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Introduction

Yoga is learning to come back to yourself. It’s finding your limits, expanding your boundaries, and being able to truly relax into who you are. It’s about taking time to remember who you are but have forgotten while being caught up in the whirlwind of a fast-paced life. On a physical level, as in life, being off balance doesn’t feel good. Feeling as though you might topple over at any time is neither safe nor comfortable. One of the reasons yoga has grown dramatically in popularity is that it helps you feel harmonious, integrated, and complete. As you learn about your center in a yoga pose, you practice finding your center in other areas of your life. In fact, dealing with a posture can train you to deal better with life events.

What is Yoga?
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The practice of yoga helps us achieve inner stillness.

An author named Patanjali wrote Yoga-sutra, the first text on the subject of yoga, 2,500 years ago. In it he defined yoga as chitta-vrtti-nirohdah, which means the cessation of the turnings of the mind. The definition of yoga that I use most often is that of stilling the mind. It is the most common modern definition elaborated upon by the eminent teacher T.K.V. Desikachar, who stated that yoga aims “… to direct the mind exclusively toward an object and sustain that direction without any distractions.”

Westerners and lay people usually think of yoga as its various physical postures. The name itself comes from the Sanskrit word yuj, which is often translated “to unite, to join, or to connect.” All these associations imply reintegration and rebalancing, or bringing the self to a harmonious state. Other meanings of yuj include “to center one’s thoughts, to concentrate on oneself, or to meditate deeply.” These tie in perfectly with the definition of yoga previously cited from the Yoga-sutra.
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Buddhist meditation techniques can be applied during yoga practice.

Yoga is actually a state of mind. Achieving the goal of stilling the mind is a tall order, so practices have been developed that allow you to move toward this state. Quieting the mind is a rather intangible goal. In contrast, the progress made on accomplishing a yoga posture can be evaluated by alignment, length of stretch, and the length of time it can be held. It’s much easier for you to relate to something tangible—the body—and then move on to something intangible—the stillness of the mind. During yoga practice, you begin somewhere known and, using your body and breath, you move toward an unknown. As you open your body and mind with yoga postures and breathing, you become receptive to the delightful and profound experience of inner stillness.

While the human mind tends to drift off into thoughts of the past or future, the human body exists only in the present moment. Hatha yoga, a type of yoga that emphasizes strenuous and persistent effort, encourages awareness of the body. Coming back to your body draws your mind back to the present. Then, worries drop away and there are no more “shoulds” or “musts.” One of the reasons yoga is so refreshing is that, even if only for an instant, there is only the reality of the present moment. Each time you come to the present moment, you drop a certain amount of baggage. You may pick it up again shortly thereafter, but the point is that you have practiced letting it go. Eventually you will be able to reduce the stress more often and for longer periods of time. In this respect, yoga is like life training. Its practice is a fabulous tool for transformation.

The Yoga-sutra tells us that yoga consists of eight limbs—aspects of Hatha yoga (see page 380) practice that include codes of moral conduct, physical exercises, breathing practices, concentration (the ability to direct the mind toward an object and keep it there), and meditation (a state of one-pointed focus, see page 15). Asana, the use of physical postures, is the practice usually associated with yoga in the West. However, yoga may be anything that gives you a sense of unity, helps you better connect with yourself, and helps you remember who you are. It might be a walk along the beach, a luxurious yawn, or simply taking a single conscious breath.

Any practice that helps you center yourself is important. When you operate from a space that is close to your center, it is easier to be calmer and more focused. Being off balance is a huge source of stress. When things go wrong when you are already off balance, it is like swimming against a strong tide. The farther out you are, the harder it is to swim to shore. Yet, distractions and sensory stimulation often cause you to look outward rather than gazing inward. The real challenge in life is to manage to stay “with” yourself while at the same time interacting with others; to respond appropriately to people and events while maintaining a sense of connection to yourself.

The Rewards of Yoga

The continued practice of yoga brings medium and long-term rewards for the bodymind—the combined physical, psychological, and spiritual aspects of an individual. It also yields an instant feel-good effect. It just feels better to inhabit a looser, freer body than a contracted, tight, bound-up one. The human body was designed to move freely. By integrating all the parts that make up the whole self, practitioners often have a sense of standing taller and feeling freer. Afterward, they are relaxed and happily at ease. According to Indian philosophy, everything is a combination of three essential qualities called the gunas: sattva (a pure, balanced state), rajas (activity, restlessness), and tamas (inertia, laziness, depression). Most students start a yoga practice either in a restless or hyperactive state, or in a lazy or lethargic state. By the end of most practice sessions they have been brought toward an uplifted sattvic state, both mentally and physically.
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The best yoga practice is when it is integrated into your life.

