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Introduction

Yoga is the ultimate mind-body practice. By its very nature, it leads practitioners
around the globe toward greater balance and relaxation. Each yoga pose balances
alertness and relaxation. By integrating physical movements, breath, and
mindfulness, yoga produces both bodily and mental relaxation. The result? A
welcome dose of enhanced well-being, which is one reason why yoga has never
been more important. In today’s hectic schedules, seemingly loaded with constant
stimulation and stress, yoga can bring balance and even serenity.

Consider Yoga All-in-One For Dummies your complete guide to finding the health
and peace of mind that yoga can bring. Whether you’re looking for classic poses
and routines, more-modern takes on this ancient practice, or ways to incorporate
yoga into your life, this book can get you started and well on your way. After all, at
its core, yoga is a timeless answer for anyone seeking deeper meaning in life and
that elusive treasure called abiding peacefulness.

About This Book

Yoga — and its many schools and philosophies — offers a number of mental and
physical benefits to those who practice it. Whether you’re interested in becoming
more flexible, more fit, less stressed, or more peaceful and joyful, this book
contains the guidance you need and the routines that can help you achieve your
goals. It takes you step by step into the treasure house of yoga, where you’ll find
out how to strengthen your mind and enlist it to unlock your body’s extraordinary
potential. A sound body requires a sound mind, and this book shows you how to
improve or regain the health and wholeness of both.

To help you fit yoga into your busy schedule, this book is organized in a way that
lets you easily find the information you’re looking for. You can read the book from
cover to cover, or you can jump in at any section or chapter that interests you. Feel
free to skip over the material marked with a Technical Stuff icon and the content in
the sidebars; although these bits are interesting, they’re not essential to your being
able to practice yoga — or to do so safely. But if you see a Warning icon, take note
— these tidbits offer suggestions to keep your yoga practice a safe one.

Within this book, you may note that some web addresses break across two lines of
text. If you’re reading this book in print and want to visit one of these web pages,
simply key in the web address exactly as it’s noted in the text, pretending as though



the line break doesn’t exist. If you’re reading this as an e-book, you’ve got it easy
— just click the web address to be taken directly to the web page.

Foolish Assumptions

The first assumption that guided the creation of Yoga All-in-One For Dummies was
that you’re looking for sound information about yoga in a no-nonsense presentation.
Beyond that, here are a few other assumptions about you and the kind of
information you want:

1 1f you’re new to yoga, you want to start with the basics. No prior exposure to
the many aspects of yoga is necessary for you to benefit from this book. In fact,
this book is the perfect first step in your exploration. The Additional Yoga
Resources section online at www.dummies.com/extras/yogaaio and
www.dummies.com/go/yvogaaiofd can help you with that, but you get more on
that later in this introduction.

1~ If you already have some experience with yoga, you want to understand the
fundamentals more deeply or go beyond the traditional types of yoga to
experience something new. For you, this book provides detail and a fair amount
of depth across the yoga spectrum — all in plain English. It also includes some
hot trends in yoga, like Partner Yoga and Hot Yoga.

1~ If you’re looking for yoga workouts that will make you stronger, healthier, more
balanced, and more flexible, you’ll find information and step-by-step
instructions on Power Yoga and Yoga with Weights, both designed to enhance
physical fitness.

1~ If you’re interested in mind-body connection of yoga, you want a more in-depth
look at mindfulness and meditation, easy-to-follow meditation instructions, and
info on how to use relaxation techniques to let go of stress.

Icons Used in This Book

Throughout this book, you’ll see icons in the margins. These icons are intended to
draw your attention to particular kinds of information. Here’s a key to what those
icons mean:

<

Tips point you toward helpful information that can make your yogic
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journey a little smoother.

&

)
) H Information you’ll want to remember is marked with this icon. Making a
mental note of this information can help you down the road in your
understanding and practice.
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) Please take note of all warnings. Yoga is safe, but yoga injuries can and do
happen, and you can avoid them by heeding the recommendations highlighted
with this icon.

Consider this material “nice to know” information. It’s interesting and can
add to your experience, but feel free to skip it if you want to breeze through.
1oy
i
TS
2%/ When you see this icon, prepare to stop what you’re doing, take a few deep
breaths, and start meditating. It’s your chance to savor the real thing!
THIS!
QJ:;_’\\
:.__ ] . .
o Atwww.dummies.com/go/vyogaaiofd, youcan find a series of videos that
show you how to prepare for and move into several yoga postures. This icon
highlights these postures.

Beyond the Book

In addition to the material in the print or e-book you’re reading right now, this
product also comes with some access-anywhere goodies on the web. You can
access a Cheat Sheet that offers suggestions and information you can use to enhance
your yoga workout: Discover how stretching can alleviate common aches and
pains, find out why warming up before a yoga workout is vital, and be inspired by
ways that yoga can improve your physical health. To access this material, go to

www.dummies.com/cheatsheet/vogaaio.

You also have access to additional articles at
www.dummies.com/extras/yogaaio. There you can find ways to avoid common
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back injuries and loosen tight muscles and discover how to evaluate your fitness
level in order to choose a style of yoga that’s best for you, how to incorporate a
meditative mindset throughout your daily life, and more.

In addition to the additional articles about yoga that you can find online, you can
also view ten short videos that introduce you to great ideas for improving your
yoga practice, regardless of your age or physical abilities. Check out these tried-
and-true poses and routines at www.dummies.com/go/yogaaiofd.

Where to Go from Here

This All-in-One 1s designed so that you get to decide how best to access the
information, whether you prefer to read chapters one after the other and follow the
yoga routines in order or you’re more of a free spirit who jumps from one topic to
another as the mood strikes you.

However, if you’re a newcomer to yoga, spend some time with Book I, which lays
the foundation for yoga practice, and Book II, which explains basic postures and
key techniques you need to know for nearly all styles of yoga.

Beyond that, feel free to go wherever you like. Are you interested in basic yoga
postures and techniques? Head to Book II. Want to check out some new yoga
styles? Book VI offers yoga routines with a modern twist. And if you’re not sure
where you want to go, use the table of contents or the index to find the information
you’re looking for.
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Chapter 1
Yoga 101: Building a Foundation

In This Chapter
Debunking yoga myths
Deciphering the word yoga
Exploring the primary branches, styles, and approaches to yoga
Understanding the yogic principles of being
Taking control of your mind, body, health, and life with yoga

Although yoga is now a household word, many people don’t know exactly what it
1s. Far more than just physical exercise, yoga can transform you, even if
transformation isn’t your intention when you first step onto the mat. This chapter
explains what yoga really 1s, describes how it relates to your health and happiness,
and introduces you to the many different branches and approaches to yoga. Yoga
really does offer something for everyone.

JEMBER
A Whatever your age, weight, flexibility, or beliefs may be, you can practice
and benefit from some version of yoga. Yoga may have originated in India, but
it’s for all of humanity.

Understanding the True Character of
Yoga

Whenever you hear that yoga is just this or just that, your nonsense alert should
kick into action. Yoga is too comprehensive to reduce to any one aspect; it’s like a
skyscraper with many floors and numerous rooms at each level. Yoga isn’t just
gymnastics or stretching, fitness training, a way to control your weight, stress
reduction, meditation, or a spiritual path. It’s a/l these tools and a great deal more.

Taking a holistic view



The yoga we enjoy today comes from a 5,000-year-old Indian tradition. Some of
the exercises look like gymnastics and so, not surprisingly, have made their way
into Western gymnastics. These exercises, or postures, help you become (and stay)
fit and trim, control your weight, and reduce your stress level. Yoga also offers a
whole range of meditation practices, including breathing techniques that exercise
your lungs and calm your nervous system, or that charge your brain and the rest of
your body with delicious energy.

You can also use yoga as an efficient system of healthcare that has proven its
usefulness in both restoring and maintaining health. Yoga continues to gain
acceptance within the medical establishment; more physicians are recommending
yoga to their patients not only for stress reduction but also as a safe and sane
method of exercise and physical therapy (notably, for the back, neck, knees, and
hips).

Still, yoga 1s far more than a system of preventative or restorative healthcare. Yoga
looks at health from a broad, holistic perspective that integrative medicine is only
now rediscovering. This perspective appreciates the enormous influence of the
mind — your psychological attitudes and beliefs — on physical health.

Finding unity

Yoga means “union” or “integration” and also “discipline.” The system of yoga,
then, is a unitive, or integrating, discipline. Yoga seeks unity at various levels.
First, it seeks to unite body and mind, which people all too often separate. Some
people are chronically “out of the body.” They can’t feel their feet or the ground
beneath them, as if they hover like ghosts just above their bodies. They’re unable to
cope with the ordinary pressures of daily life, so they collapse under stress. They
don’t understand their own emotions. Unable to cope with the ordinary pressures of
life, they’re easily hurt emotionally.

Yoga also seeks to unite the rational mind and the emotions. People frequently
bottle up their emotions and don’t express their real feelings. Instead, they choose
to rationalize away these feelings. Chronic avoidance can become a serious health
hazard; if people aren’t aware that they’re suppressing feelings such as anger, the
anger consumes them from the inside out.

HBER

| uD
; H Here’s how yoga can help you with your personal growth:



1 It can put you in touch with your real feelings and balance your emotional life.

1 It can help you understand and accept yourself so that you feel comfortable with
who you are. You don’t have to “fake it” or reduce your life to constant role

playing.
1 It helps you become more able to empathize and communicate with others.

Yoga is a powerful means of psychological integration. It makes you aware that
you’re part of a larger whole, not merely an island unto yourself. People can’t
thrive in 1solation. Even the most independent individual is greatly indebted to
others. When your mind and body are happily reunited, this union with others
comes about naturally. The moral principles of yoga are all-embracing,
encouraging you to seek kinship with everyone and everything.

Finding yourself: Are you a yogi (or a yogini)?

Someone who's practicing the discipline of balancing mind and body through yoga is traditionally
called a yogi (if male) or a yogini (if female). This book uses both terms. Becoming a yogi or yogini
means you do more than practice yoga postures. Yoginis embrace yoga as a self-transforming
spiritual discipline. A yogi who has really mastered yoga is called an adept. If such an adept also
teaches (and not all of them do), this person is traditionally called a guru. The Sanskrit word guru
literally means “weighty one.” According to traditional esoteric sources, the syllable gu signifies
spiritual darkness, and ru signifies the act of removing. Thus, a guru is a teacher who leads the
student from darkness to light.

Very few Westerners have achieved complete mastery of yoga, mainly because yoga is still a
relatively young movement in the West. So please be careful about anyone who claims to be
enlightened or to have been given the title of guru! However, at the level at which yoga is generally
taught outside its Indian homeland, many competent yoga teachers or instructors can lend a helping
hand to beginners.

Balancing your life

The Hindu tradition explains yoga as the discipline of balance, another way of
expressing the ideal of unity through yoga. Everything in you must harmonize to
function optimally. A disharmonious mind is disturbing in itself, but sooner or
later, it also causes physical problems. An imbalanced body can easily warp your
emotions and thought processes. If you have strained relationships with others, you
cause distress not only for them but also for yourself. And when your relationship
with your physical environment is disharmonious, well, you trigger serious
repercussions for everyone.

A beautiful and simple yoga exercise called the tree (see Book II, Chapter 3)
improves your sense of balance and promotes your inner stillness. Even when



conditions force a tree to grow askew, it always balances itself out by growing a
branch in the opposite direction. In this posture, you stand still like a tree, perfectly
balanced.

Ry

Yoga helps you apply this principle to your life. Whenever life’s demands
and challenges force you to bend to one side, your inner strength and peace of
mind serve as counterweights. Rising above all adversity, you can never be
uprooted. For more strategies on finding balance, relieving stress, and
attaining mindfulness, head to Book VII.

Considering Your Options: The Eight
Main Branches of Yoga

Picture yoga as a giant tree with eight branches; each branch has its own unique
character, but each is also part of the same tree. With so many different paths,
you’re sure to find one that’s right for your personality, lifestyle, and goals. This
section outlines the eight main branches of yoga and then delves a little deeper into
Hatha Yoga, which is the kind of yoga focused on in this book.

An overview of the types of yoga
Here are the eight principal branches of yoga:

1~ Bhakti (bhuk-tee) Yoga, the yoga of devotion: Bhakti Yoga practitioners
believe that a supreme being (the Divine) transcends their lives, and they feel
moved to connect or even completely merge with that supreme being through
acts of devotion. Bhakti Yoga includes such practices as making flower
offerings, singing hymns of praise, and thinking about the Divine.

1 Hatha (haht-ha) Yoga, the yoga of physical discipline: All branches of yoga
seek to achieve the same final goal, enlightenment, but Hatha Yoga approaches
this goal through the body rather than through the mind or the emotions. Hatha
Yoga practitioners believe that, unless they properly purify and prepare their
bodies, the higher stages of meditation and beyond are virtually impossible to
achieve; such an attempt 1s like trying to climb Mt. Everest without the
necessary gear or training, This book focuses on this particular branch of yoga.

1 Jnana (gyah-nah) Yoga, the yoga of wisdom: Jnana Yoga teaches the ideal of



nondualism — that reality is singular and your perception of countless distinct
phenomena is a basic misconception. (What about the chair or sofa you’re
sitting on? Isn’t that real? Jnana Yoga masters answer these questions by saying
that all these things are real at your present level of consciousness, but they
aren’t ultimately real as separate or distinct things. Upon enlightenment,
everything merges into one, and you become one with the immortal spirit.)

1~ Karma (kahr-mah) Yoga, the yoga of self-transcending action: Karma
Yoga’s most important principle is to act unselfishly, without attachment, and
with integrity. Karma Yoga practitioners believe that all actions, whether
bodily, vocal, or mental, have far-reaching consequences for which
practitioners must assume full responsibility.

1~ Mantra (mahn-trah) Yoga, the yoga of potent sound: Mantra Yoga makes
use of sound to harmonize the body and focus the mind. It works with mantras,
which can be a syllable, word, or phrase.

L 5_?'{,.-&
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'/ Traditionally, practitioners receive a mantra from their teacher in the
context of a formal initiation. They’re asked to repeat it as often as possible
and to keep it secret. Many Western teachers feel that initiation isn’t necessary
and that any sound works. You can even pick a word from the dictionary, such
as love, peace, or happiness. From a traditional perspective, such words aren’t
really mantras, but they can be helpful nonetheless.

The sacred syllable om
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The best-known traditional mantra, used by Hindus and Buddhists alike, is the sacred syllable om
(pronounced ommm, with a long o sound). It's the symbol of the absolute reality — the Self or spirit. It
consists of the letters a, u, and m, joined by the nasal humming of the letter m. The a corresponds to
the waking state, u to the dream state, and m to the state of deep sleep; the nasal humming sound
represents the ultimate reality.

1~ Raja (rah-jah) Yoga, the royal yoga: Raja Yoga means literally “royal yoga”
and is also known as classical yoga. When you mingle with yoga students long
enough, you can expect to hear them refer to the eightfold path laid down in the
Yoga-Sutra of Patanjali, the standard work of Raja Yoga, through which the
practitioners seek to attain enlightenment. (To discover what these eight limbs
are, head to the nearby sidebar “The eight limbs of yoga.”)

e

Another name for this yogic tradition is Ashtanga Yoga (pronounced




ahsh-tahng-gah), the “eight-limbed yoga” — from ashta (eight) and anga
(limb). But don’t confuse this tradition with the yoga style known as Ashtanga
Yoga, which is by far the most athletic of the three versions of Hatha Yoga,
combining postures with breathing,

1 Tantra (tahn-trah) Yoga (including Laya Yoga and Kundalini Yoga), the
yoga of continuity: Tantra Yoga is the most complex and most widely
misunderstood branch of yoga. In the West and India, Tantra Yoga is often
confused with “spiritualized” sex; although some (so-called left-hand) schools
of Tantra Yoga use sexual rituals, they aren’t a regular practice in the majority
of (so-called right-hand) schools. Tantra Yoga is actually a strict spiritual
discipline involving fairly complex rituals and detailed visualizations of
deities. These deities are either visions of the divine or the equivalent of
Christianity’s angels and are invoked to aid the yogic process of contemplation.

1 Guru (goo-roo) Yoga, the yoga of dedication to a yoga master: In Guru
Yoga, your teacher is the main focus of spiritual practice. Such a teacher is
expected to be enlightened, or at least close to being enlightened. In Guru Yoga,
you honor and meditate on your guru until you merge with him or her. Because
the guru is thought to already be one with the ultimate reality, this merger
duplicates his spiritual realization in you.
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rare in the West, so approach it with great caution to avoid possible
exploitation.

The eight limbs of yoga

In traditional Raja Yoga, students move toward enlightenment, or liberation, through an eight-limb
approach:

L Yama (yah-mah): Moral discipline, consisting of the practices of nonharming, truthfulness,
nonstealing, chastity, and greedlessness.

1 Niyama (nee-yah-mah): Self-restraint, consisting of the five practices of purity, contentment,
austerity, self-study, and devotion to a higher principle.

1 Asana (ah-sah-nah): Posture, which serves two basic purposes: meditation and health.

1 Pranayama (prah-nah-yah-mah): Breath control, which raises and balances your mental
energy, thus boosting your health and mental concentration.

1 Pratyahara (prah-tyah-hah-rah): Sensory inhibition, which internalizes your consciousness
to prepare your mind for the various stages of meditation.




