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How to use this Ebook





Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.





Look out for linked text (which is in a different colour) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.






ancient wisdom for modern life


ATHA अथ





The Yoga Sutras, as a codification of Hatha yoga, is an important classic text, containing 196 concise aphorisms that tell us exactly what steps to take to achieve the goals of Hatha yoga. The first line of the Yoga Sutras – atha yoganusasanam – means: “Now, the teaching of yoga”. So atha is the very first word of the very first line of the Sutras. While it’s meant as an introduction to the remaining instructions, to me it means something more. What I love about it is that if you can truly understand and integrate this first word – now – you actually may not need the rest. If you can fully apply the concept of bringing your mind to the present moment, then you will be free. It’s liberating to allow the past to drop away and to let the fantasies of the future have less of an imprint. When you exist in the present moment, so much stress just falls away. It is a beautiful experience to be present to life as it unfolds.


Try chanting it: “Aa-Tha” – the h gives the second syllable a slight aspirated sound. The first syllable is a slightly longer sound, with a rising intonation, and the second is a shorter, falling intonation.
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The Benefits of Yoga


Do you know why you have opened this book? Yoga meets so many needs, it’s no wonder its popularity has grown and grown. While you may come to yoga with a physiotherapeutic goal in mind – hoping to ease body aches and pains – it probably won’t take you too many yoga classes to discover some of the other benefits. For many, yoga develops into something that is more than just about lengthening and strengthening. It becomes about living life better outside the yoga room.


I am guessing that you could be looking at this book because you would like to feel calmer, more peaceful and a little happier. To me, what’s most beautiful about yoga practice is how expanded and spacious I feel, both during and after it. When you find a practice that suits you well, it’s easy to get into a flow-zone that is very uplifting, and this can resonate long afterward. One of my students explained how he often felt after class: “It’s as if all is right with the world.” This is not insignificant. In a world where the daily news features tragic stories of war, disaster, misfortune and violence, it can feel as if there is frequently little that is positive out there for us. We need to be able to peep our heads above any clouds of anger and hate that hang over us. Yoga provides essential relief to the darker elements of our worldscape. It reminds us that we can rise above aggression and hatred and live well.


Yoga practice allows me to re-experience the beauty of who I am, and to experience my body as a sanctuary. In a world where we are often encouraged to be busy and materially productive, spending time on yourself can be seen as selfish. I often remind my students how, when you love someone very much, it is natural to want to spend time with them. It becomes simple and effortless to give that person your time. Rolling out your mat ready for practice is an affirmation that you want to devote time to yourself. It is a great act of love toward yourself and, from that, it becomes deeply healing. The bottom line is that you can be happier practising yoga. And you deserve to feel this way.
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A regular yoga practice can make you feel calm and peaceful, as well as more limber.





Yoga: science or spirituality?


When you follow the guidelines from the ancient texts, yoga is a science. It offers us a logical series of steps that help us to live better. The aim of yoga is to clear the mind, improve the quality of the mind and understand the reality of the mind. The active postures, or asanas, that make up most of this book are a helping hand to the purpose of yoga. They will keep your body healthy, strong and limber. They also prepare the body to sit with ease, so that you can practise the mental focusing techniques that will help clear your mind. This is all a terrific antidote to whichever imbalances are occurring in your day-to-day life. As you read on, you will find that yoga has a solid basis. But yoga is also an art and, with that, a little bit mysterious and magical. How else can simply making a series of shapes with our bodies have such a profound effect on our psyche, make us feel so incredibly good and create such a vast number of yoga enthusiasts worldwide?


Unlike Western psychology, which has tended to focus on understanding those who are sick, Eastern psychology long ago figured out the importance of positive thinking. Two thousand years ago, Eastern yogis (practitioners of yoga) had already completed an in-depth study of the nature of healthy minds, worked out how to achieve self-realization and outlined how to deal with the pitfalls encountered en route. Their techniques are sound and time-tested. And what they discovered holds truer than ever today. While our modern lives arguably see us moving ever further from our roots and from that which keeps us grounded, those wise old yogis are still holding a beacon of light and truth, to guide the rest of us forward.


In this book there are references to the two most-discussed ancient texts: the Hatha Yoga Pradipika and the Yoga Sutras. The Hatha Yoga Pradipika was written in the 15th century CE by Svātmārāma; the important source known as the Yoga Sutras (see also Ancient wisdom for modern life: Atha and Modern yoga – a great workout and a superb work-in) is a collection of aphorisms codified by the sage Patanjali in about 400 CE. The Yoga Sutras are like a recipe book, describing step-by-step what we need to do to achieve Kaivalyam, the ultimate freedom. You’ll find quotes and inspiration from the Sutras throughout the book, to guide you in your approach to modern life.


Yoga postures and breathing


This book is about Hatha yoga, which is one of several branches of yoga. It is the “yoga of effort” – the active yoga exercises most commonly practised around the world today. Yoga was originally taught by oral transmission in Sanskrit, the language used by scholars. Asana is the Sanskrit word for the physical postures that are familiar to yoga practitioners worldwide. The literal definition of asana is “seat”, because you either “sit” into a yoga shape or are comfortably seated to be able to move and take action in the world with ease. The asanas are one of the “limbs” of yoga, and there are seven others. Another limb encompasses the breathing techniques (pranayama).


