psychotherapist Josna Pankhania, who had
investigated cases of child abuse in another yoga ashram in 2014 on
behalf of the Australian government.
In the two German Sivananda Centres in the Munich district of
Maxvorstadt and in Berlin-Friedenau, the news of Julie Salter's
accusations soon spread. In early January 2020, a Berlin yoga teacher
wrote in a WhatsApp message: "Dear yogis, you probably already know
that Swami Vishnu allegedly sexually harassed his closest assistant. […]
We as yoga teachers are all 'stakeholders' in the organization and can
possibly influence changes through our positioning.”
In retrospect, this desire to be able to change the organisation for the
better was rather naive, says a former employee of the Berlin Centre in
mid-August in the outdoor area of a café. Although a "discussion" with
one of the leading German Swamis had also taken place in the Berlin
Centre at the beginning of the year. But it did not bring clarity. Instead,
she had experienced "targeted shutdown".
On a presumably secretly recorded audio of the "discussion", which was
made by participants of the meeting for documentation purposes and has
been obtained by the editors, you can hear how a swami, who is
considered the closest confidant of the German director, tries to discredit
Julie Salter as untrustworthy and misguided. "We know that there is a
cooperation between her and the author Matthew Remski, he
systematically attacks spiritual organisations, especially organisations
with a guru tradition," he says. And: Remski would be "aggressive".
Several people present at this meeting confirm that these statements
were made.

Meanwhile, the worship of the guru continued in the German Centers.
The demands of German yoga teachers to remove the portrait pictures of
the accused guru from the practice and meditation rooms were not
complied with, those who were involved say. Only hesitantly, [they
reported,] large pictures have been exchanged for smaller ones in some
centres. In the Berlin centre, six yoga teachers resigned their positions.
In the Munich centre, at least one permanent staff member and five yoga
teachers left the organisation in protest at the way the incidents were
handled.
At the centre of the accusations is also the powerful German from the
organisation's board of directors, Swami Durgananda. Former members
report that she has repeatedly played down complaints about cases of
abuse. For example, she was actively involved in protecting suspected
perpetrators and was partly responsible for the fact that nothing was
done to prevent further cases of abuse. The SZ-Magazine spoke with
several people who worked closely with her. They describe Swami
Durgananda as a charismatic and intelligent but reclusive
businesswoman whose anger is notorious. Durgananda is said to have
lived in a 400-square-meter villa with wellness area and panorama sauna
nearby the ashram near Kitzbühel until fall 2019. The owner of the villa
has confirmed to the editors that the ashram management had rented the
villa from 2016 to 2019 - for 12,000 euros rent per month. For many
yogis, this is a break with the tradition that the organisation actually
wants to convey: in addition to non-violence and truthfulness, also
humility and renunciation of material things.

"He acted as if I was just a piece of furniture
that he uses"
Former employees describe the daily routine in the centres as monastic
and busy. The day begins at 5.30 a.m. and often ends around 11 p.m.
Between cooking, cleaning, yoga classes, reception support and office
work, there would be hardly any time to rest. Contact with the outside
world, with friends and family would not be appreciated. Work would be
unpaid, and employees say that in some cases they have had neither a
room of their own nor health or social insurance. Anyone who complains
would be attested to have too much ego.
A former yogi named Eric Terwilliger says he knew Swami Durgananda
already in the early eighties. The American, who has lived in Germany for
many years, reports how the German woman even witnessed sexual
abuse by the guru without doing anything about it. Swami Vishnu had
been in Munich in 1983 and had just been massaged by a yoga teacher,