Yoga brings a sense of expansion on many levels. It allows you to rediscover an internal sense of wholeness that, in today’s fast-paced world, is often lost. If you start with a restless body and a hyperactive mind that is difficult to focus, the appropriate practice will work out physical tensions and calm both mind and emotions. If you start with a dull, lethargic bodymind, the right practice will bring back a sense of aliveness to your body, refresh your mind, and give you a sense of peace. Every yoga practice represents a raising of consciousness that creates a reversal of its current state or condition. Whenever you truly come back to yourself, you have the chance to appreciate your essential wholeness.

Yoga gives you the tools to move from passion to the clarity of dispassion, from distress to de-stress, from dis-ease to ease. It unwinds you, moving you from a bound-up, contracted way of existing to a more easygoing, free-flowing way of interrelating. If your yoga practice expands you and gives you joy, then it is the right yoga practice for you.

The Eight Limbs of Yoga

The Yoga-sutra describes yoga as consisting of eight limbs. While the doorway into yoga for many these days is through the body by working with asanas, it is only one method. You may find yourself drawn to explore the remaining limbs as your practice progresses.
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Yoga practice can be more wide ranging than just the practice of physical postures.

1. YAMA. The yama is a moral restraint that controls not only our actions, but also our speech and thoughts. As such, the yama is far-reaching and requires vigilance on the part of the yogi (one who practices yoga). Five are listed in the Yoga-sutra:

• Ahimsa. This term is often translated as “non-violence” or “non-injury.” It includes compassion or consideration for all living beings. This precept includes your treatment of your body during your yoga practice. Overworking your body is neglecting to take care and, as such, is a form of misuse. Coax and persuade, but don’t force your postures.

• Satya. This term deals with truthfulness. It includes the concept of appropriate communication—conducting your life with honesty in behavior, with thought, and with intention. It is important to assess accurately where you are at on a particular day before doing a difficult pose so that you do not push beyond your physical limit. Behaving in accordance with beliefs might mean that an environmentalist would not take a job with a multinational oil conglomerate or that a vegetarian would not work for a fast-food or burger outlet.

• Asteya. Often referred to as “non-stealing,” asteya encompasses any avoidance of covetousness. This includes cultivating a less materialistic view of life and reining in desires for things that are not ours to have. Asteya includes not intimidating someone into doing or giving you something against their wishes or making copies of songs that would deprive artists of their royalties.

• Brahmacharya. Many take this concept to mean celibacy. Many spiritual traditions embrace celibacy as a tool for diverting energies away from sexuality and toward spiritual growth. Brahmacharya can also be interpreted as moderation of our actions and our search to fulfill our sensual cravings. It means avoiding the indulgence of the senses, choosing your sexual partners with care, and ensuring that your sexuality comes from a basis of love rather than inappropriate flirtation or manipulation. On a deeper level, it encompasses a commitment to, and a merging with, the Divine.

• Aparigraha. This might be defined as “non-greediness,” since it encourages you to separate your true needs from what are merely desires or wants. Grasping life and material possessions makes lasting happiness harder to attain because the list of what you desire tends to spiral onward and upward. It is better to measure your success by who you are rather than what possessions you own. Instead of longing for more, it’s also important to take time to appreciate what you already have: fresh air, good memories, healthy food, friends, a healthy body, or some uplifting literature.

2. NIYAMA. This means “rule” or ”law.” The niyama incorporates discipline in actions and conduct and in our attitude toward ourselves. Patanjali lists five:

• Saucha. This term means “purity” or “cleanliness.” Aside from physical cleanliness and the cleanliness of your surroundings, it encompasses your diet and purity in thinking.

• Santosha. This precept of contentment offers us the opportunity to practice being satisfied with and appreciating what we have. It also encourages us to adopt a cheerful approach about things we don’t have. However, while you may benefit from “looking on the bright side” and adopting an uncomplaining attitude toward an undesirable condition, don’t use this precept as an excuse for accepting this state simply because you don’t want to put in the effort to change it.

• Tapas. Originating from verbs meaning “to burn” or “to cook,” this precept encourages you to develop a strong resolve and a burning enthusiasm both for your practice and for your life’s work. Like the other precepts, tapas demands discipline, self-control, and persistence.

• Swadhyaya. This precept of self-study leads to self-discovery. Swadhyaya encompasses mindful self-reflection and continued outer learning through formal and informal studies.

• Ishvarapranidhana. Under this precept, you accept that an all-knowing principle exists. It reminds you that this higher force is all around you as well as within you, and this knowledge brings meaning to your life. In the yoga texts, no one god is named—that is left up to you. Some choose to honor an ideal rather than a single god.

3. ASANAS. The physical postures of Hatha yoga are what is commonly considered to be yoga in the West. In the Yoga-sutras, however, Patanjali gives just three mentions of asana. The aim of asana is to purify the body and prepare it for the long hours of meditation necessary to reach samadhi. In this trancelike bliss state, the mind is able to remain focused on its object without distractions. By being one with the object of meditation, the practitioner experiences unutterable joy and peace.