L Dharana (dhah-rah-nah): Concentration, or extended mental focusing, which is
fundamental to yogic meditation.

1 Dhyana (dhee-yah-nah): Meditation, the principal practice of higher yoga.

1 Samadhi (sah-mah-dhee): Ecstasy, or the experience in which you become inwardly one
with the object of your contemplation. This state is surpassed by actual enlightenment, or
spiritual liberation.

Good karma, bad karma, no karma

The Sanskrit term karma literally means “action.” It stands for activity in general, but also for the
“invisible action” of destiny. According to yoga, every action of body, speech, and mind produces
visible and also hidden consequences. Sometimes the hidden consequences — destiny — are far
more significant than the obvious repercussions. Don't think of karma as blind destiny. You're always
free to make choices. The purpose of Karma Yoga is to regulate how you act in the world so that you
cease to be bound by karma. The practitioners of all types of yoga seek to not only prevent bad karma
but also go beyond good karma, to no karma at all.

Taking a closer look at Hatha Yoga

In its voyage to modernity, yoga has undergone many transformations. One of them
was Hatha Yoga, which emerged around 1100 A.D. (This book focuses on this
branch of yoga.) The most significant adaptations, however, occurred during the
past several decades, particularly to serve the needs or wants of Western students.
Of the many styles of Hatha Yoga available today, the following are the best
known:

1~ Tyengar Yoga is the most widely recognized approach to Hatha Yoga.
Characteristics of this style include precision performance and the aid of
NuMmMerous props.

1 Viniyoga (pronounced vee-nee yoh-gah) focuses on the breath and emphasizes
practicing yoga according to your individual needs and capabilities.

1~ Ashtanga Yoga is by far the most athletic of the three versions of Hatha Yoga.
This version combines postures with breathing.
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@ Power Yoga is a generic term for any style that closely follows

Ashtanga Yoga but doesn’t have a set series of postures. It emphasizes

flexibility and strength and was mainly responsible for introducing yoga

postures into gyms. To find out more about Power Yoga, head to Book 1V;

Book V offers Yoga with Weights.




1~ Kripalu Yoga is a three-stage yoga approach. The first stage emphasizes
postural alignment and coordination of breath and movement; you hold the
postures for a short time only. The second stage adds meditation and prolongs
the postures. In the final stage, practicing the postures becomes a spontaneous
meditation in motion.

1~ Integral Yoga aims to integrate the various aspects of the body-mind by using a
combination of postures, breathing techniques, deep relaxation, and meditation.

1~ Sivananda Yoga includes a series of 12 postures, the sun salutation sequence,
breathing exercises, relaxation, and mantra chanting.

1~ Ananda Yoga is a gentle style that prepares students for meditation. Its
distinguishing features are the silent affirmations associated with holding the
postures. This yoga style includes exercises that involve consciously directing
the body’s energy (life force) to different organs and limbs.

1~ Kundalini Yoga isn’t only an independent approach of yoga; it’s also the name
of a style of Hatha Yoga. Its purpose is to awaken the serpent power
(kundalini) by means of postures, breath control, chanting, and meditation.
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o S J Prime of Life Yoga follows the principle of modifying postures to
match the needs and abilities of the student. It offers a safe, user-friendly
approach targeted to men and women ages 45 to 75. Hallmarks of this approach
are its focus on the breath, function over form, a mix of dynamic and static
movement, and Forgiving Limbs. Throughout this book, you can discover
aspects of Prime of Life Yoga: Head to Book I, Chapter 3 for information about
Forgiving Limbs and explore the basics of the breath in Book II, Chapter 1. For
a video of a beginning Prime of Life routine, go to

www.dummies.com/go/vogaaiofd.

1~ Somatic Yoga is an integrated approach to the harmonious development of
body and mind, based on both traditional yogic principles and modern
psychophysiological research. This gentle approach emphasizes visualization,
very slow movement into and out of postures, conscious breathing, mindfulness,
and frequent relaxation between postures.

1~ Moksha Yoga champions a green philosophy. It uses traditional postures in a
heated room and includes relaxation periods.

1~ Bikram Yoga has a set routine of 26 postures. This very vigorous style


http://www.dummies.com/go/yogaaiofd

requires a certain fitness level for participation, especially because it calls for
a high room temperature.
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Hot Yoga isn’t really a style itself; it just means that the practice occurs
in a high-temperature room (usually 104 degrees to 109 degrees Fahrenheit).
Best known 1s Bikram Yoga, although other styles also heat the room. For more
on Hot Yoga, head to Book VI, Chapter 3.

Finding Your Niche: Four Basic
Approaches to Yoga

Since yoga came to the West from its Indian homeland in the late 19th century, it
has undergone various adaptations. Broadly, you can look at yoga in four
overlapping approaches:

1~ As a method for physical fitness and health maintenance
1 As a body-oriented therapy

1~ As a comprehensive lifestyle

1 As a spiritual discipline

The first two approaches are often categorized as Postural Yoga; it contrasts with
Traditional Yoga, which generally encompasses the last two approaches. As its
name suggests, Postural Yoga focuses (sometimes exclusively) on yoga postures.
Traditional Yoga seeks to adhere to the traditional teachings taught anciently in
India. The upcoming sections take a look at the four basic approaches.
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Most traditional or tradition-oriented approaches to yoga share two
fundamental practices, the cultivation of awareness and relaxation: Awareness
1s the ability to pay close attention to something, to be consciously present,
and to be mindful. Relaxation is the conscious release of unnecessary tension
in the body. Both awareness and relaxation go hand in hand in yoga. Without
bringing awareness and relaxation to yoga, the movements are merely
exercises — not yoga.



Conscious breathing often joins awareness and relaxation as a third foundational
practice. Normally, breathing happens automatically. In yoga, you bring awareness
to this act, which then makes it a powerful tool for training your body and your
mind. You can read much more about these aspects of yoga in Book II, Chapter 1.

Yoga as fitness training

The first approach, yoga as fitness training, is the most popular way Westerners
practice yoga. It’s also the most radical revamping of Traditional Yoga. More
precisely, it’s a modification of traditional Hatha Yoga. Yoga as fitness training is
concerned primarily with the physical body’s flexibility, resilience, and strength.

Fitness is how most newcomers to yoga encounter this great tradition. Fitness
training is certainly a useful gateway into yoga, but later, some people discover that
Hatha Yoga is a profound spiritual tradition. From the earliest times, yoga masters
have emphasized the need for a healthy body, but they’ve also always pointed
beyond the body to the mind and other vital aspects of the being.

o

If what motivates you is the prospect of having tighter buns or improving
your golf game, you can certainly find that through yoga. As you progress with
a dedicated practice, your body will become stronger and more agile, and
your buns will tighten, too. As a “meditation in motion,” though, yoga also can
impact your performance on the green. The focus and coordination you
develop on your yoga mat will spill over to your swing — and to the rest of
your life.

Yoga as therapy

The second approach, yoga as therapy, applies yogic techniques to restore health or
full physical and mental function. Though the idea behind yoga as a therapy is quite
old, it’s growing into a whole new professional discipline. Different from even
highly experienced yoga teachers, yoga therapists have specialized training to
apply the tools of yoga to promote and support healing.

Yoga as a lifestyle

Yoga as a lifestyle enters the proper domain of Traditional Yoga. Although
practicing yoga only once or twice a week for an hour or so and focusing on its
fitness training aspect is beneficial, you unlock the real potency of yoga when you
adopt it as a lifestyle — /iving yoga and practicing it every day through physical



exercises and meditation. Above all, when you adopt yoga as a lifestyle, you apply
the wisdom of yoga to your everyday life and live with awareness. Yoga has much
sage advice about everyday living, including diet and sleep habits, how you relate

to others, and where you focus your attention and energy. It offers a total system of
conscious and skillful living.
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In modern times, a yoga lifestyle includes caring for the ailing
environment, an idea especially captured in Green Yoga. Green Yoga
incorporates environmental mindfulness and activism in its spiritual
orientation. It centers on a deep reverence for all life and a lifestyle of
voluntary simplicity; it believes the time has come to make yoga count in more
than personal terms. Carpooling or biking to your next class and using an
environmentally friendly yoga mat are just a couple of ways to get started.

Yoga as a spiritual discipline

Lifestyle Yoga (see the preceding section) is concerned with healthy, wholesome,
functional, and benevolent living. Yoga as a spiritual discipline, the fourth
approach, is concerned with all that p/us the traditional ideal of enlightenment —
that 1s, discovering your spiritual nature. This approach is often equated with
Traditional Yoga.
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Different people understand the word spiritual differently. In this context,
spiritual relates to spirit, your ultimate nature. In yoga, it’s called the atman
(pronounced aht-mahn) or purusha (poo-roo-shah). According to
nondualistic (based in one reality) yoga philosophy, the spirit is one and the
same in all beings and things. It’s formless, immortal, superconscious, and
unimaginably blissful. It’s transcendental because it exists beyond the limited
body and mind. You discover the spirit fully in the moment of your
enlightenment.

Locating Your Starting Place in the
World of Yoga

When you know the lay of the land (see the preceding sections), consider what



motivates you to practice yoga, as well as your lifestyle, physical style, and any
limitations. Then find the style of yoga and practice environment that are good fits
for you. Ask yourself these questions:

1 Are you primarily looking for a method of stress management?

1 Do you need to get your body moving after spending long hours in front of your
computer?

1 Do you seek quiet time and decompression after running after the kids all day?
1 Are you drawn to a mental image of yourself with six-pack abs and tight buns?
1 Do you aspire to reach transcendence?

1 Are you a spiritual person in search of an outlet?

1 Are you a secular person who yearns for moments of focus and balance?

1 Do you have health concerns, such as lower back problems, that may limit your
movement?

1 Are you an athletic person looking for variety?

1 Have you been a couch potato until now?

If your goals are entirely spiritual, choose a branch of yoga that can best help you
achieve those goals. You may resonate with Bhakti Yoga, Jnana Yoga, Raja Yoga,
Karma Yoga, or Tantra Yoga. If your main interest is in improving your health or
overall physical well-being, or if you primarily want to become fit and flexible,
select a style of Hatha Yoga that fits you best. To help you wind down, go with one
of the more restorative styles. To get the juices flowing and blood pumping, try one
of the flow styles. And Viniyoga and Prime of Life styles of yoga are especially
well suited for people with physical concerns such as achy backs and shoulders.

Hacs
SREIEER
&

o)
) H All forms of yoga, when done with intention, can help you relax and give
you a feeling of oneness. That oneness is yoga.



Chapter 2

Yoga and the Mind-Body
Connection

In This Chapter

Quieting and calming your mind

Concentrating on transitions between exercises and activities
Listening to your body as you exercise

Breaking the mind barriers to exercise

Focusing on the here and now

You may not know it, but when you exercise, you have the potential to exercise
with your mind as well as your body. And in yoga, the mind plays a bigger part
than it does 1n other exercise disciplines, because one of the goals of yoga is to be
self-aware and to develop your relationship with your consciousness in everything
you do.

This chapter explores training your mind and some of the mental aspects of yoga.
You look into quieting and calming your mind, listening to your body as you
exercise, and breaking the mental barriers that keep you from wanting to exercise.
You also discover a mental visualization technique for focusing your mind and a
special contract-and-release exercise for wringing all the tension from your body.

Taming the Monkey Mind

One of the objects of traditional yoga is to discover how to calm your mind to
achieve clarity of thought. An overactive mind is sometimes called a “monkey
mind.” In traditional yoga, a monkey mind is one that swings wildly from branch to
branch — that is, from thought to thought — without really considering where it’s
going. A monkey mind is always busy, so much so that it leaves you feeling
exhausted and robs you of your precious energy resources and your ability to
concentrate.



Taming a monkey mind isn’t easy. It takes time, practice, and, perhaps most
importantly, a commitment to discovering how to relax your mind and always
remain in the moment. What does “in the moment” mean? It means to be
consciously aware of your surroundings and how you feel now — not letting your
mind drift into memories or fantasies. When you tame the monkey mind, you
achieve self-awareness and the ability to think with clarity. You literally pull
yourself together, body and mind. For more tips on taming a monkey mind, check
out “Bringing Your Mind into the Present Moment” later in this chapter.

Focusing on the Transitions

Yoga masters pay a lot of attention to transitions. The entire yoga philosophy is not
about abrupt stops and starts but rather smooth transitions of breath into breath and
moment into moment. This philosophy applies to all activities in life — the
transition between sleep and wakefulness, the transition between work and play,
and even the transition from year to year and decade to decade, for example. In
yoga class, it means paying as much attention to getting into and out of a pose as
being in the pose itself.
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" The object is to make all transitions, from the smallest to the largest,
smooth and graceful so you maintain your self-awareness and your yoga
consciousness as a matter of course, no matter what you do or where you go.
When you take on a yoga lifestyle, you strive to make all your activities — all
the moments of your life — one vast, inspired moment imbued with yoga
consciousness. This effort gives you a greater sense of personal empowerment
and freedom of choice as you skillfully live your life. With each breath and
each moment leading one to the other, you’re fully alive as you embrace your
life to its fullest without missing out on a single moment of the journey.

Easier said than done, of course, but practicing yoga can help. To start
down the road of greater consciousness, focus on the transition between yoga
exercises and how you link one breath to the next. (See Book II, Chapter 1 for
breathing details.) Try to create effortless, flowing, graceful transitions
between exercises, with as little excess movement as possible. When your
mind wanders, as it will, gently pull it back and focus on what you’re doing in



the present. When you forget to breathe properly, you put more mental effort
into breathing next time. You observe your own training, and, in the process,
you become your own peak-performance coach. No one knows better than you
do whether you’re getting the most out of yoga exercises.

By focusing on the transitions between exercises, you can carry vitality, strength,
and endurance from one exercise to the next. With enough attention to transitions,
you can turn your yoga workout into a living dance, with all the postures connected
through balance, presence, attention, and breath. And guess what? You’ll even have
some fun in the process.

Exercising from the Inside Out

Yoga is different from nearly all forms of exercise in that you do the exercises
“from the inside out.” In basketball and weightlifting, for example, the object is to
do something outside of your body — make a basket or press a certain amount of
weight. But in yoga, the object of the exercises is found mostly within, not outside
of, the body. Yoga, in all its forms, is a profound technique for getting in touch with
your body. As you perform an exercise, you feel and listen to the inner workings of
your body. Your body tells you whether you’re doing the exercise correctly, and
part of your job is to discover how to listen. If you’re in tune with yourself — if
you feel balanced, if you feel the right combination of muscles at work, if you’re
pushing yourself precisely to the threshold of your ability — you’ll know it.
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S/ Exercising from the inside out takes some getting used to for people who
aren’t accustomed to exercising this way. It requires a fair amount of patience;
it requires you to focus within; and, to a certain degree, it requires you to rely
on your intuition and to notice the subtle sensations in your body. Although
instructors can help you with your posture and movements, knowing whether
you’re exercising correctly is ultimately up to you, and you’ll know because
you can feel it. No outside objective — jumping to a certain height, lifting a
certain amount of weight — can tell you whether you’re on target with an
exercise. Only you, your intuition, your innate wisdom, and your intelligence
can tell you when you’re exercising right. Figuring it out may take some time,
and it takes practice, but when you do, it feels great.

Letting Go of “I Can’t Do It”



More so than muscle fatigue, what keeps most people from yoga is that broken
record that each person has in his or her collection, the one that says over and over
and over again, “I can’t do it.” Exercising is hard in and of itself; attempting a new
exercise program may be even harder.
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The only way to push aside “I can’t do it” is to use your head. When the
old record starts playing, take notice and then focus on your breathing. Listen
to the air slowly entering and slowly leaving your lungs. This technique helps
quiet your mind and keeps the record from playing. It helps you immerse
yourself in the exercises. (For more information on breathing during yoga
exercises, see Book II, Chapter 1.)

Resistance to exercising can come from many different places. Everyone can find
excuses not to exercise. Everyone can think of things he or she would rather do.
The easiest way to break through old barriers that your mind has built up against
exercise is to take the first step or the first yoga breath. After you get going, you
discover that exercising isn’t as hard as you thought it was. Let each exercise
session act as a new beginning and a fresh start. Take it one breath at a time. Make
that your objective. Personal power — your greatest potential — rests within.
When you bring what’s within out into the world, miracles happen.

Bringing Your Mind into the Present
Moment

Bringing your mind into the present moment is easier said than done. All people
have distractions that keep them from focusing on the moment. To help you get
there, check out the mental visualization technique and the exercise for relieving
tension in this section. Turn to these pages when you want to coax yourself into
living in the present. The information you find here can help you live life to the
fullest by being in the moment.

Visualizing a calmer mind

One way to tame a wild and overly active mind — a monkey mind (see “Taming
the Monkey Mind” earlier in this chapter) — is visualization. With visualization,
you close your eyes and go on a mental journey as a means of calming your mind



and achieving a quiet, meditative state of self-awareness. In effect, you become the
producer of your own visual effects — a sort of director of your own mental
movies. The idea is to reach a state of deep relaxation and focus.

The object of the following visualization is to discover a refuge of calm and quiet
within yourself. You need at least 10 minutes for this visualization. Lights, camera,
action:

l.

Lie down or sit comfortably in a quiet place.

Do your best to find a place where you aren’t bothered by cellphones and other
distractions.

Notice the tip of your nose and the coolness or warmth of each breath as
the stream of air flows in and out of your nostrils.