Ethical codes of conduct


Other limbs of Hatha yoga relate to its profound and ancient philosophy, which amazingly covers everything you need to do to be able to achieve an enlightened state. You can read more about the philosophy in the “Ancient wisdom for modern life” sections that you’ll find dotted throughout this book.
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The Sanskrit word for the physical yoga postures, asana, literally means “seat”.





Hatha yoga also includes two limbs that cover the ethical principles of living, and these are called the yama and niyama. Together they form a list of ten ethical observances that protect and support healthy relational boundaries with yourself and others.


The five yamas encompass your intentions, thoughts and actions. They are ancient concepts, and yet they still offer modern people a perfect set of guidelines for living. They are:


• Ahimsa – holding an intention of doing no harm to others


• Satya – speaking truthfully


• Asteya – not taking what does not belong to you, or that which is not willingly given


• Brahmacharya – conserving your energy for your highest aspiration


• Aparigraha – taking only what is sufficient for your needs to support you in living in alignment with your environment and the people with whom you are in contact.


The five niyamas incorporate discipline in actions and attitudes toward yourself. Although they were also written more than two thousand years ago, these principles are as relevant today as they were then. Put simply, it’s easier to be gentle toward, and respect, others if you follow these guidelines:


• Saucha – take care of yourself


• Santosha – enjoy what you have in your life


• Tapas – apply some discipline to achieve your goals


• Swadhyaya – understand yourself deeply through self-study


• Ishvarapranidhana – recognize that ultimately you are not wholly responsible for the way things turn out, and that the world is greater than you.


Focus, concentration, meditation and enlightenment


You may already associate the next three limbs with yoga practice. A certain withdrawal of the senses (pratyahara, the fifth limb) is useful. It’s more challenging to have a quiet mind with a loud lifestyle; it’s harder to have a focused mind with an action-filled life. Toning down the constant stimulation of the senses will leave you better positioned to develop your concentration (dharana, the sixth limb), in order to be able to achieve a deeply meditative mental state (dhyana, the seventh limb).


The eighth and final limb – and the aim of Hatha yoga – is samadhi, which can be translated as “bliss”. It’s an experience that will occur as a result of the seven other limbs. This natural state of being, the samadhi state, is an experience of oneness.






Modern yoga – a great workout and a superb work-in



The essence of yoga is outlined in the first four points of Patanjali’s Yoga Sutras:


1. The purpose of yoga is outlined in the first sutra, written in Sanskrit as Yogash citta vritti nirodhah. This tells us that the state of yoga is the cessation of the movements of the mind.


2. The second sutra informs us that the mind is the tool, and the way to quiet the mind is to work with the mind. Only with a clean, clear mind can we be in touch with the truth of the moment.


3. The third sutra tells us that the mind is also the goal. When we are in the state of yoga, we won’t be led astray by distorted understanding or incorrect thoughts. This sutra informs us that there is no aspect of our lives that is untouched when we perceive things in their true nature. It shines a different light on everything. Once we can better understand reality, we can be helped to avoid the causes of pain and will have control over more than we may imagine.


4. The fourth sutra tells us that the mind is actually also part of the problem. This is because when the mind is disturbed, it is unable to follow a direction or to comprehend things accurately. In this case, we will move away from the state of yoga.


The remaining 192 sutras are an elaboration of these first four. If you want to experience peace within, the Yoga Sutras will take you through the steps that will lead you toward quieting the mind and existing in the peaceful state of yoga.


From the Yoga Sutras we learn that only when we are in the state of yoga will we know things as they truly are. When the mind is not in that state, we are unable to see the true nature of things. So the aim of yoga practice is to achieve a sustained mental quietness, in order to be fully present and therefore able to understand and reflect true nature. It’s a lofty goal, isn’t it? So I understand if you simply want to focus on stretching out those tight hamstrings, for the time being. But hang around yoga classes for long enough and your curiosity may develop further, as those quiet relaxations at the end of the session offer you more than just a glimmer of a new, very peaceful way of being.


Breathe through a sudden surge of emotion that arises unexpectedly in a forward bend, and feel yourself transformed and somehow uplifted. As you exit the yoga room, you might feel like a nicer, calmer, kinder or more tolerant person. Or perhaps, when you are deeply touched by some event in your life, you may find yourself guided through the doorway of yoga into discovering your inner world. And you may find that your inner world is a sanctuary. Your asana practice is then elevated beyond being simply a physical workout or an effective de-stressing tool. As your body, mind and psyche are inevitably intertwined, your Hatha yoga practice may become a soothing place of solace for the heart, and a rewarding journey of self-development.


Why modern yoga?


Hatha yoga practice has evolved considerably since my original book, The Yoga Bible (now available as The Classic Yoga Bible), was written 15 years ago. Thanks to advances in movement sciences and more in-depth training, the therapeutic side of the physical postures has developed. The popularity of Pilates means that modern yoga puts greater emphasis on strength and careful alignment in the pelvis, shoulder, back and abdomen. For example, modern yoga classes now often feature a whole range of core-strengthening practices that are quite different from what was on offer a decade and a half ago.