says Terwilliger. Together with Durgananda, he happened to be standing
near the door when the woman stormed out of the room in an upset
state. She reported angrily that the guru grabbed her in the neck during
the massage and tried to pull her head into his lap and force her to
perform oral sex. Durgananda was not impressed by all this, says
Terwilliger. The woman was not the first, she told him. So could the
sexual assaults have been stopped long ago? Swami Durgananda
conveyed via a Hamburg media law firm representing the German
association that she was not interested in an interview with SZMagazine. She only partially answered a comprehensive list of questions.
It would be difficult to say whether she was actually informed about all
the events within the worldwide organization that individuals considered
important, she conveys. She also referred to the anti-harassment policy
implemented by the organization in 2006.
"Project Satya", the group of yogis seeking investigation [into the cases],
has meanwhile published several reports. "It is often the case that
misconduct at the top of an organisation seems like a 'permission' for
other members," writes Carol Merchasin, the attorney who is leading the
investigation, in the second report. "Often, misconduct at the top leads to
tolerating the ignoring of sexual violence and the silencing of women.
More than 25 women have approached her with allegations of abuse over
the course of her investigation, says Merchasin. Another 40 yogis
[Merchasin says,] also reported psychological, emotional or financial
abuse. The accusations not only incriminate the late guru, but also two
still living members of the organisation: Maurizio Finocchi, known as
Swami Mahadevananda, who was a member of the board until 2013. And
Tahamatam Reddy, called Prahlada, who also sat on the board until
recently. The 53-year-old organised the courses in Canada and India
until the end of February 2020.
Seven women not named in the report accuse Swami Mahadevananda of
sexually harassing them between 2000 and 2010. We spoke with one of
them, Wendy Freeman. She was a former employee of the Swami and
described the assault as follows: "He was sitting in bed and asked me to
hand him a tray of breakfast. As I stood beside the bed, he grabbed my
arm and held me down. He began to masturbate. When he was finished, I
had semen on my arm. When I went into the adjacent bathroom to wash
myself, he also got up and stood next to me at the sink to wash his
genitals. He pretended that I was not there. As if this was all part of his
daily routine and I was just a piece of furniture he was using."

The woman also reports about a kind of pseudo-spiritual reinterpretation
mechanism that other former Sivananda members also speak of. "Guru's
Grace" is a phrase she has often heard within the Sivananda philosophy,
which implies that everything that happens to you is ultimately the will of
a higher power. This saying also alludes to overcoming the ego, as
something which considered harmful. "I was told that I probably needed
the abuse to break my ego," says Freeman, "as if it had a positive effect”.
The British expert Alexandra Stein writes that the positive
reinterpretation of obviously negative experiences is also typical for cult
dynamics.
Four women claim to have told various board members of
Mahadevananda's alleged assaults. However, [they say that] they did not
do anything further to stop his behaviour. A former director of the
organisation confirmed to SZ Magazine that she had already raised a
sexual harassment complaint against the swami at a board meeting in
2000, 13 years before the man retired. But nothing had happened back
then [the former director reports]. Swami Durgananda contests this and
conveys through her lawyer's office: "The board first learned of the
accusations against Swami Mahadevananda in the beginning of 2013”.
An e-mail from the editors [of this publication] with a request for a
statement was not answered by the accused Swami. Instead, he wrote to
the lawyer who is investigating the abuse cases on behalf of "Project
Satya": "Please convey my sincere apologies for my misconduct to the
Satya people and all the ladies concerned. I will do my best to ensure that
nothing like this happens again". Mahadevananda is now 81 years old. To
date, none of the women involved have sued the swami.
Tahamatam Reddy a.k.a. Prahlada is the other high-ranking yogi who is
accused of abuse via “Project Satya”. Six women accuse him of sexual
violence between 1993 and 2019. One of the women says she was a minor
at the time of the assaults. When she was between 12 and 17 years old,
[she says,] Prahlada verbally harassed and groped her year after year
during her stays in the children's camp of the Canadian ashram. Other
women say Prahlada used his position within the organization to force
them to have sexual intercourse or other sexual acts. Women who
resisted him report that he subsequently ignored them or publicly
insulted and humiliated them.
These statements are considered credible by the investigating lawyer
Carol Merchasin, as are the statements against Swami Mahadevananda.
The board of directors is said to have been informed about the case of the
underage girl in 1998 at the latest, at least the girl's parents state so in the

