COWTOWN YOGA
By Sherryn Rault
Most of us are unaware of the fact that in Calgary, we have an internationally known yoga teacher who has authored two remarkable books on yoga, is a Sanskrit specialist and a visual artist. It is interesting and even baffling, that Norman Sjoman should be better known abroad than at home here in Alberta.

Norman Sjoman’s first book, The Yoga Tradition of the Mysore Palace (see Yoga Journal July August 1999) caused a stir in the yoga world.  It is an early history of the Krishnamacariar, Iyengar, Pattabhi Jois system of yoga that has practically conquered the world.  In that book, he establishes that the yoga system we know is a revivalist system catering to the needs of our own time.  This caused a great stir in the yoga world – especially for all those who thought they were getting the real thing – unadulterated tradition.  As a counterbalance to the historical expose, he lays the groundwork for a specific yoga movement in that book.  Sjoman was particularly qualified to access material for the book because he is a Sanskritist and speaks Kannada as well.  He provided a translation of the “Sritattvanidhi” in that book, a text, from the early 1800’s, found in the private library of the Maharaja of Mysore in old Kannada script and Sanskrit language.  This text has 121 asanas illustrated and is the only textual basis for an asana tradition.  That book is available at large.  Thus, the first book provides textual support for a yoga tradition based on asanas and begins to clarify what is necessary for movement to become the basis of a considered spiritual discipline.
His second book, Yoga Touchstone (reviewed Yoga Journal June 2005) co-authored by Dattatreya, is a beautiful book with colour pictures of near perfect yoga asanas taken at temples in India and other places around the world.  The asanas portrayed here are not just beautiful pictures, but set standards for anyone seriously interested in yoga today.  If the first book drew on history, the second draws totally on practice.

In this book, Sjoman makes a case for regarding asanas, movement itself, as a suitable support for yoga spiritual practices and metaphysics.  He talks of a “maturing” of movement being at the very basis of yoga.  Traditionally, yoga was centered in meditation.  Sjoman revives the possibility of a philosophy of yoga based on asana movement – movement is the support for a complex meditation.   In doing that, he considerably expands the boundaries of yoga from the mechanistic theories and medical direction that carry contemporary yoga.  He particularly critiques the influence of commerce on the teaching and practice of yoga.  Yoga becomes, once more, a spiritual discipline grounded in actual practice.  
In this book, Sjoman treats yoga as an art.  He claims it is not an art of display, but an art of seeing and he links these ideas, through language, to aesthetics and to the definition of Samadhi as given in the oldest text on yoga, the sutras of Patanjali.  The book is published by Black Lotus Books, Inc and information about places where it can be obtained is available on the website www.blacklotusbooks.com.

In 1981, in an article published in Namaskar, Sjoman stated that yoga was about letting go.  He used the analogy of a child who, when born, grasps things but attains to an entirely new level of thinking when he starts letting go of things.

These ideas were taken seriously by Sjoman and Dattatreya’s student, Gert Van Leeuwen, who began to experiment with moving the upper back.  He developed a set of props and techniques of mobilization that were so successful that Doctors and Physiotherapists in Holland started taking notice and then, came and helped him to refine those techniques.  Now the University of Amsterdam is beginning to take up the study of his distinction between movement and postural muscles.  Gert Van Leeuwen has taught two very successful sessions of Critical Alignment Therapy in Calgary and will return for a third session in 2006.  In the meantime, his students in Calgary are continuing on with that therapy.
Sjoman has taken this critical distinction, noting that you have to let go of the activity of the movement muscles to let the postural muscles come into play, and linked that back to the two sutras on asanas in Patanjali giving a specific meaning to that sutra that has only been interpreted in general terms to date.  Here, effective contemporary practice is linked to ancient texts to reclaim meaning.  Thus, the idea of a maturing of movement is placed in actual practice and corresponds with traditional texts. 
Van Leeuwen has found that the movement of the upper back led to the elimination of many other problems and wrote a separate book on that called STOP RSI  (in Dutch),  meaning “Stop Repetitive Stress Injuries”.  He has been very successful in treating injuries and correcting postural aberrations. .  It is the movement muscles, controlled by desire, that pull us out of shape irreparably.  Van Leeuwen’s method of mobilization requires that the subject co-ordinate the mobilization into their postural framework.  It is not a passive manipulation.  Thus, it is effective and lasting.
Sjoman has written academic articles on the Yoga sutras published in academic journals.  He has, most recently, published on the website, www.blacklotusbooks.com a gallery with a handwritten manuscript of the yoga sutras with portraits of yogis done in Mysore just before 1981.  These illustrations are exquisite and unique.  He has curated an exhibition of Indian art at the Triangle Gallery in Calgary, and published, with H. V. Dattatreya, a book on South Indian Music that is accompanied by 55 cassettes of South Indian music concerts. 
He has taught yoga with Dattatreya in Amsterdam, Sweden, the UK, India, Japan, and Vancouver and even in Edmonton in the 1980’s.  They were awarded honorary doctorates in yoga by the Japanese Yoga Association when they were brought there for a year to teach their teachers.  Sjoman lives most of the time in India and teaches in Calgary when he is here.  The influence of his and Dattatreya’s teaching is felt throughout Calgary and beyond.  Their contribution in yoga is known internationally.  Their students from Calgary have given demonstrations in Calgary and Vancouver.  