Happily, yoga has moved from hippy to mainstream, and en route it has opened up to more influences. Any art practised more widely is bound to be influenced by the previous training of its practitioners. Yoga teachers with backgrounds in martial arts, tai chi and qi gong have married some of those principles to their yoga teachings, as have teachers with other backgrounds: Feldenkrais, the Franklin Method and the Alexander Technique, to name but a few.


In the 1980s yoga was heavily influenced by B K S Iyengar, an accomplished Hatha yogi who is credited with bringing yoga to the West in the 1960s. Iyengar yoga is characterized by long, strong holds that build stamina and flexibility. And throughout the 1990s the popularity of Astanga Vinyasa yoga brought the concept of continued flow into regular yoga practices, spawning other faster, flow-based practices that are popular in the West today.


Some practices feature one movement on each inhalation and another on each exhalation. In other forms, a yoga practitioner might pause for several breaths in a pose, then move straight on to another pose. Flow yoga, in which the movements mirror the breath, is a beautiful adjunct to static poses, where for newer yoga practitioners the breathing can become a little difficult. And so sequencing has become more sophisticated and creative, which means that a yoga practice can feel like a poetic stream of movement.


Thanks to technology, it feels as if life moves faster now than it did 15 years ago. It’s as if our attention spans have diminished. So while our interest in flow-yoga practices may reflect how we have sped ourselves up, at the same time there has been a rebound toward a new breed of slow yoga styles. As if to intuitively counterbalance ourselves, restorative yoga and yin yoga have become more important. Restorative yoga features soft, relaxed postures, each held for many minutes; these poses are usually supported with props, to soften the intensity of the poses. Yin yoga borrows from the East, using the meridian (or energy-channel) systems found in Chinese medicine. Rather than trying to change the muscles, it targets the joints and connective tissues; it also features long holds, where the intensity levels can be high in order to strengthen the bones and ligaments.


While it may appear superficially that all these variations of yoga practice provide different choices, in essence yoga remains unchanged, and the original yogic ethos remains eternal. Despite all the changes humankind has been able to manifest over the centuries, and despite the myriad forms of yoga that will continue to evolve, essentially we are still human beings for whom the timeless practices of yoga remain absolutely relevant. The ancient yogis had a fantastic understanding of the mind and how to calm it, and of how to use yoga to care for our inner worlds (ourselves) and our outer worlds (our relationships, other beings and the environment).


Yoga is a practice of evolution. One of the classic definitions of yoga is: to achieve something not able to be reached before. This inevitably results in personal growth and transformation. Aside from the changes in Western yoga in recent decades, anyone who has practised for many years will inevitably evolve themselves. Their needs will alter and, as they do, their yoga practice will naturally tend to change. Longtime yogis may relate to my own journey, which began as a teenager in some sort of search for physical perfection – and with a healthy dose of ego. Over the years it has changed from a more cerebral search to understand each pose to the nth degree, accompanied by attempts to attain “perfect” alignment or to achieve the hardest possible variation of a pose, to become one that is much less demanding and more of a reliable long-term relationship. I now have a much softer attitude, a softer practice and, with that, a delightful sense of fun and play. Thankfully I rarely feel the pressure of having to “prove” anything. My relationship with yoga has evolved into a nurturing, stable and rewarding marriage, and it serves me well.
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Restorative and yin yoga feature soft postures that are held for longer periods of time.









How yoga makes you feel so good


Yoga and positive psychology – the state of flow


In positive psychology the concept of “flow-states” has become popular, thanks to research by the Hungarian psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi and his colleagues. The flow-state is an experience of deep focus and rapture while you are performing an activity. This experience, when you have full involvement and enjoyment of the activity, is also known as being “in the zone”. It’s a pleasurable state in which you feel complete absorption and where time flies. You can experience flow in many places: during study, at work, while playing music, making love, playing sport and during yoga practice.


Yoga scores highly in “flow” rankings when compared to other sports activities in general. Ideally, during your Hatha yoga practice, there is a loss of self-consciousness as your ego-state softens and you lose your fear of failure. To make it more likely to reach the state of flow, you need to balance your abilities with your attitude and the level of difficulty of your postures. If you are choosing a simple practice that is very easy for you, it’s even more important to approach each pose in a curious, thorough and mindful way. When you approach a familiar pose as if it’s your first time, we call it “the beginner’s mind”. The freshness of the beginner’s mind will increase the likelihood of you opening to the state of flow. Otherwise, apathy or boredom will move you away from the flow experience. As your skill in the postures increases, so too can the challenge of the postures that you choose. With skill and challenge nicely balanced, you lay the foundations for an optimal experience of flow. If the challenge of the postures is too high for your skill level, anxiety will result. And, as you will have gathered by now, anxiety is not the aim of Hatha yoga practice, but rather the opposite.


Yoga and neuroplasticity


When my original Yoga Bible was written 15 years ago, it was thought that the brain was hard-wired by the age of five or six, but we have now updated our understanding of the concept of neuroplasticity – the brain’s ability to reorganize itself. Neuroplasticity has shown that our brains are in a constant state of reorganization, depending on how they are being used. Repeated, consistent patterns created by new experiences can change the brain. (You can think of the brain as a bit like a muscle: the worked-out bits get stronger, while the unused parts get weaker.) With this in mind, it becomes important to fortify positive patterns, and the yoga texts were all clear on this millennia ago. They stressed the importance of a consistent yoga practice as the key to success. Consistent practice affects how we feel, how we deal with our emotions, how aware we are of our bodies and how integrated we are on all levels. These benefits carry through to life off the yoga mat.