. Keeping your attention on the tip of your nose, feel the sensations of your

lungs as they fill with air and then empty themselves of air.

Focus on your lungs for at least six breaths.

. Imagine that the innermost center of your body, from your hips up to your

shoulders, is a deep pond.

. View this deep pond in your mind and direct your attention to the surface

of the pond.

Notice the currents or waves on the surface of the pond and look toward
the sky, above the pond in your mind, and observe any clouds.

The clouds represent your emotions, and the surface of the pond represents your
thoughts. In the next several steps in the visualization, you sink deeper into the
image of the pond and distance yourself from your flow of emotions and the
activity of your thoughts.

Visualize dropping a pebble into the pond.

In your mind, follow that pebble with all your awareness as it sinks deeper into
the pond. Breathe in and out calmly and quietly, remaining aware of the tip of
your nose if doing so helps you breathe more calmly and deeply.

As the pebble continues to sink (which represents deeper levels of your
awareness), feel a sense of your own depth, the calmness within you, and
the stilling and quieting of your mind as the pebble falls into deeper waters
of inner knowing.



9. Imagine the pebble coming to rest on the bottom of the pond.

You’re at a point of restfulness in the depths; dwell here for as long as you
want.

10. In the role of an observer, step back from this visualization and notice that
you’ve taken your mind and thoughts into deeper waters.

High above, the clouds (your emotions) are still alive and well, and the surface
of the pond (your thoughts) is still ripe with currents and activity. Down in the
depths, however, you are still and quiet. You’ve discovered the deeper well of
a steady mind and calm deep within you. This state 1s known as equanimity,
when the mind is calm and aware.

Dwell comfortably and securely in this place of calm for as long as you care to
remain. Remember: This place of calmness is always there waiting in case you
need to visit it.

Releasing tension with a contract-and-release exercise

The object of this contract-and-release exercise is to release tension in your body
and bring your mind into the present moment. You isolate different areas of your
body one at a time, starting with your toes and working your way up to your head.
In each body area, you contract your muscles hard and then gently relax them. The
1dea is to tense each muscle group hard, without straining, for about five to ten
seconds, and then suddenly let go of the tension or contraction. When you release
your muscles, you do so fully and abruptly, relaxing and letting your body fall
completely limp. In this way, you achieve a state of deeper relaxation, and you
systematically relieve tension from different areas of your body.
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Visualize each muscle group you’re working on in your mind’s eye before
you contract and relax the muscle group. By directing your thoughts into a part
of your body, you can discover the nerve pathways necessary for relaxation.
You discover how to relax by directing your mental energy toward your body.
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&’ Repeat the contract-and-release sequence three times with each part of
your body you’re working on. Hold the first contraction for five counts, the
second for about seven, and the third for about ten. As you do so, inhale



through your nose during contractions and exhale through pursed lips after you
relax your muscles. Inhale deeply, yet not so deeply that you feel discomfort in
your chest or lungs.

This exercise takes a bit of time — perhaps 10 to 20 minutes — but it’s well worth
the effort. Follow these steps to do the contract-and-release exercise:

l.

Lie down on your back in a quiet, comfortable place, and take a few deep,
slow, abdominal breaths (Book II, Chapter 1 explains what these breaths
are).

As you exhale, notice the weight of your body and how that weight is
distributed on the carpet or on your yoga mat.

In the next seven steps, starting with your toes and working upward, contract
and relax muscle groups for five seconds.

Direct your attention to your right and left legs and, in a wavelike action
that moves from your feet upward, tighten your feet by curling your toes
downward, and then relax.
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-/ If your muscles cramp, relax and gently shake off the cramp or wait
until it stops, and then start again. Sometimes the muscles act up because you

haven’t used them in such a deep way for a while.

. Move the contractions up higher, tightening your calf muscles while flexing

your toes toward you or turning your toes under (do whichever feels best).

Move the contraction higher again, engaging the muscles of your thighs all
the way up to your hips.

You may tighten your buttocks along with your thighs, because the thigh muscles
attach to that area. Feel your thigh muscles smoothing out and relaxing
completely as you exhale.

. Tighten and relax your buttocks, hips, and abdominal areas.

Contract and release your back and chest.

As you relax, imagine a wave of release moving smoothly downward from your
chest. Feel the excess tension in your chest flowing away with each exhalation.

Clench your fists and feel the contraction moving up your arms; relax your



10.

11.

12.

13.

14.
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arms and hands.

If you have to lift your arms from the floor, you can do so. Notice the muscles
around your shoulder blades pushing in.

Tense and relax the muscles in your neck, forehead, face, and scalp, as
well as the muscles around your ears.

Be careful not to grind your teeth. Feel the frown lines on your face melting
away.

Repeat Steps 2 through 8, holding each muscle contraction for seven
counts before releasing.

Repeat Steps 2 through 8 again, holding each muscle contraction for ten
counts before releasing.

Take a deep, full breath and mentally scan your body for any tension that
still remains; notice where you’re still holding tight, and contract and relax
the muscles there.

Feel your body resting deeply.

Inhale and, as you gently hold your breath, contract your muscles
everywhere — bottom to top, front to back, inside to outside, outside to
inside, forward and back, up and down.

Feel a wave of contraction moving from your held breath into every area of
your body.

Exhaling quickly through your mouth, release all the muscles you’ve been
contracting.

You’ll hear a swooshing or deep-releasing aih sound that rises from your belly
as you exhale.

Repeat Steps 12 and 13 three times.

Finish by resting gently. Let your breathing become natural again. Enjoy the
sensations of your body resting on the floor.

Playing a bit of soothing music in the background helps some people with
this exercise. And this exercise is a great way to finish off a yoga routine!



Taking a mind-body minute

Have a minute? Take a mind-body adventure. Keep it simple. Allow it to take you where it does each
time. The following steps give you one way to enjoy a short mind-body ride.

1.

Sit comfortably on a firm chair with a straight back.

Sit up tall, but relaxed so that your spine is straight and comfortable. Put the soles of your
feet flat on the floor.

Place your hands on your knees, palms turned upward if you’re in need of gathering
more energy in, or palms turned down if you need to calm down and ground yourself
more.

If you take a moment in an office or someplace with people around you and you don’t want to
stand out, just leave your arms relaxed on your legs.

Close your eyes if you’re comfortable with doing so.

Otherwise, leave them open, especially if you're around other people. If your eyes are open,
turn your mental focus inside away from the bustle around you.

Inhale fully and exhale fully; then let your breath return to a regular pattern, but still
deep and regular.

Feel any heat or energy you can coming up through the soles of your feet; follow the
energy with your mind as it travels up your legs, and your spine, stopping to circle
around your heart.

Send the energy circling up into your head, then back down the front of your body,
letting it pour out toward your hands, before returning back to your torso.

You can pull more energy in through your feet and let it cavort around your body again, or
even several times.

. To finish, acknowledge that presence of energy and calm, inhale fully again and

exhale fully, and come back to the present.

That’s the mind-body minute! Use your mind-body adventure to explore what burbles up on its own,
reenergize yourself, meditate to clear your head, or calm yourself.




Chapter 3

Preparing for a Fruitful Yoga
Practice

In This Chapter

Approaching yoga with a healthy attitude
Finding the right yoga style, class, and teacher for yourself
Preparing for a yoga session

Advice for those who want to practice alone

In yoga, what you do and how you do it are equally important, and both mind and
body contribute to your actions. Yoga respects the fact that you’re a thinking,
feeling body as well as a physical one. Full mental participation in even the
simplest of physical exercise enables you to tap into your deeper potential as a
human being.

This chapter is about cultivating the right attitude toward your yoga practice, which
1s the best preparation for success in yoga. Try to find your own pace without
pushing yourself and risking injury, and leave your competitive spirit to other
endeavors. Here, the emphasis is function over form; therefore, a modified version
of the “ideal form™ of a posture may be the right form for you. You can also find
information on a few practical topics, like what to look for in a yoga instructor,
whether to join a group or practice on your own, how to make time for yoga, and
more.

Cultivating the Right Attitude

Yoga encourages you to examine all your basic attitudes toward life to discover
which ones are dysfunctional so that you can replace them with more appropriate
ones. One attitude worth cultivating is balance in everything, which is a top yogic
virtue (refer to Book I, Chapter 1). A balanced attitude in this context means that
you’re willing to build up your yoga practice step by step instead of expecting
instant perfection. It also means not basing your practice on incorrect assumptions,



including the notion that yoga is about tying yourself in knots. On the contrary, yoga
loosens all your bodily, emotional, and intellectual knots. This sections gives you
some guidelines for getting in the right yoga mindset.

Leave pretzels for snack time

Many people are turned off by magazine covers showing photographs of experts in
advanced postures with their limbs tied in knots. What these publications may fail
to disclose is that most of these yogis and yoginis have practiced yoga several
hours a day for many years to achieve their level of skill. You don’t have to be a
pretzel to experience the undeniable benefits of yoga. The benefit you derive from
yoga comes from practicing at a level appropriate for you, not from striking an
advanced or “ideal” form.

Practice at your own pace

Some people are natural pretzels. If you (like most) aren’t inherently noodlelike,
regular practice can increase your flexibility and muscular strength. Take a
graduated approach. In Book I, you can find all the preparatory and intermediary
steps that lead up to the final forms for the various postures. The late yoga master
T. S. Krishnamacharya of Chennai (Madras), India, the source of most of the best-
known orientations of modern Hatha Yoga, emphasized tailoring yoga instruction to
the needs of each individual and advised yoga teachers to take into account a
student’s age, physical ability, emotional state, and occupation. Follow this sound
advice: Proceed gently but steadfastly.

Note: In this book, the exercise descriptions include all the stages of developing
comfort with a particular posture. Why? Because asking a middle-aged newcomer
to yoga to imitate the final form of many of the postures without providing suitable
transitions and adaptations is a prescription for disaster. For instance, in many
books on Hatha Yoga, you see the headstand featured quite prominently. This
posture has become something of a symbol for yoga in the West. Headstands are
powerful postures, to be sure, but they also count among the more advanced poses.
Because this book emphasizes exercises that are both feasible and safe, it doesn’t
include the headstand. Instead, you find several adaptations that are easier to
perform and have no risk attached.

Send the scorekeeper home

American children often grow up in a highly competitive environment. From
childhood on, they’re pressured to do more, push harder, and win. Young athletes



grow up with the spirit of competition. Although competition has its place in
society, this type of competitive behavior has no place in the practice of yoga.

Ry

The 1dea of no pain, no gain — a completely mistaken notion — often
reinforces competitiveness. Although pain and discomfort are part of life, you
don’t have to invite them. The goal of yoga is to still the mind and experience
freedom and liberation from suffering. Yoga is about peace, compassion, and
harmony — the exact opposite of the competitive mindset. Yoga doesn’t
require you to fight against anyone, least of all yourself, or to achieve some
goal by force. On the contrary, you’re invited to be kind to yourself and others
and, above all, to collaborate with your body rather than coerce it or do battle
with your mind. Therefore, never flog your body; only coax it gently. Follow
the motto “No gain from pain.”

Picture yourself in the posture

A

Use visualization when executing postures. For example, before you do the
cobra (Book II, Chapter 7), shoulder stand (Book II, Chapter 6), or triangle
(Book II, Chapter 3) — or any pose, for that matter — take 10 seconds or so
to visualize yourself moving into the final posture. Make your visualization as
vivid as possible. Enlist the powers of your mind!

Enjoying a Peaceful and Safe Yoga
Practice

As you travel through yogic postures, you begin to build awareness of the
communications taking place between your body and mind. Do you feel peacefully
removed from the raging storm of life around you, comfortable and confident with
your strength, range of motion, flexibility, and steadiness? Or are you painfully
noting the slow passage of time, sensing a physical awkwardness or strain in your
movements? To help make your yoga experience an expression of peace, calm, and
security, listen to your own feelings and sensations, and acknowledge their
importance. That positive message 1s what yoga practice is all about.

Busting the perfect posture myth



The perfect posture 1s a perfect myth. How can the same posture be perfect for both
a 15-year-old athlete and a 60-year-old retiree? As the great yoga master Patanjali

explained nearly 2,000 years ago, posture has only two requirements: A posture
should be steady and easeful:

1~ Steady posture: A steady posture is a posture that you hold stable for a certain
period of time. The key isn’t freezing all movement, though. Your posture
becomes steady when your mind is steady. As long as your thoughts run wild,
including your negative emotions, your body also remains unsteady. As you
become more skilled in self-observation, you begin to notice the ever-
revolving carousel of your mind and become sensitive to the tension in your
body. That tension is what yoga means by unsteadiness.

1~ Easeful posture: A posture is easeful when it’s enjoyable and enlivening
rather than boring and burdensome. An easeful posture increases the principle
of clarity — sattva — in you. But easefulness i1sn’t slouching. Sattva and joy
are intimately connected. The more sattva is present in your body-mind, the
more relaxed and happy you are.

Listening to your body

No one knows your body like you do. The more you practice yoga, the better you
become at determining your limitations, as well as your strengths, within each
posture. Each posture presents its own unique challenges. You want to feel
encouraged to explore and expand your physical and emotional boundaries without
risking strain or injury to yourself.

Some teachers speak of practicing at the edge, the point at which the intensity of a
posture challenges you but doesn’t cause you pain or unusual discomfort. The idea
is to slowly and carefully push that edge farther back and open up new territory.
Cultivate self-observation and pay attention to the feedback from your body to be
able to practice at the edge.

&
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H) Each yoga session is an exercise in self-observation without judgment.
Listen to what your body is telling you. Train yourself to become aware of the
signals that continually travel from your muscles, tendons, ligaments, bones,
and skin to your brain. Be in dialogue with your body instead of indulging in a
mental monologue that excludes bodily awareness. Pay particular attention to
signals coming from your neck, lower back, jaw muscles, abdomen, and any



known problem or tension areas of your body. Here are some suggestions:

1 If your breathing becomes labored, it usually indicates that, figuratively, you’re
going over the edge and you may want to back off.

1 Beginners commonly experience trembling when holding certain yoga postures.
Normally, the involuntary motion is noticeable in the legs or arms and is
nothing to worry about, as long as you aren’t straining. The tremors are simply
a sign that your muscles are working in response to a new demand. Instead of
focusing on the feeling that you’ve become a wobbly bowl] of jelly, lengthen
your breath a little, if you can, and allow your attention to go deeper within. If
the trembling starts to go off the Richter scale, either ease up a little or end the
posture altogether.

Moving slowly but surely

Most people are usually on automatic with movements that tend to be unconscious,
too fast, and not particularly graceful. But all postural movements in yoga are
intended to be executed slowly. Consider the advantages of slow motion:

1 Enhanced awareness, which enables you to listen to what your body is telling
you and to practice at the edge.

1~ Safer practice. Slowing down lowers the risk of straining or spraining muscles,
tearing ligaments, and overtaxing your heart.

1~ Arrival at a deep stage of relaxation more quickly.
1 Improved breathing and breathing stamina.

1 Shared workload among more muscle groups.

For the best results, practice your postures at a slow, steady pace while calmly
focusing on your breath and the postural movement (flip to Book II, Chapter 1 for
more info on breathing and movement). Resist the temptation to speed up; instead,
savor each posture. Relax and be present here and now. If your breathing becomes
labored or you begin to feel fatigued, rest until you’re ready to go on.
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If you find yourself rushing through your program, pause and ask yourself,
“Why the hurry?” Here are some strategies that can help you slow down:



1~ If you’re truly short on time, shorten your program and focus on fewer
postures. But if you just can’t shake the feeling of being pressured by time,
consider postponing your yoga session altogether and practice conscious
breathing (discussed in Book II, Chapter 1) while you go about your other
business.

1 If you’re rushing through your program because you’re feeling bored or
generally distracted, pause and remind yourself why you’re practicing yoga in
the first place. Renew your motivation by telling yourself that you have plenty
of time to complete your session.
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"~ Boredom is a sign that you’re detached from your own bodily
experience and aren’t living in the present moment. Participate fully in the
process. As Book II, Chapter 1 explains, full yogic breathing in one of the
resting postures has a wonderful calming effect. If you need more than a mental
reminder, use one of the relaxation techniques in Book VII, Chapter 2 to slow
yourself down.

Practicing function over form with Forgiving Limbs

In yoga, as in life, function is more important than form. The function, not the form,
of the posture gives you its benefits. Beginners in particular need to adapt postures
to enjoy their function and benefits right from the start.

One useful adaptive device is Forgiving Limbs. With Forgiving Limbs, you give
yourself permission to slightly bend your legs and arms instead of keeping them
fully extended. Bent arms and legs enable you to move your spine more easily,
which is the focus of many postures and the key to a healthy spine.

For example, the primary mechanical function of a standing forward bend is to
stretch your lower back. If you have a good back, take a moment to see what how
Forgiving Limbs works; this adapted posture is safe for beginners:

1. Stand up straight and, without forcing anything, bend forward and try to
place your head on your knees, with the palms of your hands on the floor
(see Figure 3-1a), or hold the backs of your ankles.

Few people can actually do this, especially beginners.

2. Now stand up again, separate your feet to hip width, and bend forward,



allowing your legs to bend until you can place your hands on the floor and
almost touch your head to your knees (see Figure 3-1b).

