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To my beloved and revered Guru, Shri K Pattabhi Jois, who, with the greatest of love and patience, has shown me the way of yoga, I humbly dedicate this work. It is with the greatest of respect that I attempt to pass on a little of his teachings to those students who do not have the good fortune to study directly under his sensitive and expert tutelage. It is with love and appreciation that I bow to his lotus feet.
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Om
Vande Gurunam charanaravinde
Sandarshita svatmasukavabodhe
Nishreyase jangalikayamane
Samsara halahala mohashantyai


Abahu Purushakaram
Shankhacakrsi dharinam
Sahasra sirasam svetam
Pranamami patanjalim
Om


Om
I pray to the lotus feet of the supreme guru
Who teaches knowledge, awakening the great happiness of the Self revealed
Who acts like the jungle physician
Able to remove the delusion from the poison of conditioned existence


To Patanjali, an incarnation of Adisesa, white in colour with a thousand radiant
heads (in his form as the divine serpent, Ananta)
Human in form below the shoulders, holding the sword of discrimination
A wheel of fire representing transcended time, and the conch representing
cosmic consciousness
To him I prostrate
Om








Foreword


As the guru and teacher of John Scott, I am pleased to be able to say a few words to support this book that John has produced in accordance with the traditional method as I have taught it. Ashtanga is a very fine yoga method, having its roots firmly established in the Indian culture since time immemorial. It brings me great joy that the fruits of this yoga system have reached students worldwide. Ashtanga Yoga is helping many people throughout the world to balance the mental, physical and spiritual pressures and stresses posed by the modern world we live in today.


Yoga was once regarded as a spiritual practice, suited only to sannyasins or people living an absolute celibate life. This has changed and it has been my duty to my guru, Shri Tirumali Krishnamacharya, to pass on the teachings of this fine method and to share it with as many people as possible, for the greater good. It rewards me to see so many of my fine students continuing to pass on the teachings and subsequent benefits of Ashtanga Yoga. The traditional method of teaching is passing down the method directly from guru to student and, in this book, John refers many times for the need to learn the practice directly from a qualified teacher.


The step-by-step presentation of this book is a clear and precise representation of the practice method, and can be used to enhance the study of Ashtanga Yoga. I have often said “One per cent is theory and ninety-nine per cent is practise”. It is the “doing” or the daily practise that brings the many benefits and rewards. John Scott is my good student. He has written this fine book showing the correct method of Ashtanga Yoga. I give my blessing to John, this book and to the students who read it.


Om


Shri K Pattabhi Jois
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Ashtanga Vinyasa Yoga is ninety-nine per cent practice and one per cent theory. Practise, practise, practise, do your practice and ALL is coming.– Shri K Pattabhi Jois


Guruji’s most famous sutra ran through my mind as I embarked on the project of editing this work to produce an updated edition of Ashtanga Yoga, the definitive guide to dynamic yoga.


Now, after 30 years of practising this form of Yoga, when interviewed I’m often asked what has changed for me during this time. The short answer is that the practice has not changed, I have. Through continued “Practise, Practise, Practise” and passing on Guruji’s method, I no longer look outside of myself for answers – I look inside. The practice is no longer a work out but rather a “work in”.


Eighteen years ago, when approached by Jonathan Hilton, an editor at Gaia Books, with a view to writing a book on Ashtanga Yoga, I did not think I had the experience or knowledge to write such a book. I remember telephoning Guruji to ask for his consent. I can hear his answer as loud and clear now as I did way back then. “You?! You write book?” I replied “Yes Guruji. I’ve been asked to write a book on Ashtanga Yoga.” “Hmmm…” was his doubtful response. “Guruji, I have been asked many times by the editor to write this book and many times I have rejected the offer, saying I don’t have the necessary experience or knowledge. The editor replies saying that all their enquiries point to me and that if I do not accept this offer they would find someone else. So Guruji, I feel a responsibility to you, to the practice, and to the new students and that’s why I’m calling you, for your approval.” There was a long pause and then Guruji replied with “Yes, you write book!”


I knew that I was a complete beginner in Guruji’s eyes. Though I was humbled by his acceptance of the situation, something inside me knew that if I used Guruji’s method, sat aligned, counted and regulated my breath, turned my focus to look deep within, transcending my ordinary thinking mind to see clearly the practice as it is, and if I simply recorded my direct experience with Guruji, it would be possible to write a text that would inspire and help other seekers onto the path of yoga and self enquiry.