Neuroplasticity also tells us what happens when we connect our intention and concentration with our breath and physical movement. Over time we form a positive association and it feels good. There’s even a catchphrase for how the neural pathways behave: “What fires together, wires together.” This is why you can quickly “drop in” to your pleasant “yoga zone” as soon as you stand on your yoga mat. You may notice that the first single upward sweep with your arms in a Sun Salute makes you instantly feel better, more harmoniously integrated, calm and at ease. It also means that, after some time with a regular meditation practice, you can centre yourself down to a deep, meditative mindset fairly efficiently when you sit.


It’s important to realize that the continued rewiring of the brain works the other way, too. Each time you feel stressed, you are reinforcing the neural networks for that uncomfortable experience. This is where regularity of practice is important, so that you can continue to amplify the good stuff and dampen down whatever you don’t want to reinforce.


The nervous system has a neat reward system, of which Hatha yoga is perfectly positioned to take full advantage. The body releases feel-good chemicals called dopamine and endorphins. While there are lots of other experiences that can make this happen as well – listening to music, communal experience and other types of exercise – there is a kind of sacred biochemistry with Hatha yoga practice. During yoga the combination of mindfulness, deep breathing and movement triggers the release of these chemicals, amplifying the positive rewiring of the brain, and transformation occurs.


A good thing to add to this mix is the Loving-Kindness Meditation, which will help you to develop compassion and feel beautifully connected to the community around you. And do practise the Mindfulness Meditations and Gratitude before or after your active yoga practices. Mindfulness, deep breathing and slowing movement plus meditation are the perfect ingredients to help you become less reactive, heal old wounds and deal with stress better. You will become more appreciative of all you are and have. You will feel happier and healthier, enjoy your body more, open more fully to love and feel more at peace in the world.






How to use this book


In this book you will touch and taste elements of the concepts mentioned above. You will find yoga practices to suit your own needs. There are practices for each different day and decade, as your ability, energy levels and moods naturally change. There are postures to make you strong and supple, and ones to freshen and refocus your mind. There are practices to calm your emotions and make your heart sing; there are experiences of serenity for your soul, as you touch that nugget of peace that always resides within you, although sometimes you’re just too busy to notice it.


To create the greatest impact in a short amount of time, there are lots of combination poses, where the leg position of one classic pose is matched with, say, the shoulder-stretching arm action of another. There are also many flowing postures, which can reduce the intensity and keep your breathing steady, so that you’ll feel good while you practise. I have added a healthy dose of longer holds and lots of emphasis on alignment; and I recommend doing a liberal amount of Ocean Breath to keep you focused. Add a sprinkle of meditation and relaxation, some guidance on mindfulness and voilà – you have the great workout, with the superb work-in that is modern yoga.


To help piece your practice together, follow the sequences outlined in Putting it all together. Alternatively, you can start at the front of the book and choose one or two practices from each section, for a fairly balanced routine. The text boxes include additional suggestions for your practice, so that you can take different journeys on different days; in these boxes you will find the following topics that will help your travels through the book:


• build up – offers a suggested preparatory pose


• move forward – gives an idea of where to go next in the book; most of these progressions will deepen your practice by continuing on the same theme (for example, moving from an initial twist to a stronger twisting action)


• balance out – gives directions to a posture that counterposes the work just done (for example, moving from a twist to a symmetrical pose, such as a forward bend, to help balance you out)


• unwind – suggests options to take the intensity down a notch, to an easier or more relaxing posture


• take care – indicates that some postures are contraindicated for certain conditions.


One, two, three stars ☆☆☆



Be guided by the star system for the level of challenge. A pose marked with one star is manageable for most bodies; three stars you might have to build up to. The star rating assumes that you have no injuries or particular restrictions. If you have a current or chronic injury, or any significant tendencies toward certain issues, you will need to adjust poses as necessary. Do refer to each section introduction for general “cautions”, and to each pose for any specific contraindications; and be sensible about not pushing yourself to the point of injury, seeking further guidance where necessary. If you have any recent or chronic injury anywhere, work under the supervision of an experienced and knowledgeable teacher.


Be smart and leave your ego off the mat. Don’t push into pain, and do seek qualified advice as you need it. Each individual will find that they are looser or weaker in some areas, and tighter or stronger in others. Just because you can achieve an admirable-looking pose that has three stars next to it, don’t assume that opens the way for all the other three-star poses. Yoga poses tend to be multifaceted, and they work with many different lines of stretch and areas to strengthen.


Some practices will push your boundaries, requiring courage and acting as a mirror to encourage you to expand the fixed edges in your “real life” off the mat. Other practices are soft, sensual and slinky – the psychological equivalent of sinking into a deep, soothing bath at the end of a long day.


The essence of yoga is timeless, yet in modern times we need it more than ever, as many of our lives fluctuate between stressed-and-wired and stressed-and-tired. Its essence is noble, authentic and deep, but you can still be playful, joyful and open to fun with yoga. I hope you have lots of fun with this book.