When bending forward, be sure not to bounce up and down, as most people are
inclined to do. You’re not a bungee cord!

a b
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Figure 3-1: Standing forward bend without and with Forgiving Limbs.

As you become more flexible — and you will! — gradually straighten your legs
until you can come closer to the ideal posture.

Putting safety first

The most important factor for determining the safety of a yoga class is your
personal attitude. If you participate with the understanding that you aren’t
competing against the other students or trying to impress the teacher, and that you
also must not inflict pain upon yourself, you can enjoy a safe yoga practice.

If you haven’t exercised for a while, you can expect to encounter your body’s
resistance at the beginning. You may even feel a little working soreness the next
day, which just reflects your body’s efforts and its adjustment to the new adventure.



But try to avoid discomfort that causes you distress or increases the likelithood of
njury.

The key to avoiding injury is to proceed gently; better to err on the side of
gentleness than to face torn ligaments. Always ease into the postures and work
creatively with your body’s physical resistance. Nonharming is an important moral

virtue in yoga, and observing this foremost yoga principle applies not just to how
you treat others but also to how you treat yourself!

&
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) H Make sure you’re physically ready before you begin this new venture with
yoga — or any fitness activity, for that matter. Here are some pointers:

1 1If you have an existing health challenge, consult your doctor before
embarking on your new activity. Keep in mind that one of the bounties of yoga
is that you can benefit from it even if your medical history includes
hypertension, heart problems, arthritis, or chronic back pain. You just need to
approach it with respect for your body’s needs and limits as well as its
possibilities.

+ If you have any physical limitations (recent surgeries; knee, neck, or back
problems; and so on), be sure to inform the center and the teacher beforehand.
In a classroom setting, instructors have to split their attention among many
students; your upfront communication can help prevent personal injury.
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) If a teacher insists that you do an exercise or a routine that feels very
uncomfortable or that you think may hurt you, take a break on your mat or, if that
isn’t possible, just walk out of the class. Try to stay cool, and register your
complaint with the school afterward. Fortunately, this situation rarely happens.

1 If you have any serious physical limitations or concerns, consider working
closely with a competent yoga therapist to create just the right routines and to
monitor your progress.

Ready, Set, Yoga: Dealing with the
Practicalities



This section gives you everything you need to prepare for your yoga practice,
whether you opt to take part in a class or practice solo. Here you discover
information about the gear you want to have, how to find enough time to practice,
how to cultivate an attitude that helps you get the most out of your practice, and
more.

Finding suitable yoga instruction

Although you can explore some basic practices by reading about them (this book
makes sure of that!), a full-fledged, safe yoga routine really requires proper
instruction from a qualified teacher. This section helps you determine what kind of
class to seek out.
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Most people go for group instruction, but if you can afford private lessons,
even a few sessions can be extremely beneficial. Importantly, if you have a
serious health challenge, you need to work privately with a yoga therapist.
After a few classes and with the benefit of an instructor’s step-by-step
guidance, you can certainly continue practicing and exploring yoga on your
own (see the section “Going for it on your own” later in this chapter). Indeed,
practicing on your own between classes is a great way to solidify yoga as an
integral part of your life. However, if your solo practice is in lieu of class
attendance, consider checking in with a teacher every so often, just to make
sure you haven’t acquired any bad habits in your practice style along the way.

Checking out centers, classes, and teachers

These days, it seems you can find a yoga class on every corner in large cities, so
urbanites have lots of choices. But even country folks should be able to find an
option that works.

Check out your local YMCA/YWCA, adult education center, or local health club to
see what any of these has to offer. (If you go the health club route, however, make
sure the teacher is really qualified. How much training has he had? Has she been
certified by a recognized or registered yoga teacher training school or instructor?)
You can also explore online yoga sites that offer taped or streamed yoga classes.
Many sites offer classes in a range of styles for a variety of abilities and
preferences.
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Why not put the word out that you’re looking? You may get lots of referrals
and suggestions. You can also search online for studios and classes in your
area.
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7 Visit a few places and teachers before you commit to a course or a series
of classes. When you visit a yoga center or classroom, pay attention to how
the staff treats you and how you respond to the people attending class. Stroll
around the facility and feel its overall energy. First impressions are often
(although not always) accurate. Some teachers even let you quietly look in on
a class, although others find this practice too distracting for their students.

When checking out a yoga center, don’t hesitate to ask questions of the instructor or
other staff members about any concerns you have. In particular, find out what style
of Hatha Yoga the center offers. Some styles — notably Ashtanga, or Power, Yoga
— demand athletic fitness (head to Book IV for more on Power Yoga). Others
embody a more relaxed and adaptable approach. If you’re not familiar with the
style of a particular school, don’t hesitate to ask for an explanation (check out the
explanation of styles in Book I, Chapter 1). Yoga practitioners are usually pretty
friendly folk, eager to answer your questions and put your mind at ease.

Backyard studios and home classes

Throughout the world, many yoga teachers hold sessions in their homes or in backyard studios. Don’t
let this practice turn you off; you may find a great opportunity. Some of the most dedicated yoga
teachers work this way because they want to avoid commercialism and the details of administering a
full-scale center. Backyard studios often offer a great sense of community, and you can also expect
lots of valuable personal attention from the teacher because the groups tend to be smaller than in
larger centers.

Getting an impression of the teacher

A good yoga teacher is an example of what yoga is all about: a balanced person
who’s skillful in the postures, courteous of and thoughtful toward others, and
adaptive and attentive to everyone’s individual needs in class. Check out the
teacher’s credentials to be sure she has been properly trained or is certified in one
of the established traditions.
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7 Steer clear of teachers who have taken only a few workshops on yoga or
received their diplomas after a three-day course. They may be excellent
aerobics instructors who know nothing about yoga. Also avoid the drill
sergeant type or anyone who makes you feel intimidated about your level of
skill in performing the postures. By the way, under no circumstances must you
allow your instructor to push or coerce you into a posture that doesn’t feel
right or that causes you pain.

Making sure the course fits your experience level

If you’re a beginner, look for a beginner’s course. You’re likely to feel more
comfortable in a group that’s starting at the same skill level instead of being
surrounded by advanced practitioners who can perform difficult postures easily
and elegantly. Beginner’s classes are sometimes advertised as Easy Does It Yoga
or Gentle Yoga.

*‘“;v\
O Asa beginner, stay away from overly large classes (more than 20 students)
or mixed-level classes that lump together yoga freshmen with postgraduates.

Though some highly skilled and experienced teachers can manage such classes

well, chances are that the teacher can’t give you the attention you need to
ensure your safety. If you find yourself as a newbie in a large class, let the
teacher know you’re a beginner, and bring up any physical limitations you may
have. Then stake out a spot where the instructor can observe you throughout
the class, or at least from time to time.

Taking cost into account

In general, group yoga classes are pretty affordable. The cheapest classes are
usually available at adult education centers and at community and senior centers.
YWCA classes also tend to be reasonably priced. If you have a health club
membership, check to see whether your gym includes free yoga classes as part of
the package. Most regular yoga centers in metropolitan areas charge an average of
$15 to $20 per class; some offer package deals that can lower the cost per class. A
one-time drop-in fee (for anyone who hasn’t committed to taking more than one
class) is usually a few dollars higher. Some schools offer the first class free, and
others may charge as much as $25. On the other end, many yoga studios now offer
community classes at a reduced fee or on a donation basis. Obviously, private



lessons are quite a bit more expensive than group classes and range from $50 to
$250.
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When you’re considering a commitment to a yoga center, check into the
larger packages — they’re often a good investment.

Deciding what to wear and packing your yoga class kit

Yoga practitioners wear a wide variety of exercise clothing. When selecting your
own yoga wardrobe, your most important consideration needs to be whether the
clothing allows you to move and breathe freely. Another practical matter is
dressing for the temperature of the room. Have an extra layer that you can wear in
the beginning until you warm up and that you can put back on toward the end as you
cool down.

Although many yoga centers furnish mats as well as blocks, straps, blankets, and
bolsters, consider bringing your own if you’re serious about your yoga practice
(and if you’re concerned about hygiene). Note, however, that not every teacher uses
props to the same extent, and the need for these various yoga helpers varies with
the style of the class (as discussed in Book I, Chapter 1) and the teacher’s
preferences.
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Before attending a class, find out what kind of floor it practices on. If the
floor 1s carpeted, a towel or a sticky mat works. A hardwood floor may
require more padding, especially if your knees are sensitive. In that case,
bring along a thick yoga mat or a rug remnant that’s a little longer than your
height and a little wider than your shoulders. A folded blanket 1s also helpful
if you need a pad under your head when you’re lying down. If you tend to get
cold, bring along a blanket to cover yourself during final relaxation. You want
to make this item your own because you use it not just for support but also to
cover your body.

Making time for yoga practice

For centuries, the traditional time for yoga practice has been sunrise and sunset,
which are thought to be especially auspicious. Today’s busy lifestyles, however,
can undermine your best intentions, so be pragmatic and arrange your yoga practice
at your convenience. Just keep in mind that, statistically, you have a 30 percent



greater chance of accomplishing a fitness goal if you practice in the morning. More
important than holding tight to a preset time is just making sure that you work yoga
into your schedule somewhere — and stick with it.

Practicing at roughly the same time during the day can help you create a positive
habit, which may make maintaining your routine easier. Experiment to see what
works in your life, and stick to it. Mix and match from these suggestions:

1~ A short daily practice of 10 to 15 minutes
1 A yoga class two or three times per week
1 Short breathing and meditation breaks throughout the day

The amount of time you dedicate to yoga is a personal choice — no need to feel
guilty about your decision. Guilt is counterproductive and has no place in yoga
practice.

Going for it on your own

If you live in an isolated area and don’t have easy access to a yoga instructor or
class, don’t be disheartened. You still have several choices that can help you begin
your yogic journey. Here’s some advice:

* Video, DVD, and so on: If you opt for this particular approach, consider this
recommendation: After you learn a routine, begin listening only to the
instructor’s voice rather than focusing on the screen. Yoga emphasizes more
inner work than outer activity, and watching the screen interferes with this
process. Listening to a disembodied voice works better. (According to yoga,
the eye is an active and even aggressive sense, whereas the ear is a more
passive receptor.) CDs can also work well for this reason, as long as they’re
accompanied by informative illustrations.

~ Books and magazines: You may find that you prefer a good yoga book to
magazine or newspaper articles, simply because creating a book usually
requires more in-depth, detailed consideration of subject matter and
presentation. Plus, books have fewer advertisements taking up valuable space
than periodicals do. But don’t discount the value of a newsletter from a
backyard yoga studio. The publication can be a real find if it comes from a
legitimate source.

The difficulty with self-tutoring at the beginning is that you may have trouble



judging good form from bad — and by good, read “safe.” A good formis also one
that helps you build your foundation for more advanced practice, not one that aims
to fit the common stereotype of what yoga is “supposed to” look like. You need
time to understand how your body responds to the challenge of a posture and
determine the proper adjustments for your body’s own optimal form.
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Some people use a mirror to check the postures, but that tells only one side
of the story. More importantly, it externalizes the whole process too much.
Become comfortable with checking from the inside, through inwardly feeling
your body. Until you’re proficient at doing so, seek out a competent instructor
if at all possible. Another person sees you objectively — from all sides —
and can thus give you valuable feedback about your body’s specific
resistances and requirements.



Book Il

Basic Yoga Techniques and
Postures

web

extras . . .
. Many yoga postures call for a neutral spine. Find out what that is and
how to achieve it at www.dummies.com/extras/vogaaio.
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Chapter 1

The Fundamentals of Yogic
Breathing

In This Chapter

Understanding breathing basics
Detailing yogic breathing mechanics and techniques

In the ancient Sanskrit language, the word for “breath” is the same as the word for
“life” — prana (pronounced prah-nah) — which translates into what is known as
vital force, your life force. This gives you a good clue about how important yoga
thinks breathing is for your well-being. Yoga practiced without conscious breathing
(which awakens prana) is like putting an empty pot on the stove and hoping for a
delicious meal.

In this chapter, you discover how to use conscious breathing in conjunction with the
yoga postures. This chapter also introduces several breathing exercises that you do
seated either on a chair or in one of the yoga sitting postures (if you’re up to that).

Breathing Your Way to Good Health

Most people’s breathing habits are quite poor and to their great disadvantage.
Shallow breathing, which is common, doesn’t efficiently oxygenate the ten pints of
blood circulating in your arteries and veins. Consequently, toxins accumulate in the
cells. Before you know it, you feel mentally sluggish and emotionally down, and
eventually organs begin to malfunction. Poor breathing is also known to cause and
increase stress, which itself shortens your breath and increases your level of
anxiety.

You can help alleviate stress through the simple practice of yogic breathing.
Among other benefits, breathing loads your blood with oxygen, which, by
nourishing and repairing your body’s cells, maintains your health at the most
fundamental level. Is it any wonder that the breath is the best tool you have to
profoundly affect your body and mind?



The masters of yoga discovered the usefulness of the breath thousands of years ago
and have perfected a system for the conscious control of breathing. In yoga,
consciously regulated breathing has three major applications:

1 In conjunction with the various postures, to achieve the deepest possible effect
and to prepare the mind for meditation

1~ As breath control (called pranayama, pronounced prah-nah-yah-mah), to
invigorate your vitality and reduce your anxiety

1 As a healing method in which you consciously direct the breath to a particular
part or organ of the body, to remove energetic blockages and facilitate healing
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) During your normal breathing, you may notice a slight natural pause
between inhalation and exhalation. This pause becomes important in yogic
breathing; even though it lasts only one or two seconds, the pause is a natural
moment of stillness and meditation. If you pay attention to this pause, it can
help you become more aware of the unity among body, breath, and mind — all
of which are key elements in your yoga practice. With the help of a teacher,

you also can discover how to lengthen the pause during various yoga postures
to heighten its positive effects.

Practicing safe yogic breathing

As you look forward to the calming and restorative power of yogic breathing, take
time to reflect on a few safety tips that can help you enjoy your experience:

1~ If you have problems with your lungs (such as a cold or asthma), or if you have
heart disease, consult your physician before embarking on breath control, even
if you’re under the supervision of a yoga therapist.

1 Don’t practice breathing exercises when the air is too cold or too hot. Also
avoid practicing in polluted air, including the smoke from incense.

1 Don’t strain your breathing; remain relaxed while doing the breathing
€Xercises.

1 Don’t overdo the number of repetitions. Stay within the guidelines for each
exercise.

1 Don’t wear constricting clothing.



Reaping the physical benefits of yogic breathing

Besides benefiting your mental outlook, yoga breathing techniques offer many
benefits to your health. Here are a handful of them:

1~ Metabolism: Breathing well supports the function of the digestive, respiratory,

circulatory, and hormonal systems and may be helpful in promoting metabolic
balance.

1~ Detoxification: When you exhale, you release carbon dioxide (a waste product
of your body’s natural metabolism) that has been passed from your bloodstream
into your lungs. By expelling air from the deepest recesses of your lungs, you
expel more carbon dioxide and you enable your lungs to take in more oxygen.

1~ Oxygenation: The supply of oxygen to your brain and the muscles of your body
increases. Oxygen enables your body to metabolize vitamins, minerals, and
other nutrients.

1 Organ massage: Each time you inhale, your diaphragm descends and your
abdomen expands. This action massages your intestines, heart, and other organs
near your diaphragm. Proper breathing helps to promote improved circulation

in these organs. What’s more, it helps to strengthen and tone your abdominal
muscles.

1~ Posture: The breathing techniques encourage good posture. Poor posture can
be a cause of incorrect breathing.
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7 According to the yoga tradition, each person is allotted a certain number of
breaths, and after you exceed this number, your time on earth is finished.
People who breathe hurriedly and shallowly use up their allotment of breaths
quickly, but if you breathe slowly and consciously, your breath allotment lasts
for many years. Let this thoughtful idea remind you how valuable and life-
expanding each breath may be. Developing a breath that’s balanced, steady,

and rhythmic — one that’s never forced but deep and full — helps you live a
long and healthy life.

Understanding the emotional benefits of yogic breathing

Psychologically, people tend to use the diaphragm as a lid to bottle up their
undigested or unwanted emotions of anger and fear. Chronic contraction of the



diaphragm makes it inflexible and blocks the free flow of energy between the
abdomen (the nether region of the bowels) and the chest (the feelings associated
with the heart). Yogic breathing helps restore flexibility and function to the
diaphragm and removes obstructions to the flow of physical and emotional energy.
You can then experience liberation of your emotions, which can lead you to
integrate them with the rest of your life.

Deep breathing not only affects the organs in your chest and abdomen but also
reaches down into your gut emotions. Don’t be surprised if sighs and perhaps even
a few tears accompany the tension release your breath work achieves. These are
welcome signs that you’re peeling off the muscular armor you have placed around
your abdomen and heart. Instead of feeling concerned or embarrassed, rejoice in
your newly gained inner freedom! Yoga practitioners know that real men (and
women) do cry.

Starting Out with Focus Breathing

Before you delve into the specific kinds of yogic breathing — or if you’ve had a
little difficulty synchronizing yourself with the rhythm of the complete yoga
breathing techniques — you may first want to try a simpler method called focus
breathing. Focus breathing is a great stepping stone to all the other techniques. The
following list walks you through the phases of focus breathing:

1 Phase 1: During your yoga practice, simply follow the directions about when
to inhale and exhale for each posture, breathe only through the nose, and make
the breath a little longer than normal. That’s all you have to do! Don’t worry
about where the breath is starting or ending — just breathe slowly and evenly.
(The chapters of Book II present the basic postures.)