The new edits in this second edition and the inclusion of the “Counted Method” reveal the most significant change that I have undergone. When I took my first steps onto the path of yoga, I was attracted to the physical expression of the practice – how I looked. I wanted to look like my first teacher, Derek Ireland, who inspired me so much. He was like Tarzan, with an amazing physique, and his charismatic personality drew many people into the practice. My initial motivation developed into something deeper as Derek challenged his students to meet themselves on the mat. Most importantly, though, Derek introduced me to Guruji.


Guruji welcomed me into his shala (home) with such acceptance, kindness and love. He could see all my “stuff” – my conditioned thoughts and patterns of movement – but welcomed me in nevertheless, for he knew that I was suffering from my conditioned existence, caught in the ignorance of my delusional view of myself and the world around me. He knew he had a solution – a practice that would help me to help myself. His compassion for the suffering in the world was his inspiration and reason for teaching Ashtanga Yoga. He knew that linking asanas to one another by a counted synchronization of mind, breath and movement would bring foundation and strength to postures, an even flowing breath and, ultimately, mind control. Guruji also knew that, eventually, this harmony and peace would spread to the world if his students shared the method of vinyasa with others. “Yoga is mind control, not just mere exercise” Guruji would say, pointing directly at my heart. This was Guruji’s number one sutra – mind control.


So when I was informed that a second edition of the book was underway, I smiled deeply, thinking of Guruji, and instantly knew this new edition must include Guruji’s secret to the practice of Ashtanga Yoga. For the 60 years of Guruji’s teaching life he counted – he counted vinyasa every day in his practice shala and, even when teaching internationally on tours, his count would hold 100 or more students flowing as one dynamic consciousness. As a dedication to my teacher – to my guru – I wish to pass on Guruji’s tristana, a tri-focus which he presented simply in this sutra: “posture, free-breathing, looking place”.


Thirty years ago I did not know or realize that Guruji was continuously counting, charting the synchronization of mind, breath and movement throughout each session. I did not have the language, the ears or the space to really hear what Guruji was saying. I incorrectly thought “catvāri exhale, pañca inhale, sat exhale” meant simply jump back, upward-facing dog, downward-facing dog. Now, on reflection, I understand how Guruji was, with subtlety and grace, passing on to his disciples a personal practice mantra – to synchronize mind, breath and movement.


“Practise, Practise, Practise...” now means to me, repeat, repeat, repeat that counted mantra. I have discovered that, when repeated continuously, the mantra helps to clear the ordinary thinking mind of all the unnecessary conditioned thoughts of doubt, fear, failure, ambition and so on – all the conditioned memories, emotions, associations, limitations, and projections of our results and the world we create. Tristana comes together as an alchemy of mind, breath and body – cleansing of the gross physical body through the heat generated from the dynamic movement of vinyasa, cleansing of the subtle energy body from the metered and measured ujjayi breathing throughout vinyasa, and the cleansing of the very subtle mental body by the continuous counting of vinyasa, leaving the mind transcended of conditions, focused, clear and luminous.


If you, the reader, learn the counted mantra as set out here in this book, and continuously count every vinyasa, you will be in a position to transcend the limitations of your ordinary self and discover how extraordinary you are – an embodiment of prana (internal life force), empty of conditions and delusions, flowing effortlessly into and out of form according to the natural flow of the universe.


And if you are new to yoga, having entered through the door labelled “health and fitness for clarity of mind”, then be ready, as you will discover Ashtanga Yoga is more than just an exercise. It goes much deeper than that; it is a path that will lead you inward on a journey of personal self-transformation.


About this book


Many years of practice are needed for Ashtanga Yoga students to develop an understanding of the system’s true essence. It is impossible in an introductory book such as this to bring fully to light the depth of practice necessary to achieve the union of mind, body and soul. What can be transmitted, however, and what this book presents, are the method’s key principles and techniques. It takes a combination of dedication, discipline, motivation and stamina to achieve any lasting benefit. Ashtanga Yoga is a daily practice that ultimately becomes a way of life. I hope that this text is an inspiration to you, encouraging you to count your first “Victorious Breath”.