Guidelines to practice


• Just do the best you can. Applying your best effort each day is much better than achieving a “perfect practice”. Your yoga postures don’t need to be glamorous or crowd-pleasing. Simple is often best. Neuroplasticity means that mindful practice of simple poses will create new positive patterns of being, and your inner journey is just as important as creating new patterns in your physicality. Progression is, of course, fine as you develop your physical practice, but don’t be led astray by the wantings of your ego.


• Discipline is essential. You will get results if you practise regularly with dedication, curiosity and enthusiasm. Keep up your enthusiasm by making sure that you choose lots of postures you enjoy doing. Then you will feel good and are more likely to practise. Keep an open mind and explore the things that challenge you, too.


• Let go of the idea of the perfect pose. Aim to be perfectly in the moment while you are in any pose.


• Take breaks during your practice. This offers you time to learn to access the “in-between” spaces. Your body can then integrate the positive changes, and that’s when deep healing occurs.


• Sthira sukham asanam (Yoga Sutras II:46) is an important sutra. It tells us that a yoga pose should be steady and comfortable. You need to remain alert, yet feel relaxed in the postures. A posture shouldn’t create burnout and needs to be sustainable. Watch your breath, and change what you are doing if your breath becomes irregular. While each Hatha yoga pose will imprint on the breath, it mustn’t stop the flow or make it feel jagged or jarring. Check in with your breathing often. It’s the barometer to the way you are feeling.


• Don’t just do something – sit there! The active practice of the yoga poses by themselves is not enough. You need to explore the breathwork, relaxations and meditations as well. Even five minutes of Mindfulness Meditation can be life-changing if practised daily.


• Sense, feel and act appropriately – always with presence and compassion. Every yoga pose offers you the choice of how much effort to put in and how relaxed to be in the pose. More relaxation often means more enjoyment. If you have a rather driven personality, give yourself full permission to hang back from your edge. It may confront you to take things easy, but sometimes the best development means getting out of your comfort zone. The timings offered in this book are guidelines only, so you can set your own thresholds during your practice, in terms of the length of holds and the depth of your movements.


• Learn to trust your own perceptions. Use your yoga practice to develop your intuitive skills. Every day you have a whole lot of different cells that you didn’t have yesterday. Effectively you have a new body, so meet each pose and each practice afresh.


• Your identity or value as a person is not linked to how “perfect” your Lotus pose is, how long you can hold a Headstand or how handsome you appear in a pose. Trust me – at your funeral, nobody will be talking about how long your hamstrings were.
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Every yoga pose offers options, letting you choose the version that feels right for you.









My love-letter to yoga


I am frequently struck with a sense of honour when a student who is brand-new to yoga turns up to class. In the back of my mind is the thought that, for this person, the experience may be the beginning of a lifelong love affair with yoga practices.


Regardless of your experience – brand-new or accomplished yogi – you can delight in your yoga practice. We are all subject to the ups and downs of life, so this doesn’t mean your life will always be pain-free. We all have days when our bodies feel stiff, weak or wooden, so it doesn’t mean you will feel strong or flexible in every single pose. We all have times when our minds are scattered or lethargic, so it doesn’t mean each practice will feel anchored and easy. It doesn’t mean you will never experience negative emotions, or that you will feel instantly free of reactions to the seeds implanted by your past.


However, your practice can be a deep and helpful solace for you. Through the intertwining of the body, mind, psyche and reality, yoga practice can help you become compassionate, courageous and resilient. The practices can lift you out of a state of pervasive dissatisfaction and can ease a mind that is chronically ill at ease. The postures, the breathing, the relaxations and meditations can all shine sunlight for you on those days when you feel hurt, raw or struck by cosmic sadness. They can embrace you in times of quiet desperation or unconscious despair. They can cup your heart in the depths of grief, support you through trauma and hold your hand when you are on the edge. In the most natural and wholesome way, yoga can reconnect you to who you truly are.


Yoga restores our relationship to being. Whether or not we experience it as such, we all start from wholeness. So during our Hatha practices, our breathwork, our relaxations and our meditations, we proceed from wholeness. And we return to wholeness. How beautiful to realize that you are already perfect, and at the end of the day you can be present to life as it unfolds.




ancient wisdom for modern life: sustainable yoga


AHIMSA अहिंसा





Modern yoga is kind. The first ethical principle (yama) of Hatha yoga is that of ahimsa, which is often translated as non-violence or non-harming, so it’s easy to think of it as the avoidance of aggression. However, ahimsa runs deeper than simply avoiding hurtful behaviour. Ahimsa also encompasses kindness, compassion and acceptance.


While it’s uncomfortable for us to admit it, violence is a part of human nature. You can see it in a toddler’s tantrum. You can see it in relationship breakdowns, or in grown-ups at war. We all have within ourselves the potential to be aggressive, unkind and violent toward ourselves and others. However, as our relationships interconnect us all, it’s in your own interest to learn how to cultivate being kind to yourself, and to practise extending this kindness toward others.


While you may at times feel powerless to change the violence in the outside world, what you can do is ensure that it’s not a reflection of what lies within. You can clean up your own act and consider your thoughts and actions in the light of ahimsa. To develop compassion and empathy, a really useful practice is the Loving-Kindness Meditation. In this classic Buddhist practice you fill yourself with the energy of loving kindness, so that you’ll have it in abundance to share with others. Then you share it out with other beings.