1~ Phase 2: When you’re used to the Phase 1 practice, just add a short pause of
one or two seconds after inhalation and another one after exhalation.

1~ Phase 3: When you’re comfortable with the practices of Phases 1 and 2, add
drawing in the belly during exhalation without force or exaggeration.

A Variety of Yoga Breathing Techniques

The breathing techniques presented here are designed to relax and energize you.
You can practice these breathing techniques by themselves or as you do your yoga
routines and workouts. Get to know each technique so that you can call on it when



you need it. After experimenting for a while, you discover the breath that feels best
to you while you’re working out. Although several workouts in this book offer a
suggestion for a certain breath, feel free to substitute a breath you prefer. You can
also do these breathing techniques while you’re sitting, lying down, or standing.
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@/ No matter which breathing technique you undertake, follow these basic
breathing guidelines:

1 Breathe through your nose unless told to breathe through your mouth.
Nostril breathing slows the process down. It also helps to filter and warm the
air as it enters your body. A few classical yogic techniques for breath control,
however, require you to breathe through the mouth. When a mouth-breathing
technique is presented, the instructions alert you to that fact.

1~ Listen to yourself breathe. By listening to your breathing, you begin to control
your breathing, and, in turn, you notice that you can gently shift your mood or
disposition in subtle ways. Working gently with the sound and the sensations of
your breath, you can subtly control how your body feels.

1~ Breathe rhythmically. If your breath stops or sounds rough, short, or shallow,
it’s a sign that you may be pushing too hard as you exercise.

1 Concentrate on making a smooth transition between each inhalation and
exhalation — focus on the point of stillness where one becomes the other.
Don’t hold your breath at the top of an inhalation; ride it a bit over the top and
then smoothly turn it into an exhalation. At the bottom of an exhalation, ride it

out just a bit as well, and then smoothly transition into a natural inhalation.
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Full, rhythmic, gentle breathing without strain is the goal of yoga breathing,

1~ Never force your lungs to inhale or expel air. Feel your lungs filling evenly
and calmly in all directions — up, down, into each side, forward, and back.

1 Don’t practice yoga breathing in uncomfortable places where the air is too
cold or too hot. Like Goldilocks’s porridge, the air should be “just right.” Find
a place that feels comfortable to you.

1~ Straighten your posture. If you slouch, let your belly hang out, round your
shoulders, or stand without distributing and balancing the weight of your body



properly, you can’t breathe well. If your posture is poor, you’re crowding or
collapsing your lungs and diminishing their capacity to take in oxygen.

The Complete Breath

Most people are either shallow chest breathers or shallow belly breathers. Yogic
breathing incorporates a complete breath that expands both the chest and the
abdomen on inhalation either from the chest down or from the abdomen up. The
Complete Breath engages your entire respiratory system. Besides raising and gently
opening your collarbone and rib cage area, you engage your abdomen evenly and
activate your diaphragm naturally, thus creating a full and deep breath. If you do no
other yoga exercise, the complete yoga breath — integrally combined with
relaxation — can still be of invaluable benefit to you.

Ideally, you should inhale and exhale six times per minute when using the Complete
Breath. Breathing through your nostrils, you inhale four to six counts at minimum,
and you exhale six to ten counts at minimum. Of course, this is the ideal, but if
you’re new to yoga, inhale as many counts as you can without straining, and try to
reach the four- to six-count minimum.
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Yogic breathing involves breathing much more deeply than usual, which, in
turn, brings more oxygen into your system. Don’t be surprised if you feel a
little lightheaded or even dizzy in the beginning. If this situation happens
during your yoga practice, just rest for a few minutes or lie down until you
feel like proceeding. Remind yourself that you don’t need to rush.

Belly-to-chest breathing

In belly-to-chest breathing, you really exercise your chest and diaphragm muscles
as well as your lungs, and you treat your body with oodles of oxygen and life force
(prana). When you’re done, your cells are humming with energy, and your brain is
grateful to you for the extra boost. You can use this form of breathing before you
begin your relaxation practice, before and where indicated during your practice of
the yoga postures, and whenever you feel so inclined throughout the day. You don’t
necessarily have to lie down as described in this exercise; you can be seated or
even walking. After practicing this technique for a while, you may find that it
becomes second nature to you.

1. Lie flat on your back, with your knees bent and your feet on the floor at



hip width, and relax.

Place a small pillow or folded blanket under your head if you have tension in
your neck or if your chin tilts upward. Place a large pillow under your knees if
your back is uncomfortable.

2. Inhale while expanding your abdomen, your ribs, and then your chest;
pause for a couple of seconds.

3. Exhale while releasing your chest and shoulder muscles, gently and
continuously contracting or drawing in your abdomen; pause again for a
couple of seconds.

4. Repeat Steps 2 and 3 from 6 to 12 times.
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You can greatly enhance the value of this exercise and others by fully
participating with your mind. Feel the air fill your lungs. Feel your muscles
work. Feel your body as a whole. Visualize precious life energy entering your
lungs and every cell of your body, rejuvenating and energizing you. To help
you experience this exercise more profoundly, keep your eyes closed. Place
your hands on your abdomen and feel it expand upon inhalation.

Chest-to-belly breathing

Folks in the West sit in chairs and bend forward too much. The daily sitting routine
begins in the early morning when they go to the bathroom and then lean over the
sink to brush their teeth and then continues throughout the day, usually ending as
they sit in front of the television at home until their eyes get blurry. The chest-to-
belly breathing emphasizes arching the spine and the upper back to compensate for
all this bending forward throughout the day, and it also works well for moving into
and out of yoga postures. Chest-to-belly breathing is also an excellent energizer in
the morning; you can do it even before you hop out of bed. Don’t do this exercise
late at night, though, because it’s likely to keep you awake.

You can practice the following exercise lying down, seated, or even while
walking.
1. Lie flat on your back, with your knees bent and your feet on the floor at

hip width, and relax.

Place a small pillow or folded blanket under your head if you have tension in
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your neck or if your chin tilts upward. Place a large pillow under your knees if
your back is uncomfortable.

Inhale while expanding the chest from the top down and continuing this
movement downward into the belly; pause for a couple of seconds.

Exhale while gently contracting and drawing the belly inward, starting just
below the navel; pause for a couple of seconds.

Repeat Steps 2 and 3 from 6 to 12 times.

The Abdominal Breath

Do the Abdominal Breath when you’re feeling tension, stress, or fatigue. This
breath relaxes you. A few minutes of deep abdominal breathing can help bring
greater connectedness between your mind and your body. The goal is to shift from
upper chest, short, shallow breathing to deeper abdominal breathing. Concentrate
on your breath and try to breathe in and out gently through your nose. With each
breath, allow any tension in your body to slip away. After you start breathing
slowly with your abdominals, sit quietly and enjoy the sensation of physical
relaxation.

Follow these steps to practice the Abdominal Breath:

l.

Lie on your back or sit comfortably in a chair.

2. Place one hand on your abdomen just above your pubic bone and below

your navel; place your other hand on your solar plexus right beneath your
breastbone.

Listening to your breath, inhale slowly and deeply through your nostrils —
so deeply that your belly expands and you feel a wave of breath moving
into the bottom, or lowest recesses, of your lungs.

Get down to the bottom of your lungs with this inhalation, going as low and as
deep inside your lungs as you can. You can feel the rounding of your abdomen
in your hands such that your hands rise a bit and your abdominal cavity pushes
upward. Meanwhile, your chest opens and expands gently as if your abdomen is
a balloon filling with air evenly and equally in all directions.

At the top of your inhalation, find the point of transition where the inhale
becomes an exhale.

At the top of every breath is a point of passage, the place where the inhale ends



and the exhale begins. Find that place within your lungs and pause a moment to
notice how your breath gently begins to shift in a new direction.

5. To a count of six to eight (or more) seconds, exhale fully through your
nostrils.

Feel your whole body releasing tension and letting go. Allow your body,
including your arms and legs, to relax and go limp.

Do ten slow, full Abdominal Breaths.
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and for that reason, you may not want to practice it while you’re driving,

The Ocean Breath

The Ocean Breath — sometimes called “rib breathing” or the “upward-moving
breath” — oxygenates your blood, stimulates your circulation, and gives you a
burst of energy.

You emit a sound during the Ocean Breath — the sound (you guessed it) of an
ocean breeze. You stay in your chest and fill your lungs from the diaphragm
upward. To stay inflated, your lungs rely on a vacuumlike action inside your chest,
and then you push out a full, deep, and complete exhalation through your nostrils.
This breath 1s different from the Complete Breath because you mostly engage your
chest and rib cage, and you gently contract your abdomen.

Follow these steps to practice the Ocean Breath:

1. Stand or sit comfortably with your spine straight.

2. Place your arms on your chest with the fingers of your right hand tucked
into your left armpit and the fingers of your left hand tucked into your
right armpit.

3. Close your eyes or gaze straight ahead with your windpipe open, your jaw
and mouth relaxed, and your chin pointing gently downward.

4. Inhale to a count of six to ten, engaging the sipping muscles in the back of
your throat as if you’re sipping through a straw, and feel your ribs opening
and your breath filling to the top of your lungs.

Inhale to whichever count you can manage best.
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Pay attention to the tip of your nose as you inhale. It enhances the
sensation of filling your chest all the way up.

5. Gently, but with some commitment and determination, exhale steadily
through your nostrils until the exhale is complete.

Feel your breath passing from the back of your throat, across the roof of your
mouth, and out your nostrils. You hear a hissing sound, something similar to the
sound of a hose when you turn it on and the water begins rushing out.

Never push too hard; this breath is dynamic, but never forced. Feel yourself
releasing the air. When you push the air out, your abdominal muscles come into
play a bit more. The exhale 1s something like a volcanic eruption that begins at
the diaphragm and rises with increasing strength.

Take 10 Ocean Breaths; pause to rest; do 10 more; pause to rest again; and if you
like the results, do 10 more for a total of 30 breaths. Then you can let your
abdomen relax and your breath normalize once again.

Perfecting the Ocean Breath takes time, especially when you try smoothing out the
transition between inhaling and exhaling, but stick with it. As yoga teacher Sherri
Baptiste says, “Breath into breath, moment into moment.”

The Balancing Breath

The object of the Balancing Breath is to develop a conscious control of your
breathing. Try this simple breathing technique when you feel tired or overwhelmed
or when you just want to clear your head for a moment.

Follow these steps to practice a Balancing Breath:

1. Sit, lie down, or stand with your shoulders, mouth, and jaw relaxed.

Your choice: Gaze softly straight ahead or close your eyes. Make sure your
back is erect but not rigid.

2. To a count of four, slowly inhale through your nose.

Feel your breath expanding into your abdomen, mid-body (the diaphragm area),
and upper chest. Without forcing, engage and gently fill your lungs to their full
capacity.

3. To a count of four, exhale slowly through your nose, drawing your



abdomen gently in and up to help send the breath smoothly out.

Although your breath empties from your lungs, focus on releasing it first with
your abdomen, and then with your diaphragm, and then with your upper chest.
Emit all the air from your lungs.

Practice the Balancing Breath six to ten times — inhaling to a count of four and
exhaling to a count of four — pause to rest for a moment, and then do another six to
ten Balancing Breaths.

The Cleansing Breath

The purpose of the Cleansing Breath is to clean and clear out your lungs. This
breath is unique, because instead of exhaling through your nose, you exhale through
your mouth as you purse your lips. Pursing your lips creates pressure on your
airways and helps keep them open so stale air can exit your lungs. It feels almost as
though you’re releasing pent-up emotions when you do the Cleansing Breath. In
effect, you emit a “sigh of relief.”

If you can, practice the Cleansing Breath outside in the fresh morning air. Follow
these steps to practice a Cleansing Breath:
1. Inhale a Complete Breath comfortably through your nostrils to the count of

four to six.

You can find the Complete Breath in the section “The Complete Breath” earlier
in this chapter.

2. Gently purse your lips as you strongly exhale to a count of four.

Exhale vigorously so you make a loud whooshing sound. Feel your breath
rising from the bottom to the top of your lungs in a dynamic and complete
release. Refreshing, isn’t it? You feel as though you’re cleansing your entire
system.
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Gently contracting your abdominal muscles as you exhale helps push
the air out.

Complete this breath four to six times.

The Vitality Breath



The Vitality Breath sends energy to all parts of your body and makes you feel more
alive.

Follow these steps to practice the Vitality Breath:
1. Stand upright with your feet spread wider than your hips and your toes
pointing forward.
Make sure your body weight is well-balanced between both legs.

2. While inhaling a Complete Breath through your nostrils to the count of
four, extend your arms straight out in front of you, palms facing upward.

This is the starting position.

For an explanation of the Complete Breath, refer to the section “The Complete
Breath” earlier in this chapter. Although you hold your arms in front of you, you
should hold them in a relaxed manner.

3. Exhale slowly through your mouth or through pursed lips as you draw your
hands toward your body along the sides of your rib cage and gradually
contract the muscles of your arms and hands.

By the time your arms and hands reach the sides of your body, contract your
muscles so that your fists are clenched. Put some force into it. At this point,
your fists should be tightly clenched, and you should feel a driving force or
sense of inner release as you exhale.

4. Relax your arms and hands as you deeply inhale, slowly unclench your fists,
and return to the starting position (see Step 2).

Imagine that you’re taking in this breath through your hands and heart.

Repeat Steps 2 through 4 six to eight times to complete six to eight Vitality Breaths.

Seeing How Breath and Postural
Movement Work Together

In yoga, breathing is just as important as the postures, described in Book II. How
you breathe when you’re moving into, holding, or moving out of any given posture
can greatly increase the efficiency and benefits of your practice. Consider some
basic guidelines:



1 Let the breath initiate the movement. The breath is the initiator or activator
of the posture or exercise (that is, it leads the movement) by a couple of
moments. It activates the action or flow of postures. When you inhale, the body
opens or expands, and when you exhale, the body folds or contracts.

1 In the beginning, let the breath dictate the length of the postural
movement. For example, if you’re raising your arms as you inhale and you run
out of breath before you reach your goal, just pause your breathing for a
moment and bring your arms back down as you exhale. With practice, your
breath will gradually get longer.

1~ Let the breath itself be your teacher. When your breath sounds labored, you
need to back off or come out of a posture.

1~ Breathe in four directions. Normally, when people move, they tend to hold or
strain their breath. In yoga, you simply follow the natural flow of the breath. As
a rule, adopt this pattern:

¢ Inhale when moving into back bends (see Figure 1-1a).
e Exhale when moving into forward bends (see Figure 1-1b).
e Exhale when moving into side bends (see Figure 1-1c¢).
e Exhale when moving into twists (as shown in Figure 1-1d).

Photographs by Adam Latham
Figure 1-1: Breathing properly during postures is important.



Chapter 2
Please Be Seated

In This Chapter

Using good technique to gain physical and spiritual benefits
Executing fundamental sitting postures

Your everyday sitting preferences have a decided effect on your capacity to feel
steady and comfortable in the yoga postures, whether standing or sitting. If you’re
new to yoga and its sitting postures, you’ll soon discover that a lifetime of chair
sitting exacts a stiff price. Your work with the postures in this book can help you
gradually improve your floor sitting, but until you’re ready to make the transition to
the floor, use a chair when you sit for formal practice. After all, two of the largest
yoga organizations in the world, Self-Realization Fellowship (SRF) and
Transcendental Meditation (TM), encourage their Western practitioners to use a
chair for meditation and breathing exercises.

This chapter describes a variety of sitting postures that you can use for relaxation,
meditation, breath control, and various cleansing practices — or as a starting point
for other postures.
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Yoga uses many other sitting postures as well; you can gradually add to
your basic repertoire as your joints become more flexible and your back
muscles gain strength.

Understanding the Philosophy of Sitting

Beyond increasing strength and flexibility, yoga postures, or asanas (pronounced
ah-sah-nahs) in Sanskrit, help you get in tune with yourself, your body, and your
environment. Traditionally, the main purpose of asana is to prepare the body to sit
quietly, easily, and steadily for breathing exercises and meditation. So when you’re
in the right position, you can begin to see yourself as one with your environment.

Yogic postures are more than mere bodily poses; they’re also expressions of state



of mind. An asana is poise, composure, carriage — all words suggesting an
element of balance and refinement. The postures demonstrate the profound
connection between body and mind. Flopping down on a chair isn’t yoga, but when
you sit with intention, awareness, and balance, it is.
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% The way you sit i1s an important foundation technique for these practices;
when you perform them properly, the sitting postures act as natural
“tranquilizers” for the body — and when the physical vehicle is still, the mind
soon follows.
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If your knees are more than a few inches higher than your hips when you sit
cross-legged on the floor, it’s an indication that your hip joints are tight. If you
try to sit for a long time in this position for meditation or breathing exercises,
you may well end up with an aching back. Don’t feel bad; you’re not alone.
Accept your current limitations in this area and use a prop, like a firm cushion
or thickly folded blanket, to raise your buttocks off the floor high enough to
drop your knees at least level with your hips.