report of the "Satya" group. Other cases were also reported to individual
board members in later years, say the women in the report. Nevertheless,
Prahlada was appointed as a board member of the organization in 2014.
In her report, Carol Merchasin points out that sexual harassment of a
minor is not statute-barred under Canadian law. The board of directors
may also have committed a criminal offence because the incident was not
reported to the authorities, Merchasin writes. However, so far no one has
reported Prahlada.
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Seven women accuse Swami Mahadevananda alias Maurizio Finocchi of sexual abuse.
Photo: Wendy Freeman

One of the German women with whom the SZ magazine spoke recalls an
e-mail she received around 2002 when she was working in the office in
one of the German centres. "The mail was from a woman who
complained about sexual harassment by Prahlada." She had addressed
the centre manager about the mail. "Delete it immediately," he said. The
woman would be crazy [the centre director said]. "He reacted so
spontaneously, I suspect he was forewarned," said the woman.

This reveals a pattern that has been repeating itself in the organisation
for decades: women who describe sexual abuse are not believed, they are
rejected and ridiculed. And the perpetrators, it appears, are
systematically protected. How unequally women and men are treated
within the organisation is also shown by the story of a yoga teacher and a
former swami. "It is portrayed as if the woman bears sole responsibility,"
says the yoga teacher, who wishes to remain anonymous. "The men are
protected from the outside world in order to remain undamaged in their
role as swami."
A leading Swami, as the yoga teacher describes it, had made advances to
her in the ashram in the Austrian town of Reith. "I was surprised, but I
didn't want to say no because he was an authority figure." She met with
him in secret. When the affair between the two came to light, it was not
the swami who was obliged to abstain, but the yoga teacher who was
expelled from the ashram. "It was very hard for me," she says, "and I lost
the purpose of my life at the time." In a letter to Durgananda, she later
tried to explain herself and asked in writing to be allowed to return. "But
all that was said is: You're out." Nothing like that happened to him, the
swami tells us. He says that he belonged to the inner circle of the topmost
leader and confirms the relationship with the yoga teacher. "Swami
Durgananda made it clear to me that I must not get caught, but she did
not forbid me anything.”
On June 16, 2020, the Board of Directors announced on the Savananda
[sic!] organisation's website that the investigation of the allegations
against Swami Vishnudevananda was suspended until further notice due
to the Corona pandemic. Only the investigation against Prahlada - the
man accused of child abuse - will continue. The date for the hearing of
Julie Salter was cancelled a few hours before the meeting. The
investigation of her accusations is also not yet completed, the German
law firm of the organisation writes in response to a request.
The lawyer commissioned by “Project Satya”, Carol Merchasin, writes
that she has received indications that Prahlada, who was officially
suspended from the board in February, is maintaining his administrative
duties in India. Swami Mahadevananda is still supported by the
organisation with a monthly pension, as the German law firm confirms.
Inquiries by e-mail with the request for comments, sent to Prahlada and
his lawyer, remained unanswered.
Julie Salter no longer believes that the organization will succeed in
reforming itself. "There would have been so many moments when the

board could have made different decisions, but instead, things keep going
in this very, very sad direction," she says, "Without outside help, nothing
can be done”. In the meantime, hardly any of the former Sivananda
members with whom the SZ magazine has spoken are still practicing
yoga. Those who still practice yoga have modified their practice with the
help of other styles. They say that the teachings that the organisation has
taught them in the name of the guru, are now too tainted.

Marlene Halser

has also turned this research into a radio program for the Bavarian broadcast
(Bayerischer Rundfunk) - to hear on Saturday, 7 November, at 13.05 on Bavaria 2 or
on-line under br.de/podcast. If someone would like to contact her who has had
similar abuse experiences: marlenehalser@protonmail.com.