If you are a complete novice, it is not advisable to start Ashtanga Yoga using just a book as guidance. Use the contacts at the back of the book to find a certified teacher. Before finding a teacher, however, you can start work on Surya Namaskara A and B. Take care to read all the instructions and note that repetition over consecutive days is the traditional method of learning. Don’t rush. Pay particular attention to counting the breath/movements into and out of each posture.
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The Way of Ashtanga Yoga


Ashtanga Yoga is a science and a practice that has evolved over a period of thousands of years to deal with moral, physical, mental/ emotional and spiritual development. The term ashtanga, which means “eight limbs”, was devised in about 200 BC by the great Indian sage Pantanjali. He was the first yogi to systematize an approach to yoga, and his eight-limb system provided then, as it still does today, a set order of steps through which practitioners can progress in order to reach a state of yoga. In this context, “yoga” means the yoking, or union, of mind, body and soul, leading toward self-realization. In order to achieve this union, it is first necessary to take control of the mind and to remove the unnecessary stimuli and clutter that get in the way of clarity. Within the eight-limbed system of Ashtanga, the third limb is Asana. This is the practice of classical yoga postures, and it is the method that ties the mind to the body through the “thread of the breath”. In this system, the counted breath movement becomes the key to the focusing of the mind.




[image: Illustration]


When executed with grace, the Forward Bend radiates qualities of inner peace. This pose appears many times in various guises throughout the practice – balanced, as the one pictured here in Urdhva Mukha Paschimattanasana; standing, as in Surya Namaskara; or seated. The physical benefits of the forward bend are numerous, but in particular the digestive processes are stimulated and strengthened as a result.









The Eight Limbs of Ashtanga
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In a direct translation from the ancient Sanskrit word ashtanga, ashto means “eight”, while anga means “limb” or “stage”. The renowned Indian sage Pantanjali, writing more than two thousand years ago, assigns eight limbs to the tree of yoga – each limb being a stage or step along the path to self-realization. In the tradition stemming from this ancient text, each limb of yoga is given in a precise order through which practitioners must progress. Starting from the bottom, these eight stages are: Yama (moral codes); Niyama (self-purification and study); Asana (posture); Pranayama (breath control); Pratyahara (sense control); Dharana (concentration); Dhyana (meditation); and finally Samadhi (contemplation, self-realization or a state of bliss).


Through his writing, Pantanjali instructs us that all eight stages must be observed and practised in turn in order to purify and yoke (meaning “to unify” in this context) mind, body and soul. The fruits of the tree of yoga are available to be harvested yearly and improve to perfection with maturity.


Because the concepts underlying the first two limbs, Yama and Niyama, are initially difficult to grasp for anybody who has not been steeped in Eastern traditions and philosophy since birth, Shri K Pattabhi Jois (Guruji) first introduces his Western students to Asana, the third limb, because it is through the demanding discipline and practice of Asana that students begin to observe and understand the importance of breath control. Through the observance of the ujjayi breath (see Vinyasa), students begin to experience clarity of mind. With this background, students then have some ability to contemplate developing the first and second limbs of yoga.


Yama (moral codes)


The word yama comes from the root word yam, which means “to restrain”. Yama can be divided into five moral codes: Ahimsa (non-violence); Satya (truthfulness); Asteya (non-stealing); Brahmacharya (preserving vital life force); and Aparigraha (non-possessiveness).


Yama indicates how individuals should respond and relate to other people and all living beings, and to the environment, in order to achieve a peaceful and harmonious world. In the practice of Asana, students learn that they must first be able to observe all the moral codes in their relationship with themselves in order to relate in the same fashion to the outside world.


Throughout the practice of Asana, students must respect the limits and capabilities of their own bodies. At no point should they force a movement or impose a stretch that causes injury to themselves.


Ahimsa deals with the aspect of non-violent action. When starting the practice of Asana, students will almost certainly become frustrated at some point with the difficulty of achieving a particular posture – the lotus posture, for example, which is the classic meditation pose and requires patience and tolerance to learn. This frustration can cause students to force themselves into the posture without showing due respect for their knees. This will eventually result in injury. These difficult and potentially injurious postures are designed to teach yoga students how to relate to their own bodies, not with violence but with respect and love.


Satya teaches students to be truthful in their relationships with themselves and with others. In the practice of Asana, you need to be honest with yourself and your practice without harbouring egotistical expectations. It is important to accept where your practice is without always striving for more. Practice requires devotion, discipline and enthusiasm while working within reasonable limits.


Asteya teaches students not to cheat, steal or be jealous or envious of others. Yoga Asana is a non-competitive practice, and students need to look to their neighbours for inspiration rather than to cast judgements or to make negative comparisons.