The precept of ahimsa includes not harming nature. Environmental sustainability is vital, so cut pollution, recycle and reduce consumption. Remember back in kindergarten, when you learned the difference between wants and needs? Reconsider your purchases in this light, to limit the greediness that our materialistic world encourages.


Your modern yoga practice needs to be sustainable, too. You need to ensure that your practice meets your needs and nourishes you. Modern yoga understands that correct alignment is essential to a sustainable practice. For example, check that you’re not setting your shoulders up for a burnout situation, due to repeated push-ups or incorrect alignment. Modern yoga is dynamic, and your practice will change according to your needs and moods.


In a modern yoga practice you get to choose how much you work in each pose, and how much you relax within it. There will be days when the kindest thing you can do for yourself is to take it easy and include lots of restorative options and relaxation in your practice. As your body is constantly being rebuilt, the body you practise yoga with today is different from the body you practised with yesterday – there are a whole lot of new cells there, which have been created with a fresh, positive attitude.


Getting to know who we are requires non-judgement, compassion and curiosity. It also requires acceptance of body and mind. Ahimsa encompasses complete self-acceptance at a very deep level. In this light, you don’t need to change anything at all. What is it like to realize you are already perfect?










Part 2



YOGA BODY: YANG – THE ACTIVE PRACTICES
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CAUTIONS


Work to your comfort level. Seek further advice if you experience discomfort with any of the poses or have any existing complaints.










1.



LUSCIOUS LIMBERING


I can’t speak highly enough of the yogic limbering practices. As they are often less demanding physically than other poses, it means the breathing can relax and open. This is invaluable for the health of both body and mind. Limbering sequences are frequently used as preliminary practices, preparing the body for some tougher work to come, but any of these sequences are equally lovely to insert – in a kind of “less is more” way – throughout your practice. They will help to re-centre you, and you will enjoy the fact that they can be all-engrossing and yet non-demanding, in this crazy-fast world of high expectations. They can also help settle your body at the end of a workout, allowing you to slip into serenity using your relaxation or meditation techniques.


Pep yourself up with one or two of these practices during a busy workday and you’ll revive your tired mind and soothe your soul. These manageable sequences are suitable for just about everybody’s body, and a selection of them can create a complete practice, too (see Putting It All Together). Remember not to confuse intensity with the quality of your yoga practice. Just because these sequences are gentle, that doesn’t mean they are not sophisticated and valuable for every single yoga practitioner. I hope you enjoy these mini-workouts as much as I do.









☆ circle of joy


What’s not to love about this beautiful heart-opening sequence? Your breathing will slow and deepen, increasing the vital capacity of your lungs and building your “bank account” balance of pranic energy. And your spine will lengthen and maintain flexibility, as it arcs forward and back, keeping you feeling fresh, light and young – and, yes, joyful.




1. Sit on your heels with your big toes touching and your knees wide apart. Bring your palms together in prayer. This first time, before you begin to move, take some time to notice the shape of your spine as you sit here. Observe how your tailbone tucks lightly under, then notice the sacrum bone – that broad plate of bone leading to your lower back. Enjoy the long inward arch of your lower back, and how the mid- and upper back round softly outward. Finally, notice how your neck curves inward a little. Enjoy the way your head balances easily on the very top vertebrae. Just acknowledging these parts can allow tensions to melt away.


[image: illustration]







2. Take a breath in, then interlace your fingers and, turning your palms forward, exhale as you press away through the heels of the hands. At the same time, use your abdominals to help you tuck your tailbone under strongly, then round your upper back. Really go for it, with this action. Press out actively with your palms to help you cleave the shoulder blades away from each other. You want to create the maximum distance between your upper back vertebrae and your hands.
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3. Catch the wave of your next inhalation and sweep your arms up to vertical, or even further back, reaching beyond vertical. As you do this, change the shape of your spine to a long concave shape. Strongly tilt your pelvis forward. Your chestbone will lift as you create a tall backbend and you will feel a great shoulder stretch. You want to enliven the whole of your spine, so focus on doing a little less with the neck vertebrae while feeling more in the spine from the neck down.
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4. As you exhale, take your arms and fingers out wide to the side. Keep your spine in a backbend shape and reach the arms as far back as possible, to get a stretch across the chest muscles. Make the movement slow, so that it lasts as long as your entire exhalation does. Inhale again as you float your palms together in prayer in front of your chest. As your spine returns to its normal four curves, allow the softness to come into it and into the whole body. Repeat this breathing sequence five to ten more times.
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move forward


East–West Flow


balance out


Spine Mobilizer


unwind


Reclining Twist Flow


take care


If you can’t kneel comfortably, take a different seated position or stand up.









☆ tiger flow


This modern take on the classic Cat and Cow poses will mobilize your spine and bring it alive. This sequence includes triceps-toning, to keep the arms looking slender. It prepares the shoulders for the Strengthening Sun Salutation.