Asana by any other name

The term asana simply means “sitting.” It can denote both the surface you sit on and the bodily
posture. An alternative term is tirtha, or “pilgrimage center,” which suggests that practitioners should
approach yoga postures not casually but respectfully, with great mental focus. Some postures are
called mudras (pronounced moo-drahs), or “seals,” because they’re especially effective in keeping
the life energy (prana) sealed within the body. Adopting these postures leads to greater vitality and
better mental focus. Life energy is everywhere, both inside and outside the body, but you must
properly harness it within the body to promote health and happiness.

Adding Variety to Your Sitting Postures

Some contemporary Hatha Yoga manuals feature more than 50 sitting postures,
which demonstrate not only the inventiveness of yoga practitioners but also the
body’s amazing versatility. But half a dozen yogic sitting postures are plenty for
your repertoire. This section describes some good sitting postures and shows you
how to execute them.
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For postures that involve sitting on the floor, raising your buttocks off the
floor on a firm cushion or thickly folded blanket is helpful because it allows
you to sit in a comfortable and stable position without slumping. Also, be sure
to alternate the cross of your legs from day to day when practicing any of the
sitting postures; you don’t want to become lopsided.

Differentiating between gripping and contracting
muscles

Like turning off your gray matter, relaxing your muscles can be oh-so-easy and oh-so-difficult, partly
because of its contradictory nature. You have to contract muscles to accomplish a movement. How
do you lift a leg in a yoga balance if you don’t contract a muscle to get it there?

Okay, okay, you don't just flop like a fish. Still, you can use your muscles in one of two ways: v

1 Gripping: Muscle use often accompanied by clenched teeth, a clamped jaw, or clenched,
white-knuckled fingers. Not to mention all the surrounding muscles also getting tight even
when they don’t need to. This builds tension and usually stops conscious breathwork.

1 Contracting: Using a specific muscle without involving your entire body and all the muscles
not involved in that movement — including your clenched jaw. This usually allows relaxation

and continued full and deep breathing.

Have you ever floated on your back in water? If you fight the water, flailing and splashing, you can’t
begin to float. But if you just relax and breathe, you can float effortlessly — even though, of course,
you do use some muscular contraction. That's what you need to do in most of yoga exercises — float
effortlessly, using only the muscles needed in a mindful and focused way and leaving the others to

come along for the ride.

Chair-sitting posture

Cultural habits inspire most Westerners to sit in a chair when they meditate, so
floor sitting is usually something folks have to work up to with practice. Over time,
your asana practice can help you build comfort with sitting on the floor for
exercises. As Figure 2-1 shows, your ear, shoulder, and hip are in alignment, as
viewed from the side. The following steps walk you through the chair-sitting
posture:

1. In a sturdy, armless chair, sit near the front edge of the seat without
leaning against the chair back.

Make sure your feet are flat on the floor. If they don’t quite reach, support them
with a block, folded blanket, or book.



2. Rest your hands on your knees with your palms down, and then close your
eyes.

3. Rock your spine a few times, alternately slumping forward and arching
back to explore its full range of motion.

Settle into a comfortable upright position midway between the two extremes.

4. Lift your chest, without exaggerating the gentle inward curve in your
lower back, and balance your head over your torso.




Photograph by Adam Latham
Figure 2-1 The chair-sitting posture.

The easy posture: Sukhasana

According to yoga master Patanjali, a posture must be “steady” (sthira) and
“easeful” (sukha) (refer to Book I, Chapter 3). The basic yoga sitting position is
called, appropriately, the easy/easeful posture (sukhasana); Westerners sometimes
call it the tailor’s seat. If you’re a beginner, start your floor sitting practice with the
easy posture, which Figure 2-2 illustrates.

Photograph by Adam Latham



Figure 2-2 Be sure you're steady and comfortable in the easy posture.
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The easy posture is a steady and comfortable sitting position for meditation
and breathing exercises. The posture also helps you become more aware of
and actually increase the flexibility in your hips and spine. It’s good
preparation for more advanced postures.

Here’s how it works:

1.

Sit on the floor with your legs straight out in front of you; place your hands
on the floor beside your hips, with your palms down and fingers pointing
forward.

Shake your legs up and down a few times to get the kinks out.
Cross your legs at the ankles with the left leg on top and the right leg
below.

Press your palms on the floor, and slide each foot toward the opposite knee
until your right foot is underneath your left knee and your left foot is
underneath your right knee.

Lengthen the spine by stretching your back in an upward motion, and
balance your head over your torso.

The thunderbolt posture: Vajrasana

The thunderbolt posture is one of the safest sitting postures for students with back
problems. Vajrasana increases the flexibility of your ankles, knees, and thighs;
improves circulation to the abdomen; and aids in digestion.

As traditionally taught, you drop your chin to your chest, extend your arms,
and lock your elbows. Try this modification instead, which is more relaxing
for beginners: Rest your hands on your knees with your palms down and
elbows bent, and keep your head upright.

Use the following steps to practice this posture:

1. Kneel on the floor and sit back on your heels; position each heel under the

buttocks on the same side, and rest your hands on the tops of your knees,



with your elbows bent and your palms down.

2. Lengthen your spine by stretching your back in an upward motion, balance
your head over your torso, and look straight ahead, as in Figure 2-3.

Photograph by Adam Latham
Figure 2-3 A safe sitting posture for lower back problems.
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If you have trouble sitting back on your heels because of tightness in your
thigh muscles or pain in your knees, put a cushion or folded blanket between



your thighs and calves. Increase the thickness of your lift until you can sit
comfortably. If you feel discomfort in the fronts of your ankles, put a rolled
towel or blanket underneath them.

The Sanskrit word vajra (pronounced vahj-rah) means “thunderbolt” or
“adamantine.” So this posture is also known as the adamantine posture.

The auspicious posture: Svastikasana

Before its perversion in Nazi Germany, the svastika served as a solar symbol for
good fortune. It has the same meaning in yoga. The term is made up of the prefix su
(“good”) and asti (“1s”) — hence, “It’s good.”

The svastikasana improves the flexibility of the hips, knees, and ankles and also
strengthens the back. The following instructions help you get the hang of this
posture.

l.

Sit on the floor with your legs straight out in front of you; place your hands
on the floor beside your hips, with your palms down and fingers pointing
forward.

Shake your legs up and down a few times to get the kinks out.

Bend your left knee, and place the sole of your left foot against the inside
of your right thigh, with your left heel close to your groin.

If this step 1s difficult, don’t use this pose.

Bend your right knee toward you, and take hold of your right foot with
both hands.

Grip the front of your ankle with your right hand and the ball of your big
toe with your left hand; slide the little-toe side of your foot between your
left thigh and calf until only your big toe is visible, and wiggle the big-toe
side of your left foot up between the right thigh and calf if you can.

5. Rest your hands on your knees, with your arms relaxed and palms down.

Lengthen your spine by stretching your back in an upward motion, balance
your head over your torso, and look straight ahead, as in Figure 2-4.
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Figure 2-4 The auspicious posture.

Note: In the classic posture, the chin rests on the chest with the arms straight down

and palms open in jnana mudra at the knees. The bottom (left) foot is pulled up and
wedged between the right calf and the thigh.

Jnana mudra (pronounced gyah-nah moo-drah), or “wisdom seal,” is one of
several hand positions used in yoga. To do this mudra, bring the tip of your index
finger to the tip of your thumb to form a circle; extend the three remaining fingers,
keeping them close together. This hand gesture makes a good circuit, sealing off the
life energy (prana) in your body.



The perfect posture: Siddhasana

The Sanskrit word siddha (pronounced sidd-hah) means both “perfect” and
“adept.” In yoga, an adept isn’t just a skillful practitioner but rather an
accomplished master who has attained inner freedom.
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-/ Many yoga masters in bygone eras preferred this posture and used it often
in place of the lotus posture. This book doesn’t cover the half lotus or the full

lotus position because they’re suitable only for more experienced students.

The siddhasana improves the flexibility of your hips, knees, and ankles, and
strengthens the back. It differs from svastikasana in that you tuck your feet into your
thighs between the thighs and calves on both sides. The posture is considered the
perfect meditation posture for anyone practicing celibacy. Siddhasana is also
beneficial for men with various prostate problems.

Here’s how you do it:

1. Sitting on the floor with your legs straight out in front of you, place your
hands at your sides (close to your hips), with your palms down and fingers
forward.

Shake your legs out in front of you a few times.

2. Bend your left knee, and bring your left heel into your groin near the
perineum (the area between the anus and the genitals).

Stabilize your left ankle with your left hand.

3. Bend your right knee and slide your right heel toward the front of your left
ankle.

4. Lift your right foot, position your right ankle just above your left ankle,
and bring your right heel into the genital area.

5. Tuck the little-toe side of your right foot between your left thigh and your
calf.

6. Place your hands, palms down, on the same-side knee, with your arms
relaxed.

7. Straighten and extend your back and neck, bringing your head up nice and
tall; look straight ahead, as in Figure 2-5.



You can use a cushion to raise your hips so they’re level with your knees.

Photograph by Adam Latham
Figure 2-5 The perfect posture.

Note: In the classic posture, which isn’t recommended for beginners, the chin rests
on the chest, the arms are straight down, the elbows are locked, and the palms are
open in jnana mudra (discussed in the preceding section) at the knees. The big-toe
side of the left foot is pulled up and wedged between the right calf and the thigh.

Persuading posture trainer
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To help you incorporate the basics of a good seated posture, try the
persuading posture trainer (see Figure 2-6). The name is fitting because this
exercise helps you overcome bad posture habits, and it relieves stress and
tension in your shoulders and arms. Try it after a hard day’s work. It’s a good
way to relax and get your body and head straight.

Photograph by Raul Marroquin
Figure 2-6 The persuading posture trainer lets you experience the feeling of sitting correctly.

Use these steps to practice the persuading posture trainer:

1. Sit on the floor in the easy posture; relax and take a few slow, deep
breaths.

Sit with both legs extended straight in front of you, your spine straight, and your
shoulders back. Keep your feet pointing upward and slightly flexed as you fold
your hands in your lap.

2. Extend your arms behind your torso, fingers facing forward, bend your
elbows, and place your palms on the floor.

3. Slide your hands backward about 2 feet behind you so that your arms are
fully extended but your elbows aren’t locked; expand your chest and allow
your torso to lean backward.



4. Keep your vision forward and hold this position for 2 to S deep breaths;
relax, placing your hands back into your lap, and repeat Steps 2 through 4.



Chapter 3
Standing Tall

In This Chapter
Standing as an art
Using standing postures to enhance body and mind
Practicing fundamental standing postures

The simple act of standing upright brings your spine, muscles, tendons, and
ligaments into play. Ordinarily, these parts do their assigned tasks quite
automatically. But to stand efficiently and elegantly, you also need to bring
awareness to the act, and that’s where yoga enters the picture. In this chapter, you
can find ten of the most common and favored yoga standing postures to practice.
They can help you discover the art of standing consciously, efficiently, and
beautifully.

Standing Strong

The yogic standing postures make up the foundation of asana practice. You may
hear that you can derive everything you need to master your physical practice from
the standing postures. The standing postures help you strengthen your legs and
ankles, open your hips and groin, and improve your sense of balance. In turn, you
develop the ability to “stand your ground” and “stand at ease,” which are important
aspects of the yogic lifestyle. The standing postures are versatile. You can use them
in the following ways:

1 As a general warm-up for your practice.

1 In preparation for a specific group of postures (think of the standing forward
bends, for example, as a kind of on-ramp to the seated forward bends, which
you can find in Book II, Chapter 7).

1 To counterbalance another posture, such as a back bend or side bend. For more
information, see Book II, Chapter 7.

1 For rest.



1 As the main body of your practice.
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You can creatively adapt many postures from other groups to a standing
position, which you can then use as a learning (or teaching) tool or for
therapeutic purposes. Consider, for example, the well-known cobra posture, a
back bend that many beginning students find hard on the lower back (see Book
I, Chapter 7). By performing this same posture in a standing position near a
wall, you can use the changed relationship to gravity, the freedom of not
having your hips blocked by the floor, and the pressure of the hands on the
wall to free your lower back. Then you can apply this newly won
understanding about your back in your practice of the more demanding
traditional form of the cobra posture — or any other posture that you choose
to modify at the wall. (For more on Yoga against the Wall, head to Book VI,

Chapter 2.)

Exercising Your Standing Options

This section introduces you to ten standing postures and describes the step-by-step
process for each exercise. You can also find discussions on the benefits and the
classic (traditionally taught) version of the posture. If you’re a beginner, avoid the
classic version because, in most cases, the postures are more difficult and
sometimes risky. Here are a few tips before you get started with the standing
postures:

1 Many of these postures start in the mountain posture, so be sure to check out the
“Mountain posture: Tadasana” section.

1 When you try the postures on your own, follow the instructions for each
exercise carefully, including the breathing. Always move into and out of the
posture slowly and pause after the inhalation and exhalation (flip to Book II,
Chapter 1 for more on breathing). Complete each posture by relaxing and
returning to the starting place.

1 When you bend forward from all the standing postures, start with your legs
straight (without locking your knees), and then soften, or slightly bend, your
knees when you feel the muscles pulling in the back of your legs.

1 When you come up out of a standing forward bend, do so in one of these three



ways:
e The easiest and safest way is to roll your body up like a rag doll,

stacking your vertebrae one on top of the other, with your head coming
up last.

e The next level of difficulty is to bring your arms up from the sides like
wings as you inhale and raise your back.

e The third and most challenging way is to start with the inhalation and
extend your arms forward and up alongside your ears. Then continue
raising the upper, middle, and lower back until you’re straight up and
your arms are overhead, if possible.

Mountain posture: Tadasana
The mountain posture is the foundation for all the standing postures. Tadasana

aligns the body, improves posture and balance, and facilitates breathing.

1. Stand tall but relaxed, with your feet at hip width (down from the sits
bones, not the outer curves), and hang your arms at your sides, with your
palms turned toward your legs.

The sits bones, also known as the ischial tuberosity, are the bony parts you
feel underneath the flesh of your buttocks you when you sit up straight on a firm
surface.

2. Visualize a vertical line connecting the opening in your ear, your shoulder
joint, and the sides of your hip, knee, and ankle.

Look straight ahead, with your eyes open or closed, as in Figure 3-1.

3. Remain in this posture for 6 to 8 breaths.



Photograph by Adam Latham

Figure 3-1: Start your standing postures with the mountain posture.

Note: In the classic version of this posture, the feet are together and the chin rests
on the chest.

Standing forward bend: Uttanasana



The Sanskrit word uttana (pronounced oo-tah-nah) means “extended,” and this
posture certainly fits that bill. The standing forward bend (see Figure 3-2) stretches
the entire back of the body and decompresses the neck (makes space between the
vertebrae), thus freeing the cervical spine and allowing the neck muscles to relax.
It also improves overall circulation and has a calming effect on the body and mind.
The following steps walk you through the process.

a b
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Figure 3-2: The standing forward bend.

MING/

‘) Be careful of all forward bends if you have a disc problem. If you’re
unsure, check with your doctor or health professional.

1. Start in mountain posture and, as you inhale, raise your arms forward and
then up overhead (see Figure 3-2a).
2. As you exhale, bend forward from your hips.

When you feel a pull in the back of your legs, soften your knees (as in the
Forgiving Limbs discussion in Book I, Chapter 3) and hang your arms.

3. If your head isn’t close to your knees, bend your knees more.



If you have the flexibility, straighten your knees but keep them soft. Relax your
head and neck downward, as Figure 3-2b illustrates.

As you inhale, roll up slowly, stacking the bones of your spine one at a time
from bottom to top, and then raise your arms overhead.

Rolling is the safest way to come up. If you don’t have back problems, after a
few weeks, you may want to try the two more advanced techniques discussed
earlier in the section.

Repeat Steps 1 through 4 three times, and then stay in the folded position
(Step 3) for 6 to 8 breaths.

Note: In the classic posture, the feet are together and the legs are straight. The
forehead presses against the shins, and the palms are on the floor.

Half standing forward bend: Ardha uttanasana

The Sanskrit word ardha (pronounced ahrd-ha) means “half.” The half standing
forward bend strengthens your legs, back, shoulders, and arms, and improves
stamina.

l.

Start in the mountain posture and, as you inhale, raise your arms forward
and then up overhead, as in the standing forward bend (see the preceding
section).

As you exhale, bend forward from your hips; soften your knees and hang
your arms.

. Bend your knees and, as you inhale, raise your torso and arms up from the

front so that they’re parallel to the floor, as in Figure 3-3.

If you have any back problems, keep your arms back by your sides; then, over a
period of time, gradually stretch them out to the sides like a 7" and eventually in
front of you so they’re parallel to the floor.

Bring your head to a neutral position so that your ears are between your
arms; look down and a little forward.

To make the posture easier, move your arms back toward your hips instead of
having them extend forward or out to the sides — the farther back, the easier.

Repeat Steps 1 through 4 three times, and then stay in Step 4 for 6 to 8
breaths.



Photograph by Adam Latham
Figure 3-3: The half standing forward bend is great for stamina.

Note: In the classic version of this posture, the feet are together and the legs and
arms are straight.

Asymmetrical forward bend: Parshva uttanasana

The asymmetrical forward bend stretches each side of the back and hamstrings

separately. The Sanskrit word parshva (pronounced pahr-shvah) means “side” or
“flank,” and this posture indeed opens the hips, tones the abdomen, decompresses
the neck, improves balance, and increases circulation to the upper torso and head.

