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ORANGE ROBES, RED LIGHTS 
AND SAINT FRANCIS: 
A Conversation with Lilias Folan
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Andrea Marcum: How did you first find 
yoga?

Lilias Folan: My first experience with yoga 
was watching Richard Hittleman [“Yoga For 
Health” television series] while I was nursing 
my second child. I then went to my first yoga 
class in Stanford, Connecticut, at the YWCA. 
They didn’t even have yoga mats, so it was 
quite primitive. I had two kids, a wonderful 
husband, a golden retriever, and a boat on 
Long Island Sound, yet there was this sort of 
gloom cloud hanging over me. I was tired and 
smoking about a half a pack of cigarettes a 
day. My family doctor said, “Madam, there’s 
nothing wrong with you. Get involved with 
an exercise program. You are suffering from a 
case of the blahs.”  

So, I got more involved in the yoga classes 
at the Y. It was there I encountered one of 
my first great teachers. She would talk about 
vitamins and how you could change the color 
of your hair. She often forgot to relax us after a 
rather vigorous class. I can remember thinking, 
Gosh, that doesn’t feel very good. She’d berate 
older students for not being able to do it the 
right way. I thought, That woman’s seventy years 
old. If you could just change it a little bit. We’re 
all different here. I say she’s one of the great 
teachers because she taught me how not to 
teach. I’ve always known, from the beginning, 
that doing it all one way isn’t for me.  If you 
can’t do it this way, try it this way.

She left, and the YWCA asked me to take it 
over.  How could I teach a class when I felt 
I knew nothing? I was involved with Ananda 
Ashram in Harriman, New York with Dr. 
Ramamurti Mishra. It was there I was given 
this great advice: “In the kingdom of the blind, 
the one-eyed is king.” I’ve told this to other 
teachers when they’re feeling jittery about 
teaching. It was 1962, and the best of India 
was coming to NYC. I got it drummed into 
my head that the words Love, Serve, Meditate, 
Realize were carved on the temple doors in 
Rishikesh; I knew that to teach was to serve. 
With all the hotsy-totsy things going on with 
yoga in our country today, I still go back to the 
simplicity of it all. It is what’s authentic. 

AM: Time Magazine called you the 
“Julia Child of Yoga.” Tell me about your 
groundbreaking television series “Lilias! 
Yoga and You.”

LF: It was my first time in front of a camera. I 
was talking to a red light with no students, no 
queue cards. The composite was eighteen to 
eighty years old. So, I learned very quickly to 
pull the postures apart, to do everything that 
was safe. I only did headstand once, and I have 
no idea what provoked me. Peter Sellers saw it 
and put it in his movie Being There. He’s on the 
bed doing the headstand, Shirley MacLaine 
is under the bed pleasuring herself, and I am 
on the television guiding the headstand. It ‘s 
a stitch.

AM: There’s been some suspicion about 
yoga over the years.

LF: I had to deal with it in my own home, 
this business of the distrust. My wonderful 
husband, Bob, of fifty years said, “I do not 
want any shaved heads, orange robes, sandals, 
and monks to come and stay with us. I’m 
sorry, I really don’t.” Sri Swami Chidananda, 

President of the Shivananda Divine Life 
Society, Rishikesh, India, was going to come 
to Cincinnati and stay with us for a week. 
So, Bob reluctantly went to the airport to 
meet him. It was my first meeting with this 
saint-like man, but as we stood together on 
the tarmac, he didn’t even look at me. He put 
his hand over Bob’s and said, “Hello, Bob.” I 
looked at my husband, and tears were running 
down his cheeks. 

AM: And what of today’s suspicions? 

LF: If I were to talk to author William Broad 
[The Science of Yoga], I would tell him, “Sir, 

I taped five hundred yoga classes, and to 
my knowledge, I never got a letter saying, 
‘I injured myself.’” I found his chapter on 
injuries fascinating because it opened so many 
doors of conversation in the yoga world. I 
want every single yoga teacher to read it.
These days, we’re bombarded with stimulus, 
and it’s feeding something that is pretty 
insidious within our energy body. I think we 
need to really take care. Try to find classes 
that are soothing, where there’s laughter, 
challenge, but no pain in postures (sweet 
discomfort maybe, no pain). Find confidence 
in the teacher, plenty of breathing that’s 
healthy, and a long relaxation at the end of 
every single class. I have a ritual of lighting a 
candle at the beginning of my class to remind 
us that light and love always overcomes 
darkness. Ritual means bringing art and order 
to the moment. 

The great teachers like Sri Ramakrishna asked 
us to ask ourselves, “Who am I?” Am I this 
perishable body? Am I this busy mind? Of 
course not, I am the observer. And that has 
been a gift to me, Lilias Folan, developing the 
witness, the place within that judges not. 

AM: Do you find this element in the yoga 
being taught today?

LF: I think we’re evolving, and we’re all in 
the dance right now.  I prefer not to judge it. 
Sri Swami Chidananda would always invoke 
the Saint Francis prayer:  “Lord, let me be 
an instrument of thy peace. Where there is 
hatred, let me sow love.” I give this to our 
teacher training students and remind them 
that St. Francis was a great yogi. The prayer 
is about our teaching, being gentle, and 
making ourselves an instrument. It helps me 
look back on my days in front of the red light 
and realize,  I thought I was alone, but I was 
never alone. 

Most recently, Lilias has been

reminded that she’s not alone as 

she recovers from the breast cancer 

she was diagnosed with in January. 

“People have been so wonderful, 

Andrea. I have heard from all over.” 

To me, it’s clear that is because 

they know that Lilias Folan is 

herself a light brighter than any 

red light or candle, one that will 

penetrate all darkness that might 

try to cross her path.

Master Teacher Lilias Folan has been teaching her thoughtful 
style of yoga for over forty years. Recognized as the “First 
Lady of Yoga” since her television show debuted on PBS in 
1972, she has an audience that includes housewives, executives, 
artists, seniors, members of Congress, Olympians, and at least 
one former president. Also a prolific author, she released 
Lilias! Yoga!: Your Guide to Enhancing Body, Mind, and Spirit 
in Midlife and Beyond in 2011. Lilias continues to teach 
throughout the U.S. and abroad.
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These days, we’re bombarded with stimulus, 
and it’s feeding something that’s pretty insidious 
within our energy body.
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