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Introduction

Yoga has so much to offer. It is an in-depth, scientific system with roots that can be traced back more than 10,000 years. It is ancient and sacred, said to be of revealed knowledge, a gift to humanity from the wise yogis and sages of yore. Originating in India, yoga is a complete system that works on developing the individual, physically, mentally, emotionally and spiritually. The word yoga can be translated as ‘union’ and the ultimate goal of yoga is the union of the individual Self with the universal Self.

It has relevance now more than ever. With high levels of stress in a materialist society, yoga strengthens the mind to control desires and cultivate discernment. Whatever age you are, wherever you come from, you can practise yoga. It is a universal discipline that has relevance and benefit for all. It also offers the tools to live pain-free in our bodies and fosters a positive mental outlook.

The power of yoga

This book is an easy-to-follow introduction into classical hatha yoga practices together with some simple meditation techniques. It is a guide to get you started and then inspire you to go deeper into this vast and hugely rewarding path of self-discovery.

The main thing about yoga is practice. No one can really tell you what it is like, you have to experience it for yourself to see and experience the benefits, which are immense. It is a mighty subject and, as such, needs to be approached with humility and an open heart. It is about us, the stuff we are made of, the elements and how they work together.

Through yoga you can learn to connect to the fire in your belly, the ground at your feet, the air in your breath and the ether in your thoughts. There is a history and purpose behind all the poses, connecting everyone to the natural world.

Yoga is a spiritual practice, and the poses in this book are just the beginning to open you to an effective and positive way of living in every moment. Start by gaining more of an understanding about yoga, then read about the basic, but essential, practices of breathing and relaxation. It is then time to move into the postures themselves, which start with those for beginners and move through to the most advanced. In hatha yoga, meditation is just as important an element as the postures, so it is explained before a choice of detailed yoga sessions. Yoga provides a complete philosophy for living; My Yoga Guru leads the way on the beginning of that journey.
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How to use My Yoga Guru

My Yoga Guru is an easy-to-use, meticulously structured guide to the world of yoga. Taking you from the basics through to advanced poses and ending with specifically designed sessions, each element aims to ensure you are equipped with maximum knowledge for best practice.

Introducing My Yoga Guru

About yoga explains the different aspects of yoga and which parts are focused on in this book.

Basic practices explain core techniques, including breathing and relaxing.

Three further chapters of postures – beginner, intermediate and advanced – explore yoga poses from the simplest to the most strenuous. You are always led by the hand to maximize your potential.

Meditation is an important element of yoga. This chapter explains its ethos and how to do it.

Yoga sessions designed for you to explore in different ways round off the book.
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Your free App

My Yoga Guru is designed to be a complete package. It comes with a free iPhone application that is downloadable from iTunes. With this application you will be able to:


	View poses.

	Create your own yoga sessions.

	View pre-loaded or saved sessions.

	Monitor your progress and record your development.



Downloading the App

To download the App, simply go to the App Store and type in ‘My Yoga Guru’. The App you want has the ‘My Guru’ logo (below).
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Note: you can download the application for either iPhone or iPad and it is compatible with any version.

The App is simple to use and follow. After the title screen you will be given a number of options:

1. Introduction

This explains how best to use the application and point those with just the App towards the book for the complete My Guru package.

2. Explore exercises

Here you can view all the exercises in the book together with their variations. You can search the exercises in different ways:


	Those that are good for a particular thing, such as flexibility or joints.

	Skill level: beginner, intermediate or advanced.

	Those you’ve marked as favourite.

	By keyword.



Each individual pose screen shows you what skill level the position is and what it’s good for. It also has options to add the pose to a session, mark it as a favourite and share the fact you’re doing it on social media.

Tapping on the image will allow you to see photographs of the steps of that exercise. These images are intended as a memory aid. Always refer to the book should you want specific step-by-step instruction.

3. Sessions

This is where you can build your own yoga sessions, save them, or follow the sessions at the back of this book. All the yoga sessions from the book are here, so you’ve no need to build them yourself. The ‘My sessions’ tab will allow you to bring up the saved sessions, adapt them and rename them should you require.

For more advice on structure, see yoga sessions. Don’t forget to hit the ‘I’ve done this session’ button at the end of every session so that your activity is recorded.

4. My results

This part of the App records the sessions you’ve completed so that you can monitor your progress over time by level and what the exercises are good for. You can also see which exercises and sessions you use the most and even monitor your weight and body mass index over time. This is an excellent way to see the benefits of your My Guru experience as your skills develop.

5. About My Gurus

This section gives you updated information about the latest books and packages in the series.
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About Yoga

Yoga can be practised by everyone. It is an ancient discipline that connects mind, body and spirit. It is a system of positive living and is intended to be part of daily life. It allows us to step outside ourselves and explore our boundaries and, at the same time, takes us deep into our own hearts. It is a means to find harmony with yourself, with others and the environment. The key to success is committed practice, selfless service and study.
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Understanding yoga

There are four paths that make up the complete system of yoga. These are raja, bhakti, karma and jnana yoga, translated as the yoga of the mind, the yoga of devotion, the yoga of action and the yoga of knowledge. Of these four paths, it is elements of raja yoga – the yoga of the mind – that are most widely practised in the West.