Brahmacharya is the discipline designed to prevent practitioners turning to sexual passion at inappropriate times during the month. There are times set down when it is considered appropriate for men and women to enjoy each other’s bodies, and although it is unlikely that many people will want to impose what, to Western eyes, appears to be an arbitrary timetable on their sexual activity, the practice of Asana holds to the belief that squandering sexual fluids drains the practitioner’s energy and weakens the body and focus of mind.


Aparigraha is concerned with non-possessiveness. In relation to Asana, for example, it is better to practise for the appropriate amount of time necessary to maintain your physical health rather than to push yourself too hard because you desire to be better than you are. This part of the moral code of Yama teaches you how to let go of the “attachment to progress” and to allow progress to happen spontaneously. If the demands on you increase for any reason, then allow your practice to reflect your changed circumstances, without you feeling the need to hold on to what you were able to achieve before the change. Sometimes, less is more.


Niyama (self-purification and study)


Ni can be translated as “down” or “into”, while yam means “to restrain”. Niyama can be divided into five codes: Shaucha, Santosha, Tapas, Swadhyaya, and Ishwarapranidhana, all of which refer to self-cleansing and can be dealt with together. If Yama is to do with mental purification, then Niyama deals with contentment and physical cleansing – purification of the body – both internally and externally. Spiritual purification is achieved through the recital of Vedic mantras and surrender of the self to God.


Students of yoga address the concepts of Yama and Niyama gradually, certainly over a period of years. Guruji suggests that through the practice of the third limb, Asana, yoga students will begin to regulate their breath and, in so doing, begin to find some clarity of thought. This clarity allows students to relate with kindness, honesty and respect both to themselves and to others. If these codes are not adhered to, students will not achieve the union of mind and body; instead the postures will act only as another form of exercise, and students will miss the opportunity to harvest the fruit from the tree of yoga.


Asana (posture)


From the word aas, meaning “to sit” or “to be”, asana denotes a particular posture or mode of sitting. “Seat” is the most literal translation of asana. Ashtanga Yoga organizes postures (asanas) into three groups. The primary series (Yoga Chikitsa) aligns and purifies the body. The intermediate series (Nadi Shodhana) purifies the nervous system. The advanced A, B, C and D series (Sthira Bhaga) integrates strength with grace of movement. Each series has been precisely arranged and each level must be fully developed before students progress to the next.


The primary series is, therefore, the beginning of Asana practice, and it is within this series that students are introduced to the principles and technique of breath/movement synchronicity. This provides the roots and foundation that support the other seven limbs of yoga.


The asana have been carefully organized in a specific sequence to access every muscle in the body, stretching and toning them, as well as the nerves, organs, glands and energy channels. But asanas are not merely exercises; they are postures and transitions synchronized to the breath. It is through tristana (the union of vinyasa), bandhas (the locks or seals that protect the body) and dristis (looking points) that practitioners journey inside, working deeply on the inner body, opening and clearing the nadis, the energy channels of the subtle body, allowing themselves to access and harness the internal life force known as prana. Only when this pranic energy has been accessed can the yogi transcend the physical body.


By practising asana in the prescribed sequence, students gain the necessary stamina, strength, flexibility and steadiness of mind to sit in Padmasana, the classic lotus position (see Beginner’s Finishing). Once they can sit in this pose for long periods without discomfort, they can begin practising the fourth and seventh limbs (Pranayama and Dhyana), which take them to higher states of mind than is possible through non-yogic exercise.


Pranayama (breath control)


Prana means “breath”, “energy”, “strength” or “life force”, while ayama means “length”, “restraint”, “expansion” or “stretching”. For most of us, breathing is an involuntary reflex action. Yogis, however, appreciate the role breath has in focusing the mind, and Pranayama was developed to control breathing as a method of controlling the mind.


Through the practice of asana, yoga students slowly begin to learn the dynamics of breath – how to equalize inhalation and exhalation, and synchronize movement to breath (rather than breath to movement). This requires constant concentration on the flow of breath, and this concentration is the beginning of Pranayama, Pratyahara and Dharana.


In the early stages of yoga practice, to move into, hold and then move out of an asana are difficult to achieve, especially while maintaining breath/ movement synchronicity and without straining the breath or the body.