[image: ]

Through working with the body, yoga teaches us to gain better control over the mind.

4. PRANAYAMA. This is the control of the breath aimed at cultivating the vital force (prana) within. (See the section on Pranayama pages 314–329.)

5. PRATYAHARA. This is the withdrawal of the senses. When the mind gains control over the senses, distractions from outside lessen and the mind can turn inward and focus on the other limbs of yoga.

6. DHARANA. This means concentration of the mind—the ability to direct the mind toward an object and keep it there. Dharana paves the way to the seventh and eighth limbs, Dhyana and Samadhi.

7. DHYANA. This is meditation, where the mind has a one-pointed focus.

8. SAMADHI. This is an illuminated state of absorption with the absolute. In this trancelike state, the turnings of thought are neutralized, the yogi gains control over the mind, and the thoughts are stilled.

The Asanas

Yoga asanas are postures that rebalance the body. They bring strength to the weak areas of the body; they bring softness to the tight spots. They give you a workout, with the added bonus of a work-in. Not only do they create space in the physical body, they offer a sense of psychic spaciousness. By freeing up the outer body—the physical body, the muscles, bones, tendons, ligaments, and visceral organs—asanas build and control the prana, or vital force, of the body’s subtle energies—energies that are finer and more subtle than those of the gross physical body that we can see. Asanas are considered to purify and heal the body as well as those subtle energies. Hatha yoga is great do-it-yourself preventive medicine.
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Yoga will increase your flexibility whatever your age or level of fitness.

The first thing people say to me when they discover I teach yoga is, “I’m not flexible enough for yoga.” I often tell them, “That’s why the rest of us do it!” Don’t let a stiff body be an excuse never to start yoga. You should just start practicing from wherever you are right now. Don’t judge your practice by how far you can or can’t stretch. Never feel inadequate because you can’t hold a pose for long, or because it doesn’t perfectly mirror the pose in a picture. Practice spreading your awareness through your whole body. More than poise in your posture, seek grace in your breathing. Just start the journey. You never know where it might take you.

I use the term “edge” to describe the point at which the strong challenge comes into a pose and where you feel you have reached a new frontier. It’s the point between comfort and discomfort, when you feel you have reached your limit. You will find that this point varies from day to day. You may notice your physical edge is different from your mental edge. Be flexible and adjust your practice to honor both. Move slowly as you approach your edge. As you hover there, your body will eventually release and open and present you with a new edge. Wait for your inner cue. Don’t rush like a bull at a gate—that would be disrespectful. Be patient, and wait for your body to let you in.

Stay mentally present while you practice. Let your mind become absorbed in your work and in the subtle sensations of your body. Allow your practice to become a sort of conversation with your body. Be reflective, be respectful, be responsive.

How to Practice
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Don’t judge your practice only by how far you can stretch.

The instructions given in this book are those for the full version of each posture, but keep in mind that there is no “perfect” pose. Each individual can find his or her own health-enhancing way of performing a posture. Each special bodymind has its own special needs, and these needs vary from day to day, and even from minute to minute. Don’t be disheartened if you can’t perfectly replicate the photographed poses. Generally, throughout this book, the full (and most difficult) variation of each posture is shown. The pictures show some postures on the left and others on the right side. All asymmetrical poses should be carried out on each side of the body. You can choose which side to start. For many of the poses an Information Box is provided. This gives details about the pose under the following headings:

• GAZE The focus point for the eyes once in the pose.

• BUILD-UP POSES Preparatory exercises to help you achieve the full pose.

• COUNTER POSES Other poses that balance the effects of the pose.

• LIGHTEN Ways of practicing that make the pose more manageable.

• EFFECT The overall feeling of the pose.

Breathing

More than how deep you go in the postures, the essence of yoga lies in the breath. If you can breathe, you can do yoga. Get to know your breathing intimately. Better even than your best friend, know that your breath will always be there for you as you move through life. Good breathing is reassuring, soothing, and healing. It will bring your postures alive. Reconnecting with your natural breath will bring feelings of cleansing, lightness, and clarity. Holding the breath dulls awareness, creates tension, and impedes the feeling of flowing freedom that yoga brings to the bodymind. Conscious breathing within each posture keeps the mind alert and lets your practice be exploratory rather than routine. Conscious breathing with each posture will draw your mind to the present moment. Distractions are minimized once the mind is reined in and it becomes easier to find the essence of yoga—mastery of the mind and reconnection with yourself.