1. Stand in the mountain posture and, as you exhale, step forward about 3 to
3': feet (or the length of one leg) with your right foot.

Your left foot turns out naturally, but if you need more stability, turn it out even
more — but not past 45 degrees.

2. Place your hands on the top of your hips, and square the front of your
pelvis; release your hands and hang your arms.

3. As you inhale, raise your arms forward and then overhead, as in Figure 3-
4a.

4. As you exhale, bend forward from the hips, soften your right knee and both



arms, and hang down, as Figure 3-4b illustrates.

If your head isn’t close to your right knee, bend your knee more. If you have the
flexibility, straighten your right knee — but keep it soft.

5. As you inhale, roll up slowly, stacking the bones of your spine one at a time
from the bottom up, and then raise your arms overhead; relax your head
and neck downward.

Rolling up is the safest way to come up, but if you don’t have back problems,
you may want to try the more advanced techniques covered earlier in the
section after a few weeks.

6. Repeat Steps 3 and 4 three times, and then stay in Step 4 for 6 to 8
breaths.

7. Repeat the same sequence on the left side.

kL
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Figure 3-4: This exercise stretches each side of the back and hamstrings separately.

Note: In the classic version of this posture, both legs are straight and the forehead
presses against the forward leg.

of

To make the posture more challenging, square your hips forward and rotate
your back foot inward.



Triangle posture: Utthita trikonasana

The Sanskrit word utthita (pronounced oot-hee-tah) means “raised,” and trikona
(pronounced tree-ko-nah) means “triangle.” The triangle posture stretches the sides
of the spine, the backs of the legs, and the hips. It also stretches the muscles
between the ribs (the intercostals), which opens the chest and improves breathing

capacity.

l.

Stand in the mountain posture, exhale, and step out to the right about 3 to
3" feet (or the length of one leg) with your right foot.

Turn your right foot out 90 degrees. On your left foot, have your toes
turned slightly in rather than straight ahead.

An imaginary line drawn from the right heel (toward the left foot) should bisect
the arch of the left foot.

. Face forward and, as you inhale, raise your arms out to the sides parallel to

the line of the shoulders (and the floor) so that they form a 7 with your
torso (see Figure 3-5a).

As you exhale, reach your right hand down to your right shin as close to the
ankle as is comfortable for you, and then reach and lift your left arm; as
much as you can, bring the sides of your torso parallel to the floor.

Bend your right knee slightly, as in Figure 3-5b, if the back of your leg feels
tight.
Soften your left arm and look up at your left hand.

If your neck hurts, look down or halfway down at the floor.

Repeat Steps 3 through 5 three times, and then stay in Step 5 for 6 to 8
breaths.

Repeat the same sequence on the left side.
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Figure 3-5: The side-bending triangle opens the chest so you can breathe deeply.

Note: In the classic version of this posture, the arms and legs are straight and the
trunk is parallel to the floor. The right hand is on the floor outside the right foot.

Reverse triangle posture: Parivritta trikonasana
variation

The Sanskrit word parivritta (pronounced pah-ree-vree-tah) means “revolved,”
which makes perfect sense with this posture. The action of twisting and untwisting
increases circulation of fresh blood to the discs between the spinal vertebrae
(intervertebral discs) and keeps them supple as you grow older. The reverse
triangle also stretches the backs of your legs, opens your hips, and strengthens your
neck, shoulders, and arms.

1. Standing in the mountain posture, exhale and step the right foot out to the
right about 3 to 3’2 feet (or the length of one leg).

2. As you inhale, raise your arms out to the sides parallel to the line of your
shoulders (and the floor) so that they form a 7 with your torso, as Figure 3-
6a illustrates.

3. As you exhale, bend forward from your hips and then place your right hand
on the floor near the inside of your left foot.



4. Raise your left arm toward the ceiling and look up at your left hand; soften
your knees and your arms, and then bend your left knee, or move your
right hand away from your left foot (and more directly under your torso),
as in Figure 3-6b, if necessary.

If you feel neck strain, turn your head toward the floor.

5. Repeat Steps 2 through 4 three times, and then stay in Step 4 for 6 to 8
breaths.

6. Repeat the same sequence on the left side.

/

a b
Photographs by Adam Latham

Figure 3-6: The reverse triangle posture.

Note: In the classic version of this posture, the feet are parallel and the legs and

arms are straight. The torso is parallel to the floor, and the bottom hand rests lightly
outside the opposite side foot.

Warrior I: Vira bhadrasana 1

=X
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“——~" The Sanskrit word vira (pronounced vee-rah) is often translated as “hero,”
and bhadra (pronounced bhud-rah) means “auspicious.” This posture, also
known as just warrior, strengthens your legs, back, shoulders, and arms;

opens your hips, groin, and chest; increases strength and stamina; and
improves balance. As its name suggests, this posture instills a feeling of



fearlessness and inner strength. For pointers on moving into this posture, go to

http: www.dummies.com/go/vogaaiofd.

. Stand in the mountain posture and, as you exhale, step forward
approximately 3 to 3! feet (or the length of one leg) with your right foot
(see Figure 3-7a).

Your left foot turns out naturally, but if you need more stability, turn it out more
(so that your toes point to the left).

. Place your hands on the top of your hips, and square the front of your
pelvis; release your hands and hang your arms.

. As you inhale, raise your arms forward and overhead, and bend your right
knee to a right angle (so that your knee is directly over your ankle and
your thigh is parallel to the floor), as in Figure 3-7b.

If your lower back is uncomfortable, lean your torso slightly over your forward
leg until you feel a release of tension in your back.

. As you exhale, return to the starting place in Figure 3-7a; soften your arms
and face your palms toward each other, and look straight ahead.

. Repeat Steps 3 and 4 three times, and then stay in Step 3 for 6 to 8
breaths.

. Repeat Steps 1 through S on the left side.


http://www.dummies.com/go/yogaaiofd
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Figure 3-7: The warrior is a position of power and strength.

Warrior II: Vira bhadrasana Il

Like the warrior I posture covered in the preceding section, warrior II strengthens
your legs, back, shoulders, and arms. It focuses more on your hips and groin, and it
increases strength and stamina; it also improves balance. Use the following steps
as your guide.

1. Stand in the mountain posture; exhale and step out to the right about 3 to
3' feet (or the length of one leg) with your right foot.

2. Turn your right foot out 90 degrees, and have the toes of your left foot
turned slightly in rather than forward.

An imaginary line drawn from your right heel toward your left foot should
bisect the arch of your left foot.

3. Face forward and, as you inhale, raise your arms out to the sides, parallel
to the line of your shoulders (and the floor), so that they form a 7 with
your torso (see Figure 3-8a).

4. As you exhale, turn your right foot out 90 degrees and bend your right



knee over your right ankle so that your shin is perpendicular to the floor,
as in Figure 3-8b; if possible, bring your right thigh parallel to the floor.

5. Repeat Steps 3 and 4 three times, keeping your arms in a T; then turn your
head to the right, looking out over your right arm, and stay for 6 to 8
breaths.

6. Repeat Steps 1 through 5 on the left side.
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Figure 3-8: Warrior Il.
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‘ Be careful not to force your hips open; doing so may cause problems with
your knees.

Standing spread-legged forward bend: Prasarita pada
uttanasana

The Sanskrit word prasarita (pronounced prah-sah-ree-tah) means “outstretched,”
and pada (pronounced pah-dah) means “foot.” This posture, also called the wide-
legged standing forward bend, stretches your hamstrings and your adductors (on
the insides of the thighs) and opens your hips. The hanging forward bend increases
circulation to your upper torso and lengthens your spine. Figure 3-9 illustrates this
posture.
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Figure 3-9: This posture is a great way to release pressure in your lower back.

1. Stand in the mountain posture, exhale, and step your right foot out to the
right about 3 to 3’ feet (or the length of one leg).

2. As you inhale, raise your arms out to the sides, parallel to the line of your
shoulders (and the floor), so that they form a 7 with your torso.



3. As you exhale, bend forward from the hips and soften your knees.

4. Hold your bent elbows with the opposite-side hands, and hang your torso
and arms.

5. Stay in Step 4 for 6 to 8 breaths.

Note: In the classic version of this posture, the legs are straight, the head 1s on the

floor (and the chin presses the chest), and the arms reach back between the legs,
with the palms on the floor.

Half chair posture: Ardha utkatasana

The Sanskrit word ardha (pronounced ahrd-ha) means “half,” and utkata,
(pronounced oot-kah-tah) translates as “powerful.” The half chair posture
strengthens the back, legs, shoulders, and arms and builds overall stamina. If you
find this posture difficult or you have problem knees, you may want to skip this
position for now and return to it after your leg muscles become a little stronger.
Don’t overdo this exercise (either by holding the position too long or by repeating
it more than recommended), or you’ll have sore muscles the next day. But there’s
no harm in experiencing some muscle soreness, either, especially if you haven’t
exercised in a long time. Check out Figure 3-10 for guidance.
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Figure 3-10: The half chair is a great posture for overall stamina.

1. Start in the mountain posture and, as you inhale, raise your arms forward
and up overhead, with your palms facing each other.

2. As you exhale, bend your knees and squat halfway to the floor.



3. Soften your arms, but keep them overhead; look straight ahead.

4. Repeat Steps 1 through 3 three times, and then stay in Step 3 for 6 to 8
breaths.

Note: In the classic version of this posture, the feet are together and the arms are
straight, with the fingers interlocked and the palms turned upward. The chin rests
on the chest.

Downward-facing dog: Adhomukha shvanasana

The Sanskrit word adhomukha (pronounced ahd-ho-mook-hah) means “downward
facing,” and shvan (pronounced shvahn) means “dog.” Inspired by a dog’s
leisurely stretching, the downward-facing dog practice stretches the entire back of
your body and strengthens your wrists, arms, and shoulders. This posture is a good
alternative for beginning students who aren’t yet ready for inversions like the
handstand and headstand. Because the head is lower than the heart, this asana
circulates fresh blood to the brain and acts as a quick pick-me-up when you’re
fatigued.

1. Start on your hands and knees; straighten your arms, but don’t lock your
elbows (see Figure 3-11a).

Be sure that the heels of your hands are directly under your shoulders, with
your palms on the floor, your fingers spread, and your knees directly under your
hips. Emphasize pressing down with the thumbs and index fingers, or the inner
web of your hand.

2. As you exhale, lift and straighten (but don’t lock) your knees; as your hips
lift, bring your head to a neutral position so that your ears are between
your arms.

3. Press your heels toward the floor and your head toward your feet, as in
Figure 3-11b.

If your hamstrings feel tight, try putting a little bend in your knees to help you
straighten your spine.
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¥/ Don't complete Step 3 if doing so strains your neck.
4. Repeat Steps 1 through 3 three times, and then stay in Step 3 for 6 to 8



breaths.
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Figure 3-11: Challenge yourself in downward-facing dog, but don’t strain.

Note: In the classic posture, the feet are together and flat on the floor, the legs and

arms are straight, and the top of the head is on the floor, with the chin pressed to the
chest.

G/

-) Be careful not to hold this posture too long if you have problems with your
neck, shoulders, wrists, or elbows.



Chapter 4

Steady as a Tree: Mastering
Balance

In This Chapter
Understanding the psychology of balance

Practicing balancing exercises

Balance (called samata [sah-mah-tah] or samatva [sah-mah-tvah] in Sanskrit) is
fundamental to yoga. A balanced approach to life includes being even-tempered
and seeing the great unity behind all diversity. Balance translates to being
nonjudgmental and treating others with equal fairness, kindness, and compassion.

One way to begin to gain this balance is to practice balancing postures. Remember,
according to yoga, body and mind form a working unit. Imbalances in the body are
reflected in the mind, and vice versa. This chapter emphasizes the importance of
balance in yoga and offers six postures that provide you with a samata sampling.

Getting to the Roots of the Posture

When you look at a tree, you see only what’s above ground — the vertical trunk,
with its crown of branches and foliage, and maybe a few chirping birds. Trees
appear to just perch atop the soil, and you wonder how in the world such a top-
heavy thing can stay upright. Well, everyone knows that the secret of the tree’s
equilibrium is its underground network of roots that anchor the visible part of the
plant solidly into the earth. In the balancing postures, you, too, can discover how to
grow your “roots” into the earth and stand as steady as a tree.

The balancing postures can be the most fun and the most dramatic of all the
postures. Although they’re relatively simple, they can produce profound effects. As
you may expect, they work to improve your overall sense of physical balance,
coordination, and grounding. With awareness in these three areas, you can move
more easily and effectively, whether you’re going about your daily business or are
engaged in activities that call for great coordination, such as sports or dance. The
yogic balancing postures also have therapeutic applications, such as with back



problems or in retraining whole muscle groups.
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When you improve your physical balance naturally, you can expect to
enjoy improved mental balance. The balancing postures are exceptional seeds
for concentration, and when you master them, you earn confidence and a sense
of accomplishment.

Balancing Postures for Graceful
Strength

Contemporary life is highly demanding and stressful; if you’re not properly
grounded, you face a constant risk of being pushed out of balance. Grounding
means being centered and firm without being inflexible, knowing who you are and
what you want, and feeling that you’re empowered to achieve your life goals. A
good way to begin your grounding work is to improve your physical sense of
balance. Improving your balance helps you synchronize the movement of your arms
and legs, giving you poise. When you can stand and move in a more balanced
manner, your mind is automatically affected. You fee/ more balanced.

A sense of balance is connected with the inner ears. Your ears tell you where you
are in space. The ears are also connected with social space, if you aren’t well
balanced, you may feel — or actually be — a bit awkward in your social
relationships. Balancing and grounding work can remedy this discomfort. Only
when you can stand still — in balance — can you also move harmoniously in the
world.

The postures 1n this section appear in order of ease, starting with simple exercises
and moving to more advanced ones. If you try the postures individually rather than
as part of a sequence, try to hold each posture for 6 to 8 breaths. Breathe freely
through the nose, and pause briefly after inhalation and exhalation.

Warrior at the wall: Vira bhadrasana III variation

The Sanskrit word vira (pronounced vee-rah) means “hero.” Bhadra (pronounced
bhud-rah) means “auspicious.” This posture improves your overall balance and
stability. It strengthens the legs, arms, and shoulders, and stretches the thighs —
both front and back — and the hips. As with the other one-legged balancing poses,
this posture enhances focus and concentration. Check out the following steps:



1. Stand in the mountain posture (see Book II, Chapter 3), facing a blank wall
about 3 feet away.

2. As you exhale, bend forward from the hips and extend your arms forward
until your hands are touching the wall; adjust so that your legs are
perpendicular and your torso and arms are parallel with the floor.

Depending on your balance, you may prefer to have your palms flat against the
wall or touch only with your fingertips.

3. As you inhale, raise your left leg back and up until it’s parallel to the floor
(see Figure 4-1).
4. Stay in Step 3 for 6 to 8 breaths; repeat with the right leg.

Photograph by Adam Latham
Figure 4-1: A safe balancing posture for beginners.

Balancing cat

The balancing cat posture strengthens the muscles along the spine (the
paraspinals), as well as the arms and the shoulders, and it opens the hips. The
posture enhances focus and concentration and also builds confidence.

1. Beginning on your hands and knees, position your hands directly under
your shoulders, with your palms down, your fingers spread on the floor, and



your knees directly under your hips; straighten your arms, but don’t lock
your elbows.

2. As you exhale, slide your left hand forward and your right leg back,
keeping your hand and your toes on the floor.

3. As you inhale, raise your left arm and right leg to a comfortable height, as
Figure 4-2 illustrates.

4. Stay in Step 3 for 6 to 8 breaths, and then repeat Steps 1 through 3 with
opposite pairs (right arm and left leg).

Photograph by Adam Latham
Figure 4-2: Extend your arm and leg fully on the ground before you lift them.
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This posture is a variation of cakravakasana (pronounced chuk-rah-vahk-
ah-sah-nah). The cakravaka 1s a particular kind of goose, which, in India’s
traditional poetry, is often used to convey “love bird.” Apparently, when these
birds have paired up and then are separated, their heartache causes them to
call to each other.

The tree posture: Vrikshasana



The Sanskrit word vriksha (pronounced vrik-shah) means “tree.” The tree posture
improves overall balance, stability, and poise. It strengthens your legs, arms, and
shoulders, and opens your hips and groin. Like the other one-legged balancing
poses, it also enhances focus and concentration and produces a calming effect on
your body and mind. Here’s how it works:

1. Stand in the mountain posture (see Book II, Chapter 3 for this posture).

2. As you exhale, bend your right knee and place the sole of your right foot,
toes pointing down, on the inside of your left leg between your knee and
your groin.

3. As you inhale, bring your arms over your head and join your palms
together.

4. Soften your arms, and focus on a spot 6 to 8 feet in front of you on the
floor (see Figure 4-3).
5. Stay in Step 4 for 6 to 8 breaths, and then repeat with the opposite leg.
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Figure 4-3: Focus on a spot 6 to 8 feet in front of you; concentrate and breathe slowly.

Note: In the classic (traditionally taught) version of this posture, the arms are
straight and the chin rests on the chest.
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If you have limited flexibility in your hips and have difficulty getting your
foot all the way up to your thigh in Step 2, you can place the foot of your bent
leg between your knee and ankle. Just take care not to place your foot directly
against your knee joint.

The karate kid

The karate kid posture improves overall balance and stability. It strengthens the
legs, arms, and shoulders, and opens the hips. As with the other one-legged
balancing postures, the karate kid enhances focus and concentration.