Raja yoga

This yogic path is an eight-limbed system that offers complete mastery of the mind. The eight steps of raja yoga are:

Yamas: constraints
Niyamas: observances
Asanas: postures (proper exercise)
Pranayama: breathing
Pratyahara: withdrawal of the senses
Dharana: concentration
Dhyana: meditation
Samadhi: super consciousness

The third and fourth steps in raja yoga – the asanas and pranayama – are those that are most commonly practised in the West and together they form hatha yoga. This is the area this book focuses on together with some simple meditation techniques.

The yamas and niyamas of raja yoga are guidelines for developing control of the senses and how you can live a moral life. They prepare the way to success in the practice of asanas and pranayama.

Pratyahara means drawing the senses in, shining the light of awareness inside. It is preparation for dharana concentration. Complete concentration involves being fully focused on one point, which leads naturally onto meditation or dhyana, and so onto samadhi, or super consciousness, the ultimate aim of yoga.

The other three paths

Bhakti yoga, the yoga of devotion, is a dedication of all actions as worship of the Divine. Chanting or singing God’s name forms a substantial part of bhakti yoga. Inspired by the power of love, a bhakti practitioner transforms emotions into unconditional love and devotion through prayer and worship.

Karma yoga, the yoga of action, fosters the spirit of service in action. It is a means of purifying the heart by serving others.

Jnana yoga, the yoga of knowledge, is said to be the hardest path to follow. The jnana yogi uses his mind to delve into understanding the true reality of existence, his apparent separation from his true self and God. Through the use of his intellect the jnana yogi breaks down this false understanding and has direct experience of his unity with the Divine.

All four paths need to be integrated for an authentic yoga practice, but asanas and pranayama alone offer many benefits and often naturally lead the way along the other paths.
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Hatha yoga

Hatha yoga is just one aspect of raja yoga. The main components of hatha yoga are asanas and pranayama, or the postures and breathing, and it is the part of yoga that most people think of when they hear the word yoga. Classical hatha yoga is a balancing system, the word ha meaning ‘sun’, and tha, the ‘moon’. Hatha yoga, as taught in The Hatha Yoga Pradipika (see below), works on balancing the sun and moon energies that are within the microcosm of every human being.

Yogic science teaches that there are three bodies in man: the physical body, the astral and the causal. Prana is the energy that links the astral and physical bodies through channels known as nadis. Sushumna nadi is of greatest importance and can be likened to the spinal cord in the physical body, and ida nadi and pingala nadi start at the base of the spine, spiralling up and around sushumna. Ida carries the moon energy, or cooling energy, while pingala is the sun or heating energy.

Putting hatha yoga into practice

Hatha yoga is an integral system that balances the natural energies within our bodies.
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Anuloma viloma pranayama uses the energies of ida nadi and pingala nadi to balance the flow of breath and latent energy in the body.

The symmetry of a pose to equally extend, flex or compress a particular part of the body, such as the bow, works to balance the basic energy matrix that we hold.

Going back to its roots

Of the extensive literature written on yoga philosophy, the two main books relating to hatha yoga are The Yoga Sutras of Patanjali, which is the primary text on raja yoga, and The Hatha Yoga Pradipika. Classical yogic texts were mainly written in Sanskrit as the language’s concise and poetic form lends itself well to spiritual instructions and philosophical discourse.

The literal meaning of sutra is ‘thread’. As the sage Patanjali taught his students they noted down the essence of his teachings in short sentences, or groups of words – sutras that together weave the teachings of the science of yoga. As a result, The Yoga Sutras of Patanjali clearly sets down the aims and practices of yoga, the obstacles you may encounter on the path and how to remove them, and the precise results to be secured from the practices.

The other main manual on hatha yoga practices is The Hatha Yoga Pradipika, purportedly written down by Swatmarama yogi. It is a concise manual on hatha yoga, including asanas, pranayama and yoga philosophy. Written in the 15th century, it is said to be the oldest text on hatha yoga and retains its relevance to this day. The text is dedicated to Lord Shiva, one of the three main Hindu deities, the founder of yoga who is believed to have revealed the secrets of hatha yoga to his consort Parvati.

The practices presented in this book are classical hatha yoga, timeless in effectiveness and relevance. The tools to get you started and build and develop your own practice are provided here. It can in no way, however, be a substitute for a teacher as initiation on to the yogic path and for the spiritual transmission of knowledge.

Classical poses

These are some of the best-known classical poses that have been used in hatha yoga for centuries. Each one works on a different part of the body, resulting in an integral stretching and strengthening of the whole body.
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Yoga and health

Eat a little, drink a little,
Talk a little, sleep a little,
Mix a little, move a little,
Serve a little, rest a little
Work a little, relax a little

SWAMI SIVANANDA

Yoga is an integrated system with the health of the body, mind and spirit given equal importance. Together, yogic practices work on the healthy functioning of body and mind as the essence of yoga is about balance. It is the middle path of regularity and consistency, not of extremes. It is about right living and the choices that we make in day-to-day life.