As your breathing becomes more conscious, you’ll find it a useful tool to measure your proficiency in a posture. Once your breath stays steady, your asana practice moves closer to perfection. Let your breath be round and smooth during your asana practice. Should the breath cease to flow naturally and become jagged, jerky or forced, take it as a sign to ease off on the intensity of your practice. Incorporate Warming Breath (see page 322) into your posture work. A warming breath is one that stokes the internal fire and warms the system. The steady, pleasant sound of warming breath provides a point of focus for the mind and prevents it from dancing away.
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Tenderly observe your breath and get to know your breathing intimately.

If using Warming Breath becomes difficult, or if you feel it creates stress in the system, return to steady natural breathing. Should you notice that your breath freezes and you forget to breathe out, use circular breathing—a flowing sort of breathing where the breath is not held and there is no long pause between the inhalation and exhalation, or between the exhalation and inhalation. During my classes, I often remind people not to hold their breath in. Holding your breath is part of the natural startle reflex, and something that happens often as students find themselves in a new and strange yoga position.

Breathing through the mouth is rarely done during yoga practice. Breathing through the nose filters and warms the air before it enters the lungs. Let your breathing become intuitive but, in general, inhale when opening or unfolding the body, when you come up out of a pose, when raising the arms, or while twisting the upper back, or expanding the chest such as when bending backward. Most people find that exhalation comes naturally when moving downward, lowering the arms or legs, bending forward or sideways, or twisting the lower back.

Throughout this book, the number of breaths is given as a guide to holding times for some postures. Because yoga is deeply personal, this is merely a suggestion. It’s up to each individual to determine how long to hold a certain posture on a certain day.

How Often to Practice

Regularity is the key! It is better to practice a little and often than to practice for a long time rather irregularly. A natural starting point is once a week, but three sessions a week will bring more easily noticeable changes to the body. Should you embrace the philosophy, you might find that your yoga practice expands into your way of life.

For some people, yoga practice consists of a lot of negative talk about how they “can never do” a particular posture. That’s not a great practice! Instead, spend time on build-up poses. A natural human tendency is to develop an aversion to the poses you can’t do. Rather than running away from the poses that challenge you, choose suitable preparatory postures and work compassionately to extend your current limits. Practice doesn’t always make “perfect,” but it certainly does make you better at whatever you are practicing. And, just as with other areas of your life, if you don’t practice something, you are less likely to get better at it.

Take heart. Yoga is not like Olympic-grade athletics or professional tennis. The wonderful thing about yoga is that you get better and better at it as you get older and older. People continue to improve physically (and mentally) for decades. Staying mentally aware and respecting your boundaries on the day-to-day level will prevent injuries. Finding your edge in a pose and waiting patiently to find your next edge will extend your limits. From there, your strength, flexibility, confidence, and focus will grow and grow. Remember, too, that yoga is a state of mind. Time will give you the benefit of wisdom as consistent practice increases your ability to quiet the mind.

The Intensity of the Practice

During your practice, intense sensations will arise. The sensations you get from a strong stretch are not necessarily bad, but do not force yourself into the postures. Discomfort is a feeling of working strongly that still feels positive. Pain is more acute than discomfort, and there is no pleasant element to the soreness of pain. While discomfort produces a “good hurt,” pain is a negative feeling and is counterproductive. Pain experienced while assuming a pose means that you have either overshot your limit by moving too quickly or that you are improperly aligned. Pain in the muscles or joints could lead to injury, so never ignore it. Come out of the pose and consult your teacher.

Remember that yoga seeks to bring you closer to your true, essential self. Rather than increasing pain, yoga aims to remove suffering. Pain and injury are signs that you have moved away from your pure, natural self. If your practice doesn’t increase the joy in your life, it is the wrong practice for you.

How to Make Your Practice Easier
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Raising the arms and gazing up increases the difficulty of the pose.

• Choose easier postures that are appropriate for your physical ability. The foundation poses are marked with the symbol ▲.

• Preparatory exercises are listed for each posture. Stay with the basic instructions and ignore the later instructions, which tend to increase the intensity.

• Keep your arms down rather than raised up in postures. Bend your knees when leaning forward, or when coming up from a forward bend to a standing position.

• Remember that regular practice is the key to success.

• Rest well between postures.

• Make your movements slow and breathe calmly. A common response to a difficult physical position is to forget to breathe out. Rather than holding the breath in, establish a kind of circular breathing, or work with a steady, pleasurable, warming breath.

• Hold the postures for a shorter time. Rather than one long hold, try flowing in and out of a pose a few times. As you do this move in time to your breathing.

• Relax your muscles during the postures, rather than gripping them. In particular, keep your face relaxed, make sure your back teeth are unclenched, and adopt a soft gaze with your eyes.

How to Bring More Challenge to Your Practice
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Engaging all the muscles in any pose will increase its degree of challenge.

• Rather than working only the muscles necessary to hold you in a pose, work other muscles as well.