1. Stand in the mountain posture, described in Book II, Chapter 3.

2. As you inhale, raise your arms out to the sides, parallel to the line of your
shoulders (and the floor), so that they form a 7 with your torso.

3. To steady yourself, focus on a spot on the floor 10 to 12 feet in front of
you.

4. As you exhale, bend your left knee, raising it toward your chest; keep your
right leg straight (see Figure 4-4).

5. Stay in Step 4 for 6 to 8 breaths; repeat with the right knee.
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Figure 4-4: The karate kid.
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ﬁ@ The Sanskrit name for this pose is utthita hasta padangusthasana
variation.

Standing heel-to-buttock



The standing heel-to-buttock posture improves your overall balance and stability.
This posture strengthens your legs, arms, and shoulders and stretches your thighs.
As with the other one-legged balancing poses, this posture enhances focus and
concentration as well. Here’s how it works:

1. Stand in the mountain posture (see Book II, Chapter 3).
2. As you inhale, raise your left arm forward and overhead.

3. To steady yourself, focus on a spot on the floor 10 to 12 feet in front of
you.

4. As you exhale, bend your right knee and bring your right heel toward your
right buttock, keeping your left leg straight; grasp your right ankle with
your right hand, as Figure 4-5 illustrates.

5. Stay in Step 4 for 6 to 8 breaths; repeat Steps 1 through 5 with your left
foot.
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Figure 4-5: This pose can improve your balance for the more advanced postures.

Scorpion

The scorpion posture improves overall balance and stability. This posture, which
1s a variation of cakravakasana, strengthens your shoulders; improves the



flexibility of your hips, legs, and shoulders; and enhances focus and concentration.

1. While on your hands and knees, position your hands directly under your
shoulders, with your palms down, fingers spread on the floor, and knees
directly under your hips; straighten your arms, but don’t lock your elbows.

2. Place your right forearm on the floor, with your right hand just behind your
left wrist; reach behind you with your left hand, twisting the torso slightly
to the left, and grab your right ankle.

3. As you inhale, lift your right knee off the floor, raise your chest until it’s
parallel to the floor, and look up; find a comfortable height for your chest
and raised leg, and steady yourself by pressing your right forearm and
thumb on the floor (see Figure 4-6).

4. Stay in Step 3 for 6 to 8 breaths, and then repeat Steps 1 through 4 on the
opposite side (with your left forearm and left leg).
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Figure 4-6: Steady yourself by pressing your right forearm and thumb into the floor.



Chapter 5
Absolutely Abs

In This Chapter
Centering on the significance of the belly
Enjoying the rewards of six simple abdominal exercises

Sounding off during exhalation

Many Eastern systems of spiritual exercise and healing consider the lower
abdomen to be the vital center of your whole being — body, mind, and spirit.
Westerners, on the other hand, think much differently about their bellies, tending to
see them as mere food bags or as waste-processing stations.

Many people have a love-hate relationship with their bellies. Although people may
be obsessed with having the “perfect” midriff, they tend to neglect or even abuse
this area of their bodies. On the inside, they stuff the belly with way too much junk
food. On the outside, they let it grow slack. But as the yoga masters warn, when this
area 1is polluted by impurities, it becomes a seat of sickness.

Apart from diseases, weak bellies (and belly muscles) contribute significantly to
lower back problems. Studies indicate that 80 percent of the American population
has had, is having, or will have back problems. Back-related problems are the
second-leading cause of missed workdays, trailing only respiratory problems or
the common cold.

This chapter walks you through some yoga exercises that focus on the abdomen so
that you can keep this vital area of your body strong and healthy.

Taking Care of the Abdomen: Your
Business Center

The abdomen is an amazing enterprise, with its complex food-processing plant (the
stomach), several subsidiary operations (liver, spleen, kidneys, and so on), and a
25-foot-long sewer system (the intestines). Poor diets and eating habits lead to
annoying and sometimes deadly serious digestive and elimination problems,



including constipation, diarrhea, irritable bowel syndrome, and colon cancer.
Regular yoga practice can help you take care of your abdominal organs so they can
function well and take care of you without the aid of antacids, digestive enzyme
supplements, or laxatives.

The following section describes exercises that work with three sets of abdominal
muscles:

1 The rectus abdominis, which is strung vertically along the front of the belly
from the bottom of the sternum to the pubis

1 The internal and external obliques, which, as their name suggests, take an
“oblique” course along the side of the belly from the lower ribs to the top rim
of the pelvis

1 The transversalis abdominis, which lies behind the internal obliques

You may hear these three abdominals called the “stomach muscles,” which is
really a misnomer. The actual stomach muscles line the baglike stomach and are
active only during digestion. Of course, the yogic exercises also positively affect
the abdominal organs (stomach, spleen, liver, and intestines). If you take care of
your abdominal muscles and the organs they protect — through exercise and proper
diet — you’ve accomplished much of the work to stay healthy.

Navel secrets, declassified

After a doctor or midwife severs a newborn’s umbilical cord, thus creating his navel, no one pays
much attention to this birth socket. Yet the navel is a very important feature of your anatomy.
According to yoga, a special psychoenergetic center is located at the navel. This center is known as
the manipura-cakra (pronounced mah-nee-poo-rah-chuk-rah), which means literally “center of the
jeweled city.” The center corresponds to (but isn’t identical with) the solar plexus, which is a large
network of nerves that has been called the body’s second brain. The manipura-cakra controls the
abdominal organs and regulates the flow of energy through the entire body. The navel center is
associated with emotions and the will. You can have “too much navel”’ (be pushy) or “not enough
navel”’ (be a pushover).

Exercising Those Abs
tHBER
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@ These yogic postures for the abdominal muscles incorporate a team
approach that values slow, conscious movement; proper breathing mechanics;

and the use of sound. The emphasis here is on the quality of the movement



rather than sheer quantity. A few movements done with diligent attention are
much safer and more effective than dozens and even hundreds of mindless
repetitions. Conscious breathing, especially the gentle tightening of the front
belly on each exhalation, can encourage and then sustain the strength and tone
of the abdominals. The use of sound further enhances this kind of breathing.

Carrying a powerful center

Contrary to what many people believe, your legs don’t power you through movements, nor do your
arms power you. Your brain isn’t even what powers you. Your physical (and mental) power center is
in your core. Right smack in the center of your body, basically around your belly button and
abdominals; that’s your core and that's where your power center is.

If you try to walk, balance, stand up from sitting, reach to a cabinet, or do any kind of common sports
or daily-life movement without your core engaged, you aren’t able to move smoothly or strongly. No
matter what you do, imagine its movement stems from your center, your power center, and not from
the limb doing the action.

Try this little game to understand the importance of using your core:

1. Stand up, and pick up one foot so that you’re doing a stork imitation, letting your
abdominals hang out and your whole body sag.

Toppling over, are you?

2. Pull in your abdominals and turn on all circuits in your power center by focusing all
your energy right to your core.

Balancing is easier, yes?

Physically, dancers and other movement artists use their core’s power to allow them to perform
sensational feats. Mindfully, your core is the fountain of all your body’s energy and, according to the
theories of some mind-body practices, the core must be worked and massaged so that you can
break free of pain, fill yourself with positive energy, successfully complete a move, or find the true
meaning of bliss.

Exploring push-downs
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Push-downs strengthen the abdomen, especially the lower abdomen. In
addition to a floor exercise, you can do push-downs in a seated position by
pushing your lower back against the back of your chair. You can perform this
exercise sitting in a car, on a plane, or at the office.

1. Lie on your back with your knees bent and your feet on the floor, at hip
width.

Rest your arms near your sides, palms down.




2. As you exhale, push your lower back down to the floor for 3 to 5 seconds
(see Figure 5-1).
3. As you inhale, release your back.

4. Repeat Steps 2 and 3 six to eight times.

Photograph by Adam Latham
Figure 5-1: Push your lower back down as you exhale.

Trying yogi sit-ups

Yogi sit-ups strengthen the abdomen, especially the upper abdomen, the adductors
(insides of your legs), the neck, and the shoulders.

1. Lie on your back with your knees bent and your feet on the floor, at hip
width.

2. Turn in your toes “pigeon-toed” and bring your inner knees together.

3. Spread your palms on the back of your head, with your fingers interlocked,
and keep your elbows wide.

4. As you exhale, press your knees firmly, tilt the front of your pelvis toward
your navel, and, with your hips on the ground, slowly sit up halfway.

Keep your elbows out to the sides, in line with the tops of your shoulders. Look
toward the ceiling. Don’t pull your head up with your arms; instead, support
your head with your hands and come up by contracting the abdominal muscles,
as in Figure 5-2.

5. As you inhale, slowly roll back down.



6. Repeat Steps 4 and 5 six to eight times.

Photograph by Adam Latham
Figure 5-2: Let your eyes follow the ceiling as you sit up.

The sound of yoga

A very busy, well-known movie producer from Malibu suffered from a chronic neck and stress
condition, and he also had what his girlfriend referred to as a “little jelly belly.” Regular sit-ups to
tighten his abs just aggravated his neck problem. But with a 12-minute, twice-a-day yoga routine that
included the yogi sit-back and the use of sound (both discussed in this chapter), his neck problem
went away, and his belly firmed up nicely. He liked using sound so much that many members of his
movie crew joined him in the afternoon for “a little sound.”

Strengthening with yogi sit-backs

Yogi sit-backs strengthen both the lower and upper abdomen. This posture is a
variation of navasana. The Sanskrit word nava, pronounced nah-vah, means
“boat.”

1. Sit on the floor with your knees bent and your feet on the floor, at hip
width.
2. Extend your arms and place your hands on the floor, palms down.

3. Bring your chin down, and round your back in a C curve, as in Figure 5-3a.
4. As you inhale, roll slowly onto the back of your pelvis, dragging your hands



along on the floor (see Figure 5-3b).

Keep the rest of your back off the floor to maintain the contraction of the
abdominals, but don’t strain to hold this position; if you have any negative
symptoms, don’t use this posture.

5. As you exhale, roll up again, sliding your hands forward.

6. Repeat Steps 4 and 5 six to eight times.

Photographs by Adam Latham
Figure 5-3: Bring your chin down, and keep your back rounded in a C curve.
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‘ Sit-backs are easier on the neck than most sit-ups. However, if you have
lower back problems, be cautious with sit-backs. If you notice any pain in
your back, just stop and work with the other exercises in this chapter instead.

Creating variety with extended leg slide-ups

A variation of navasana, the extended leg slide-ups strengthen both the upper and
lower abdomen, as well as the neck.

2P
@ If this pose bothers your neck, support your head by putting both hands
behind it. If the problem persists, stop.

1. Lie on your back with your knees bent and your feet flat on the floor, at
hip width.

2. Bend your left elbow, and place your left hand on the back of your head
just behind your left ear.



3. Raise the left leg as close to vertical (90 degrees) as possible, but keep
your knee slightly bent.

4. Draw the top of your foot toward your shin, to flex your ankle, and place
your right palm on your right thigh near your pelvis, as Figure 5-4a
illustrates.

5. As you exhale, sit up slowly halfway and slide your right hand toward your
knee.

Keep your left elbow back in line with your shoulder, and look at the ceiling,
Don’t throw your head forward (see Figure 5-4b for the proper positioning).

6. Repeat Steps 1 through S six to eight times, and then repeat Steps 1
through 6 on the other side.
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Figure 5-4: Work the abs and the hamstrings.

Arching with the suck ’em up posture

o

The suck *em up posture strengthens and tones the abdominal muscles and
the internal organs. The posture is especially beneficial for relieving
constipation.

1. Start on your hands and knees, with your hands just below your shoulders
and your knees at hip width.

2. Inhale deeply through your nose.



3. Exhale through your mouth, and hump your back like a camel as you bring
your chin down.

When you’ve fully exhaled, don’t immediately inhale; hold your breath where it
is and then suck your belly up toward your spine (see Figure 5-5).

Wait 2 to 3 seconds with the belly up and breath restrained, as long as you
don’t end up gasping for air.

4. As you inhale, return to the starting position and then pause for a breath or
two.

5. Repeat Steps 2 through 4 four to six times, pausing for a breath or two
between each repetition.
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Figure 5-5 Make sure you exhale fully before you suck your belly up.
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Do this exercise only on an empty stomach, and avoid it if you’re having
stomach pain or cramps of any kind because it may intensify the symptoms.
Also avoid this exercise during menstruation.

Exhaling “soundly”

The use of sound exercise strengthens and tones the abdomen and its internal



organs, in addition to strengthening the muscles of the diaphragm.

1. Sit in a chair or on the floor with your spine comfortably upright.
If you find yourself slumping, sit on a folded blanket.

2. Place the palm of your right hand on your navel so that you can feel your
belly contracting as you exhale.

3. Take a deep inhalation through your nose; as you exhale, make the sound
ah, ma, or sa.

Continue sounding this consonant for as long as you can do so comfortably.
4. Repeat Steps 2 and 3 six to eight times.

Pause for a resting breath or two between each sound.
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‘/ If you’re on a detox program of any kind and the use of sound gives you a
headache, work with the other exercises in this chapter instead.



Chapter 6

Looking at the World Upside-Down:
Safe Inversion Postures

In This Chapter
Making heads or tails of the yogic principle of reversal

Working with leg inversions

Gravitating toward shoulder stands

Thousands of years ago, the yoga masters made an amazing discovery: By tricking
the force of gravity with the help of inversion exercises, you can reverse the effects
of aging, improve your health, and add years to your life.

To picture how inversions work, take a look at a jug of unfiltered apple juice
sitting on the grocery store shelf. Gravity has pulled the solids in the juice to the
bottom of the jug, diluting the liquid near the top. If you turn the bottle upside-
down, gravity pulls the bottom sediment toward the top of the inverted jug,
remixing the juice with the pulp of the apples. In a similar way, when you turn
yourself upside-down, the sediments — mostly blood and /ymph (a clear,
yellowish fluid similar to blood plasma) — that have collected in your lower
limbs during a long day of uprightness sink toward your head and revitalize your
entire body and mind, helping you face your fears and reversing the tide of
stagnation and mental negativity.

The 1dea that you must practice the headstand to be a “real yogi” just isn’t true. In
fact, you can practice a variety of inversions other than the headstand. This chapter
describes inverted exercises that impart the benefits without the risk. Use yogic
breathing (see Book II, Chapter 1) to boost their beneficial effect, and grab a prop
as necessary to facilitate the postures and ensure easy breathing.
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) E) Avoid the headstand unless an experienced teacher supervises your efforts.
The neck is designed to support the 8 pounds of the head, not the 100 or more
pounds of the body. Approach the headstand cautiously and only after proper



preparation.

Getting a Leg Up on Leg Inversions

Effective inversions can actually be quite simple. This section describes four
postures that don’t require you to literally turn yourself upside-down to enjoy the
numerous benefits of an inversion.

G/

‘) Avoid all inverted postures if you have an acute headache or if you
experience sudden pain while performing the exercise.

Feel free to luxuriate in the two supported inversions; they’re both held longer than

other poses.

Legs up on a chair

The legs up on a chair posture improves circulation to your legs, hips, and lower
back, and has a calming effect on your nervous system. It also helps alleviate
symptoms of PMS in women and prostatitis in men.

To enjoy these benefits, do the following:

1. Sit on the floor in a simple cross-legged position, facing a sturdy chair, and
lean back onto your forearms.

2. Slide your buttocks along the floor toward the chair.

3. While exhaling, lift your feet off the floor and place your heels and calves
on the chair seat.

You want your thighs and shins to be at a right angle.

4. Lie back on the floor with your arms near your sides, palms down or up, as
in Figure 6-1.
5. Stay in Step 4 for 2 to 10 minutes.
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Figure 6-1: The legs up on a chair posture.

This posture is a variation of the classic (traditionally taught) posture of urdhva
prasarita padasana (pronounced oord-hvah prah-sah-ree-tah pahd-ah-sah-nah),
which means “upward extended foot posture.”

Legs up on the wall

Legs up on the wall, which is a variation of urdhva prasarita padasana, improves
circulation to the legs, hips, and lower back, and has a calming effect on the

nervous system. It, too, helps alleviate symptoms of PMS in women and prostatitis
1n men.

Try 1t for yourself by following these steps:
1. Sit sideways with your right side as close to the wall as possible, with both
legs extended forward (see Figure 6-2a).
2. As you exhale, swing both legs up on the wall and lie flat on your back.

Extend your legs up as far as possible. Extend your arms comfortably at your
sides, palms down, and relax (see Figure 6-2b).

3. Stay in Step 2 for 2 to 10 minutes.
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Figure 6-2: The legs up on the wall posture.

The happy baby

A variation of urdhva prasarita padasana, the happy baby posture improves
circulation in the legs, arms, hips, and lower back, and has a calming effect on the
nervous system. It also improves the range of motion of the ankles, toes, wrists, and
fingers.

Here’s how it works:
1. Lying on your back with your knees bent and feet flat on the floor, place
your arms at your sides with your palms down.
2. As you exhale, extend your legs and arms up vertically.

Keep your limbs relaxed (check out the discussion of Forgiving Limbs in Book
I, Chapter 3) as you hold them up.

3. With your feet, toes, hands, and fingers, draw circles in the air both
clockwise and counterclockwise, as in Figure 6-3.

You can make your hand