Yoga is so much more than pranayama (breathing practices) and asanas (poses) working on the physical body alone, for they also work on the subtler energies within us. As more freedom and space is created within the body, so too is it in the mind. Yoga is therefore about proper exercise, breathing, relaxation, a wholesome nutritious diet, positive thinking and meditation. It is about fostering non-violence, honesty, generosity, kindness, compassion and contentment. As such, the regular practice of yoga increases energy levels, fosters a balanced state of mind and reduces stress levels and fatigue. Yoga brings life to life. It is about positive everyday living.

The three gunas

From a yogic perspective, everything has three qualities – or gunas – which are sattva (purity), rajas (activity) and tamas (inertia). They encompass all actions and all existence. In unmanifested form, the qualities are in balance, but on taking form, one quality always dominates. Eating and other activities that you enjoy, such as reading or walking, can be seen within these qualities, of which sattva is the most important for creating a calming and nourishing lifestyle – a healthy lifestyle.

Sattvic foods are those in their most natural form, they include fruit and vegetables, whole grains, seeds, nuts and milk. Walking in nature and reading inspirational words and listening to uplifting music all have a positive effect.

So take time to enjoy the simple things in life. Watch the sun rise, enjoy eating an apple, preparing a meal. All of these simple things done with a pure heart and presence enrich your yoga practice both on and off the mat.
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Basic practices

The first steps on any journey are often the most important. To get the most out of your yoga practice, you first need to learn how to breathe and relax properly. The importance of this cannot be over emphasized. Breathing and relaxing correctly lays a strong foundation on which to then build your practice. For the yoga postures to have maximum benefit, breathing needs to be conscious and married hand in hand with movement. Take your time and enjoy learning.

BASIC PRACTICES




Getting started

To get the most out of yoga, you first need to learn how to breathe and relax properly. The yogic science of controlling the breath is known as pranayama and its main aim is the control of prana – the energy that lies behind each and every action. We can go without food and water for some time, but breath is the food that keeps the spark of life in us. As such, the movement of this energy through breathing is central to all yoga practices and there are yogic breathing exercises designed to teach control of the breath (see breathing correctly).

The state of your breathing reflects your state of mind. It also has a direct effect on the nervous system. Just as yoga poses directly tone the physical body, pranayama breathing exercises tone and strengthens the nervous system. By balancing the breath, thoughts are regulated, the emotions are balanced, we are relaxed, stress free and full of energy.
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Breathing correctly

The main muscle associated with the action of breathing is the diaphragm. It is a dome-shaped muscle that separates the chest from the abdomen and is connected at the sternum and at the bottom of the ribcage. On inhalation, the diaphragm is pulled downward and flattened. At the same time, the muscles of the rib cage contract, the chest expands and lifts and air is drawn into the lungs to fill the expanded space in the chest cavity.

On exhalation, the diaphragm relaxes and is pushed up, becoming dome-shaped again. The ribcage lowers as the muscles between the ribs relax. This decreased volume in the chest causes the air to be pushed out of the lungs.

Abdominal breathing

Learning how to breathe deeply and fully is the first step and key to your yoga practice. Make your breath slow and full and focus on the movement of your abdomen.

Be aware of the movement in your rib cage, your lower back and kidney region, and the sensations in the back of your body against the ground. Notice how you feel when you practise.
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1 Lie on your back with your feet about 60 cm (2 ft) apart. Place your hands on your abdomen and allow your elbows to rest to the side. As you inhale through your nose, notice the rising of your abdomen, how your hands are lifted and fingers separate. Count to 4 as you inhale, making your breathing slow and rhythmical.

2 On the exhalation notice how the abdomen draws back and your hands move down, fingers coming closer together. Exhale for a count of 4. Practise this slow steady breathing for 2–3 minutes.

Full yogic breath

Once you feel comfortable with abdominal breathing, move on to practise full yogic breath. Making full use of the respiratory system in a controlled conscious way feeds your muscles with oxygen as you move in and out of postures, making them more efficient, stronger and flexible. It also reduces the build-up of lactic acid and stiffness in the body associated with physical exercise. Furthermore, full yogic breath has a deeply relaxing effect on the mind as it connects you to your body, developing and fine-tuning your bodily awareness.
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1 In a comfortable crossed-leg seated position, place one hand on your abdomen and the other hand on your chest. Inhale deeply through your nose and notice the expansion in your abdomen, then your rib cage, your chest and, finally, how your top hand rises. Exhale and allow first the abdomen to relax, then your rib cage and, last, your chest. Gently contract your abdomen to empty your lungs completely of air. Practise breathing like this for 2–3 minutes and then release your hands and continue for a further minute with your eyes closed, focusing on your breath and the movement of your abdomen, ribcage and chest.
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