• Make an effort to firm, without over hardening, the muscles around the shoulders, knees, wrists, and ankles. Draw in the muscles of the lower abdomen to create Abdominal Lock (page 338). Incorporate Root Lock (page 340) and, where appropriate, Chin Lock (page 340).

• With awareness, follow all the written instructions that will increase the degree of difficulty in the pose. Sweep your mind over your entire body. From the tips of your toes to the crown of your head, aim to bring and hold your awareness of each part. Fully absorb your mind in your practice and the sensations of your body.

• Create a flow between postures, so you move from one posture to another in just one or two breaths. Use Warming Breath (page 322) for your entire practice session. Experiment with the more challenging postures but do not overstretch yourself or exceed your limitations.

Getting Ready to Practice

• Wear comfortable clothes and practice in a warm space. Having the feet bare brings more freedom to them. A sticky mat especially designed for yoga is a good investment. Rolling it out turns an ordinary room into your special practice area.

• Yoga is best practiced on an empty stomach. After a large meal, allow four hours before your practice. After a piece of fruit, allow at least an hour. Rather than taking fluids during the practice, hydrate yourself beforehand.

• When starting a yoga regime, decide how much time you are able to dedicate to your practice. Don’t set yourself up for failure by choosing a routine that is not possible to maintain. Yoga, as a process of re-remembering who you are, works best if you do it little and often. The body responds best to a regular practice, even if that practice is short. You may well find that a fifteen-minute daily practice is more life-enhancing than a two-hour session once a week. Three sessions a week will really make you feel your body opening and coming alive.

• Never underestimate the “tiny yogas,” the mini-yoga experiences you create in your day-to-day life. Try backbending over the back rest of your chair while seated at the office; create a steady Mountain Pose (page 46) at the bus stop; lengthen your exhalation in the middle of a traffic jam; do a single exhalation to soften the skin on your face when under stress; practice ankle rotations during a flight; close your eyes for a moment of quiet reflection between phone calls. Remember that “little and often” works best for the mind and soul. Continual reminders to reconnect with your self can never be underestimated. First, it becomes a habit; then it becomes a lifestyle; then it becomes who you are.

• Let your Hatha yoga session be a practice at being right where you are at that moment. Work in an uncluttered space and mentally close the door to distractions. While most people start with an idea of where they want their bodies to be, their practice has a tone of non-acceptance, since the body does not yet conform to their mental insistence that things need to be different from what they are. Your practice will be less enjoyable and harder to maintain with such an attitude, which means you are less likely ever to experience the true delights of yoga. Don’t practice for the future; practice for the now. Instead of pushing with a “gritted teeth” attitude, enjoy the yoga that is available to you at this very moment. As a body-centered practice, Hatha yoga is a sensual experience. Enjoy it.

Structuring Your Practice
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Pregnant women can attend specialized prenatal yoga classes.

• Create a balanced routine by including an exercise from each of the following categories: a flowing practice that develops your awareness of the breath; a standing posture; a side stretch; a forward bend; a backbend; a twist; an abdominal strengthener; a balance; an inversion; another forward bend; and always include a final relaxation. Pranayama and meditation make a great end to a yoga session.

• If time is short, practice fewer poses with full awareness rather than hurrying through many postures. Stay mentally receptive to the new things you can discover in a pose. A childlike curiosity is a fabulous asset in life.

Special Conditions

• During menstruation, inverted postures, strong twists, and backbends should be avoided. A gentle practice, including some supported forward bends and restorative postures from the Yoga for De-stressing section of the book (page 354), are beneficial during this time.

• While women find yoga a wonderful experience during pregnancy, it is best not to begin yoga during the first three months of pregnancy. For other health conditions, see the Yoga for Healing section (page 358) and, for assistance in developing a personalized practice, seek guidance from an experienced yoga teacher or yoga therapist.

Personal Perspectives on Yoga

I have been a yoga practitioner since 1989, and have written three previous books on yoga. I hold yoga teaching certificates from the Sivananda Vedanta Centre in India and the Sydney Yoga Centre. If you would like to find out more about me and my yoga classes, I invite you to visit the website of Yoga Source, the yoga center I founded, based in Sydney, Australia (www.yogasource.com.au).

I have seen many beneficial effects of yoga in my own life, some of which are intangible and difficult to measure, while others are more obvious. The most obvious benefit from my perspective is that the physical postures bring ease to aging or ailing bodies after moving, stretching, and limbering. As a qualified naturopath and counselor, I also have a strong interest in working with people to use yoga as a therapeutic method for those with respiratory problems, pain, nervous system disorders, or other physical limitations.

As you have already learned, yoga is far more than the ability to twist yourself into a position resembling an old mariner’s knot. I believe that the physical postures also increase the flow of subtle energies. As you free up the body, you free up the mind. Flexibility in the body promotes mental flexibility, and this brings a sense of ease to life. In a similar way, a huge oak tree that stands stiff and straight will break in the wind and die, while a tiny sapling will bend to accommodate the wind and will thus live on. When you approach life from an easier state, you can more easily deal with the challenges it inevitably presents. I see and teach yoga very much as a metaphor for life.