1. Begin on all fours. Inhale and take your right leg back and up, so it reaches as high up as possible. At the same time, curve your spine into a downward arch as you feed your chest through your upper arms. Allow your neck vertebrae to join the rest of the spine in this backbend, but as the neck is already flexible, place your mental emphasis more on the rest of the spine, particularly the thoracic vertebrae of the mid- and upper back.
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2. Exhale as you round the spine in the opposite direction and bring your right knee into your chest. Feel your abdominals drawing inward, toward the spine, as you push the floor away with your hands. Continue for several rounds. Inhale to concave your spine. Exhale to curve it up with your right leg, reaching out like the tail of a tiger, then drawing in.
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3. Add the arm-strengthening work from the backbend position, with your leg still lifted behind. To work your triceps, ensure your inner-elbow creases are facing forward, then bend both elbows backward and lower them toward the floor. Ensure both upper-arm bones are parallel as you do this, and that the elbows do not splay apart. Straighten your arms, keeping your right foot at exactly the same height as it was, so that you get a beautiful squeezy feeling in the kidney area. Keep your hip position fixed – check your hips are not moving backward as you lower yourself down (you won’t feel that good triceps-muscle burn if they are). Complete eight push-ups, exhaling down and inhaling up. Then bring the knee into the chest once again before lowering it down to the floor. You are now ready for your left side.
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move forward


Hip-Freeing Dog to Plank


balance out


Spine Mobilizer


unwind


Corkscrew Twist


take care


If your wrists need extra care, work with your fists to the floor instead of the flat of your hands.









☆ shoulder sweeps


This flow is one of my all-time favourites, not only because it’s a nice shoulder-softener, but also because it enlivens the whole torso. The twisting action nicely stretches out the accessory breathing muscles around the ribs, shoulders and neck. This invites the breathing to truly open and flow. I appreciate how gentle and yet profound it is, and hope you feel it, too.




1. Start on your hands and knees. Reach your right fingertips out to the floor in front and take a slow breath in.
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2. As you exhale, slowly slide your fingertips back past your knee. At the same time, move your hips toward your heels. Take the whole length of your exhalation to do this movement. You are not at your work desk now – remember: moving fast in yoga is not more efficient. Take your time and enjoy the lazy exhalation.
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3. When you feel your inhale begin, lift your right hand up into the air and rise up onto your knees again. Create a huge circle, to return your fingers to their starting position on the floor out in front. Exhaling, begin your next circle by sliding backward once again. Lock your gaze onto your moving thumb for the whole circle. As your right arm approaches the vertical, push your left palm firmly down and see if you can feel the rebound “bounce” that enables your right arm to reach one notch higher. Continue for five or more rounds. Then sit up and feel the difference in the two halves of your torso. Most likely your right side will feel looser, warmer, more open and relaxed. Repeat on the left side.
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move forward


Mini Sun Salute


balance out


Classic Downward-Facing Dog Pose


unwind


Pigeon Limbering








 



☆ wide-legged forward flow


It’s a joy to feel the body loosening as you nudge it a little deeper into the release with each revisit. Besides working the backs of the legs, this sequence will also ease out any tightness in the lower back.




1. Sit with your legs apart in a V-shape. Before you start to move, press your hands onto the floor behind your hips and rotate your pelvis into a forward tilt. Then try removing your hands. If you find your pelvis just tilts backward, bend your knees up as much as you need to, to comfortably maintain this forward tilt for the entire sequence. You will be able to straighten them a little more toward the end. If it’s easy to maintain your anterior pelvic tilt, play with anchoring yourself during the sequence by keeping the backs of your knees pressed toward the earth and flexing your feet, to pull your toes back toward your torso. Inhale and interlace your fingers, reaching your arms forward and all the way up. Press the heels of the hands away. Enjoy the sensations of your back muscles squeezing, and notice how your heart centre elevates.
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2. Now exhale and tip your whole torso forward as you bend your elbows to float your interlaced fingers just in front of the chest. Still on that same exhalation, reach your arms forward as you fold from the hips into a forward bend.
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3. Inhale and contract your abdominal muscles as you bend the elbows again, to bring your hands near the heart and then reach them up overhead. Then exhale, revolve your abdomen to the right side and, still on the same long exhalation, drop the hands down to chest level and then reach both arms and torso forward over your right leg. Try to line up your chestbone with your thigh bone. Don’t drop the head; instead, reach out and away through the crown of the head every time you fold forward.


[image: illustration]





4. Inhale to come up and de-rotate, and lift to extend the crown and the palms up to the sky. Exhale as you fold forward again, torso between the thighs. Then breathe in to come up and, on your next exhale, twist left and fold over your left leg. Inhale to return to centre. Exhale to fold forward again. Continue working through the centre and the sides, four times each. To take the load off the lower back, bend the elbows, so that the hands travel near your heart as you move into and out of each forward bend. Then take your hands to the floor to hold in each of the three forward positions for five breaths.




build up


Mini Sun Salute


move forward


Deep Forward Bend at the Wall


balance out


Cobbler’s Bridge


unwind


Resting Pigeon


take care


If you have sacroiliac joint dysfunction, always allow your weight to shift from side to side slightly as you twist. When you twist to the right, your left buttock will slide slightly forward and lighten its weight on the floor; and the reverse when you twist left.








 



☆ flying locust


This pose is a must if you sit for long hours at a desk. It strengthens the back muscles and stabilizes the shoulder girdle. The first stage also neatly “tricks” the abdominals into working well, and as a result the vertebral column maintains good alignment. This will help support the spine during the second stage, which develops your flexibility in backbending.