Part Two

The Practice
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Introduction

Yoga practice will develop awareness of your body’s habitual holding patterns. Over time you’ll start to find ways to undo less-than-perfect posture. With a balanced practice, your weak areas will grow stronger, and your tight areas will become more flexible. General vitality and energy levels will improve, and, as you unwind your bodymind, you’ll drop into relaxation more easily. Yoga develops coordination, flexibility, stamina, balance, mental clarity, increased concentration and overall health. Yoga is an all-round life-enhancer.
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Preliminary Practices
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While our bodies were designed to move, many of us lead such sedentary lives that we are missing out on the sort of limbering that comes from being physically active. It helps to warm up the body at the start of your yoga session to prepare it for the longer holding postures. As you warm up, you begin to put your mind into parts of your body that you may not generally think about much.
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As you take a joint through its range of movement, it works the tendons and ligaments around it. The circulation of fluids around and inside the joint is increased. Increased oxygen, nutrients, and prana benefit the health of the whole area and protect the joint and cartilage from deterioration. On a purely energetic level, these exercises unblock you by working out any temporary interruptions to the flow of prana around the body.





▲

Cat Pose
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Viralasana This pose may seem fairly easy. However, it develops concentration and awareness because you mentally visit the spaces between each of the vertebral joints to mobilize them. It also helps establish a steady breathing rhythm because you match the movements of the body to follow your breathing.
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1 From an all-fours position, inhale as you lift your tailbone and head and make your back concave. Due to its structure, your lower back will dip down easily, but your upper back will become concave less easily. Rather than take the path of least resistance, stay mentally present and move the downward curve to the thoracic area. While all the muscles along the spine will be working, feel the muscles in the middle and upper back in particular switch on as you move your breastbone forward. Don’t collapse into the shoulders, and keep the elbows as straight as possible. As you turn your face up to the sky, keep the back of the neck soft—if you had an egg cradled there, it wouldn’t be squashed.
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2 On each exhalation, round up your back. Let your shoulder blades spread wide apart as you release tight muscles of the upper back and neck. It is very easy to arch up the upper back, since that is its natural shape. During this part of the exercise, take care to press the vertebrae of your lower back up to the sky. Tuck your tailbone well under and press your chin in to the throat. Press your hands to the floor and feel where the skin on your back stretches as you deepen your curve.

3 Move with a steady flow so that each rounding up takes an entire exhalation and each arching downward takes an entire inhalation. Once you get the feel for it, time the arching of your back so that the movement starts as you begin to inhale or exhale and ends just as your breath tapers out.





Sun Sequence
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Suryasana After Cat Pose (page 32), which mobilizes the vertebral joints in the forward and backward direction, these two practices move the joints from side to side and in a twisting motion. As the name implies, they are a nice limbering practice first thing in the morning as you greet the sun.



[image: ]

1 Place your feet a little wider than hip distance apart and have your toes pointing straight forward. Inhale and bring your arms overhead, palms facing each other. Stay for a few breaths, letting the spine elongate. Tuck your tailbone under and draw your lower abdomen in toward the spine. Work into the shoulders by moving your arms back on each inhalation, then floating them back to vertical on each exhalation. As you consciously soften the shoulders, with each inhalation lift your heart center (located at your chest).

[image: ]

2 Interlace the fingers and press the palms away. On an exhalation, side bend to the right. Press the heel of the left hand away as you press against the floor with the right foot. Make yourself curve inward a little more at the right side waist and actively puff out your left side ribs. Don’t let your upper arm move forward, but keep your body aligned on a plane. Get the sense of each vertebral joint side bending to its fullest. Inhale and come back to center, then exhale to the left. Consciously choose either to keep your hips centered over your feet, or to let them move in the opposite direction to your bend. Continue exhaling down and inhaling up for several rounds. On the last round, keep the legs very strong and hold each side bend for a few breaths.

[image: ]

3 From the center, exhale and twist to the right to look behind you. Stretch the heel of the left palm away. Have both hips even and level—press your right hip forward to increase the intensity at the trunk. Be aware not to collapse the left leg in, but hold it steady. If you like, tuck your tailbone under and feel how this changes the stretch in the lower back. Inhale back to neutral, then exhale to side two. Move between the sides five or ten times before holding for longer on each side. Maintain a firmness in the legs and intensify the twist from the base of the spine upward.





Neck Releases

[image: ]

The neck is a common storage spot for our tension. Apart from easing out stresses and strains, these neck-limbering exercises are useful after practicing Headstand (page 296), Shoulderstand (page 286), Plough Pose (page 292), and their variations.



[image: ]

1 Sit erect and drop your left ear to the left shoulder. It is hard to let yourself let go of the head, so, as you stay here, remind yourself to let it be heavy so that the right side of the neck will lengthen. After thirty seconds or so, reach the right fingertips away to the side. Experiment with the position of your head and arm to get that “ahh—just right” feeling. It might feel better for you to move your right hand forward a little. It could suit you more to angle your face more toward the floor. Keep the sense of the head hanging. After some time, let your head drop forward to center. Let it hang a little. Rather than lifting the chin to lift the head up, inhale and move the back of your head up and back. Repeat on the opposite side.

[image: ]
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2 Sit hugging your knees. First press the chin into the throat and lift the back of the head upward. Ⓐ Move your shoulders down as well and you will feel the skin on the back of the neck stretch. Now concave the neck by stretching your chin forward towards your forearms. Stay mentally present—consciously make the neck curve in as much as possible—it’s rather like practicing a Cat Pose (page 32) using only your neck, rather than your back. Return to the first stage, tucking the chin in and back while visualizing the neck forming a convex shape. Ⓑ This neck release can be practiced in Downward Facing Dog pose (page 162), on all fours, and in Standing or Seated Forward Bends (pages 66, 74, 108, 122, 144, 146).





Wrist and Forearm Releases

[image: ]

Wrists are often a weak point when trying to hold the Downward Facing Dog Pose (page 162) and the arm balances. Use these exercises as counter poses (poses that counteract the stretch of a pose) to relieve the strain created from a weight on the arms or long hours at a keyboard.
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1 Kneel on all fours and place your hands so the inner wrists face away and your fingers point toward your knees. While keeping the palms pressed down, lean back to take the stretch to the inner forearms. Hold and breathe. Release, and flip the hands so the backs of your hands are on the floor, fingers still pointing toward the knees. Lean back once again to stretch out the top side of the forearms. This stage is similar to Forearm Releasing Forward Fold (page 70).

[image: ]

2 From a seated or standing position, stretch your arms to the sides. Take your hands to Chin Mudra (page 334) by joining the tips of the thumbs and index fingers. Stretch the other fingers down toward the ground. Then, internally rotate the shoulders, turn your palms and fingers to point backward, then upward. (The inner crease of your elbows will be facing down.) Now rotate the arms and shoulders the other way so fingers point forward, then upward. (Elbow creases will face up.) You can either hold and breathe at several stops or move slowly through these positions to work your entire range of motion.

[image: ]

3 Start with your arms out to the sides, palms facing up. Turn your fingers to point down and toward your body, as if you wanted to tickle your side ribs. Press the heels of the hands away. Unhunch your shoulders and, to increase the intensity of the stretch, move them forward.

4 Now rotate your palms so that the fingers point up and stretch toward your ears. Press the heels of the hands away. While you hold and breathe, drop your shoulders and roll them forward and back to find a place where it feels like you get the best stretch.




Sun Salutation A

[image: ]

Surya Namaskar A With practice, the movements become a graceful, smooth flow. Each movement is done on an inhalation or an exhalation using the Warming Breath (page 332).
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Sun Salutation B

[image: ]

Surya Namaskar B Once you become comfortable with the movements, this sequence becomes a seamless dance.

[image: ]


Standing Postures

[image: ]

Standing poses have elements of all the other poses; you can bend forward, back, and to the side. You can twist, balance, and even go upside down. As stretched out postures, they utilize large muscles, warm the body at the start of your practice and also develop stamina. Standing postures demand involvement from the whole body. While they make you stronger and more flexible, they have an integrating force. Just as in life, without a steady foundation in these postures, you will never be able to extend to reach your maximum. Standing poses teach you about firm grounding, and only from there can you radiate outward, blossoming to reach your full potential.

[image: ]





▲

Mountain Pose

[image: ]

Tadasana This pose is an invitation to stand tall with the majestic steadiness of a mountain. It is the basic standing pose, a place to start from and return to as we explore the more dynamic aspects of our practice.



1 Stand with the feet together. (A little farther apart is fine if you have lower back or knee stiffness.)

2 Close your eyes for a moment, and bring your mind into the soles of your feet. Rock forward gently over the toes and backward over the heels, coming to rest in a place where you feel absolutely balanced.

3 Spread the weight of your body evenly across your feet, heels to toes, and inner edge to outer edge. Make your contact with the floor as wide and full as possible.

4 Open your eyes, gazing forward to infinity.

5 Bend your knees slightly to awaken the legs. Straighten the legs slowly, bringing the knees directly over the ankles and the hips directly over the knees.

6 Bring your attention to the base of the spine.

7 Move the top of the front thighs back slightly, opening the area right at the top of the thighs where the legs join the trunk of the body. Draw the pubic bone in toward the core of the belly, so the bottom protrudes slightly. Then balance this movement by tucking the tailbone under slightly to bring the buttocks back into line.