1. From all fours, reach your right arm out so that your hand touches the floor in front, thumb up. Extend your left leg out behind you, with the toes tucked under, touching the floor.


[image: illustration]







2. Inhale to prepare and then, on an exhalation, lift your right arm and left leg up to horizontal. As you lift both limbs, draw your abdominal muscles in, to lift your belly away from the floor. This will stop your lower back drooping down and will keep a sense of length in the lumbar spine.
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3. Inhale to lower the right little finger to the floor and the left toes, then exhale to lift them again, staying mindful not to allow the belly to slacken toward the floor. Exhaling while lifting the limbs may feel a bit counter-intuitive, but it will help activate the abdomen and stabilize the pose. Repeat six rounds as you inhale to touch down, then exhale to lift up again. While the arm extends out and away, be sure to anchor the top of the arm into its root, creating a feeling of bringing the head of the upper arm bone into the shoulder girdle. Draw your right shoulder blade down toward your left hip to accentuate this feeling.
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4. Progress to Kneeling Bow Pose. Bend your left knee and reach your right arm back to catch your foot. Lift your foot high in the air. Allow your spine to move into a deep back-bend. Your lower back already knows how to bend backward, so mentally emphasize the backbend in the thoracic spine. Move your chestbone forward and up. Then lift the left foot higher, to feel more of a stretch in your quadriceps. After five to ten long breaths, come out. You are now ready for side two.




move forward


Your choice of Sun Salutation


balance out


Kinky Cobbler’s Pose


unwind


Spine-Mobilizing Lunge


take care


Use your fists on the floor if that works better for your wrists; lift only one limb at a time to make it easier.








 



☆ reclining twist flow


One really special thing about twists done lying down is that the spine can more easily stay l-o-o-o-o-n-g. The back muscles don’t have to work hard at holding you upright and there is no downward pressure from gravity, so you get a better twist. Yum!




1. Lie on your back with your knees bent in, feet in the air. Switch on your abdominal muscles to bring your thighs closer to your belly. Take your arms straight out to the sides, palms down. Exhale to move both legs toward the right. Start small, so that your knees are still floating in the air. Inhale as you bring your legs back up to symmetry. Exhale and move to the left. Continue exhaling down and inhaling up, alternating sides.
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2. As your body gets warmer, you may like to travel further. It might feel good to take your legs all the way to the floor each time. Continue to work with the breath as you flow from one side to the other.
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3. Come to stillness by dropping your legs all the way to the right side. If you are injury-free, it’s okay if your left shoulder pops up; otherwise, try to nestle it closer to the floor. Widen the left shoulder blade away from the vertebral column and slide your left hand further away along the floor. The next part is really simple: rest and breathe. Enjoy this for a minute or more. When you are ready for side two, activate your abdominal muscles and bring your legs up, one at a time, to protect your lower back.
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move forward


Three-Step Reclining Twist


balance out


Yin Happy Baby


unwind


East–West Flow


take care


If you have sacroiliac dysfunction, stay at step 1, avoiding the long hold.








 



☆ spine-mobilizing lunge


With your knees reaching far away from each other, this pose invigorates the legs, yet invites a sort of chewing-gum softness into the pelvis and hips. It’s a good example of how yin and yang – active work and enjoyable release – come together during yoga practice to give great results.


1. From all fours, step your right foot between your hands. With your front knee at a right-angle, slide your left knee back until you feel a good release in the front of the left hip. You can do this whole sequence with your back knee on the floor, and you can pad under the knee, if you like.


If you feel ready, tuck your left toes under and lift your left knee. As you do this, resist letting the hips lift. You want to squeeze that left knee upward, yet keep the hips low, as you reach the front knee forward more. Push down through your left palm and, as you inhale, reach your right arm out wide and up. While both knees move away from each other, so you also want to separate the distance between both hands. Look up to the top thumb and stay in this twist for several long breaths.
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2. Return your right hand to the floor and lower your left knee to the floor. By now you may be ready to slide your front foot further forward. Lift your right big toe up, so that the weight rests on the outer blade of your foot. Press your right hand against the inner knee to allow it to sway out to the right side. Keep your right hand on the knee as you twist your torso deeply to the right. Lower your hips and feel the stretch in your inner right thigh. Stay for several breaths, then repeat on side two.
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move forward


Power Squat


balance out


Mini Sun Salute


unwind


Reclining Eagle Twist


take care


Seek further advice if you feel any discomfort in your hip joint.








 



☆ gate pose with side bow


Because many yoga poses stretch the gluteal muscles, some yogis find they are lacking strength in this important stabilizing muscle group. This practice develops strength in this area, to maintain good pelvic alignment and keep your hips, knees and spine happy.




1. From a kneeling position, take your right leg straight out to the side. Position your foot so that the instep lines up with the left knee and your right toes point straight forward. Press down on the little-toe edge of the right foot, so that it is firmly anchored to the floor, almost as if you were standing normally – it’s harder than it looks. Take your left palm to the floor, also in line with your left knee, fingers pointing to the left. Reach your right arm overhead, past your right ear. Stay for several long breaths, allowing the whole of the side to elongate.
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