8 Gently lift the chest away from the belly, feeling the spine extend upward through the crown of the head. Allow the shoulders to soften and drop away from the ears, and the very top of the chest to open. Let the arms be loose and relaxed beside the body, palms facing in toward the thighs.

9 Draw the chin slightly toward the throat, allowing the back of the neck to lengthen. Relax the throat.

10 Press down firmly through your feet into the floor and notice the equal and opposite flow of energy upward through the spine. Rest here a moment, residing in the vertical stillness of your being.
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▲

Tree Pose

[image: ]

Vrksasana As the roots of a tree provide the foundation for its body and branches, so our feet and legs provide the support for our upper body to stand with strength and grace. Balance poses demonstrate our state of mind. Focus is necessary to maintain a steady balance if the mind is jumping from one thought to another.



1 Stand in Mountain Pose (page 46) and draw your awareness to your feet. Gradually transfer the weight from your left foot onto the right foot. Visualize the sole of your right foot rooted to the earth.

2 Keeping the right leg strong and straight like the trunk of a tree, bend the left knee and place the sole of the foot against the upper inner thigh of the right leg, with the toes pointing toward the floor.

3 Bring your attention to the left knee and gently draw it back to open the left hip.

4 Lengthen your tailbone toward the floor and gently draw the pubic bone and lower abdomen toward the spine as you extend the spine upward.

5 Bring the palms together at the chest. If your balance is steady, inhale the arms up just above the crown of the head. Ease your bent elbows back, to open the front of the chest. At the same time, ease your bent knee backward to widen across the front of the pelvis.

[image: ]

6 Gaze steadily forward and breathe gently and evenly all the way down through the soles of the feet.

7 To release, lower the arms sideways to shoulder height and extend the right foot to the front, toes pointed as you lower the foot to the floor. Repeat on the other side.


INFORMATION

GAZE Forward to infinity.



BUILD-UP POSES Mountain Pose.



COUNTER POSES Restful Deep Forward Fold.



LIGHTEN a) For easier balance, take the raised foot lower down on the supporting leg, possibly even with the big toe lightly touching the floor. b) Use a wall if necessary.



EFFECT Grounding.







▲

Warrior Pose 2

[image: ]

Virabhadrasana II This pose honors the heroic qualities that reside in each of us. It connects us to the integral power of our legs, which, linked with intent, propels us to action. This is an excellent pose to restore a feeling of power. As you do the pose, silently say an inner “Ha!” to your imaginary foe or problem.



1 Stand in Mountain Pose (page 46). Step the feet wide across the length of the mat. Turn the left foot out 90° so that the heel is opposite the arch of the right foot. Turn the right foot slightly in—about 15°.

2 Square the hips to the front, tuck the tailbone under and float the chest and spine upward. Rather than leaning your trunk to the right, keep it facing forward, as if you were standing in Mountain Pose from the hips up.

[image: ]

3 Raise the arms to the side. While you extend out through the fingers, soften the shoulders down. Turn the head to rest your gaze on the middle fingertip of the left hand. If your arms tire as they remain lifted beside you, focus on your inhalation. Imagine you are breathing through the fingertips and up the arms into the body or that you have balloons tied to your wrists, effortlessly lifting your arms up.

[image: ]

4 As you exhale, bend the left knee so that the left thigh is parallel to the floor. Make sure that the knee is directly above the ankle (not in front of it). Press the inner knee back so you can see your big toe, but not your little one.

5 Build concentration by focusing on your front middle finger. Keep in mind that it’s easy to forget what you can’t see. So, at the same time, press strongly into the outer edge of the right foot, to keep the back leg strong and straight.

6 From the firm foundation of your legs and feet, lift against the force of Earth’s gravity. Feel the strength of your own resistance, and then surrender.

7 To release, inhale as you straighten the right leg. Turn the left foot in and the right foot out and repeat on the other side.


INFORMATION

GAZE Tip of index finger.



BUILD-UP POSES Mountain Pose.



COUNTER POSES Restful Deep Forward Fold.



LIGHTEN a) Bend the front knee a little less. b) Keep your hands on your hips.



EFFECT Strengthening, focusing.







▲

Standing Side Stretch

[image: ]

Parsvakonasana This pose engages the thigh muscles and awakens the inner leg from the groin right down to the ankles. Many of our day-to-day movements are simple forward and backward movements and we stretch sideways less often. Use lateral stretching to encourage lateral thinking.



1 Stand in Mountain Pose (page 46). Step the feet wide apart. Place both hands on the hips. Square the hips to the front.

[image: ]

2 Bend the right knee to 90° so the thighbone is parallel to the floor. Make sure the knee is directly above, not in front of, the hinge of the ankle.
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