Pranayama is an advanced form of control over the inhalation, exhalation and retention of the breath (holding the breath). You must treat breath control with great respect. Pranayama is a powerful tool, directing energy through the energy channels of the body. In order to work properly and efficiently, these energy channels must be cleaned and cleared and the body made strong through the practice of Asana. The breath, too, must be strong and clear when performing the asana before undertaking Pranayama as a separate practice. Students must attain an advanced level of Asana practice before Shri K Pattabhi Jois will instruct them in the art and science of Pranayama.


Pratyahara (sense control)


Prati means “against” or “back”, and haara means “take hold” – so Pratyahara is to “hold back”. When you are practising Asana and Pranayama, your mind can easily wander away from concentrating on the inner body to other matters – for example, some imminent social engagement or idle consideration about what is for dinner that evening or suddenly remembering that you need to pick up your trousers from the dry cleaners. Alternatively, your mind can spiral in on a pain in your knee and the pain then becomes the focus.


Pratyahara is the limb of steadiness; it operates by continually bringing the mind back to the rhythm of breath. As a result, the mind is calmed and controlled, and as the focus develops to a higher level students are able to harness and control their senses. When full awareness is achieved, the mind does not waver or latch on to passing thoughts – it simply allows the thought to pass on by. Pratyahara is about sense control. Rather than closing thoughts out, you learn not to become attached to them as they move through your mind. At all times you are fully aware of sensations in your body, and if you have a painful knee, for example, this is acknowledged or supported through releasing the pain using a deliberate, smooth-flowing exhalation.



Dharana (concentration)


The word dhar translates as “to hold” or “to maintain”. When practitioners achieve a high level of Pratyahara, the mind is undisturbed by stray thoughts, sounds and sensations, such as pain. In this state, it is possible to achieve a deep level of concentration. Within the practice of Asana, when Dharana is achieved the mind reaches a single focus, concentrating purely on inhalation and exhalation and the looking place, or dristi.


Dhyana (meditation)


Dhyana comes from dhyai, which means “to meditate” or “contemplate”. The combination of limbs five and six (Pratyahara and Dharana) brings about a state of deep meditation where there is no distracting thought at all. In Asana, the pranic energy of the student flows throughout the sequence of asana. From the beginning to the end of the practice, the thread of the breath is unbroken. Each posture is gracefully strung on a garland of asanas, becoming, in effect, a moving meditation.


Samadhi (contemplation)


Sama means “the same”, while adhi translates as “the highest”. To reach Samadhi is the culmination of all the eight limbs of Ashtanga. It is the goal, the fruit of the tree. To reach this point you have climbed to the very highest reaches of the tree and you can see “all”.


It is the fruit that creates the seed for the next generation of trees and it is the fruit that is the edible or ingestibly sweet-tasting part of the tree. The fruit is for us to consume, or for us to be consumed within. To reach Samadhi is to become one with God.


The first four limbs of Ashtanga are the external disciplines that, when practised regularly, create the necessary physical and mental state from which the remaining four internal limbs can spontaneously sprout and unfold. Ashtanga Yoga is a tried-and-tested system. When we seriously apply ourselves to the practice of Asana, combined with ujjayi pranayama and dristi, in such a systematic way, we can begin to liberate the movement of all of the eight limbs of the tree of yoga.
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The Lotus posture (Padmasana) is the classic yoga meditation pose. The spine is straight, eyes cast down to the gaze point known as nasagrai, and the focus is drawn inward – to the breath and the bandhas.





Observing the eight limbs in the practice of Ashtanga Yoga is crucial if you are to taste the fruits of the tree of yoga. Yogi Shri K Pattabhi Jois often says “Do your practice and all is coming”. He does not mean that enlightenment will just happen if you practise; he is advising that once the seed has been planted, it has to be tended daily, nurtured and watered through the discipline of regular practise. As a result of devoted practice, insights sprout from within, and an understanding of the tree of yoga begins to grow. The eight limbs become the tools with which to work the soil. But only if students follow the correct practice method will the tree grow to maturity.
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Vinyasa


The essence of vinyasa is the synchronicity of mind, breath and movement. The mind is drawn into focus by counting the choreography of the breath–body movement, and then held by the sound of the breath. The breathing technique used in dynamic vinyasa is “Free Breathing”; this fluctuates according to the intensity of the movement. The breathing technique used in static asana is called ujjayi, or “Victorious Breath”, where the quantity and length of inhalations and exhalations are equal. The breath is termed “victorious” because, by counting each vinyasa, both mind and body are brought into control, flowing as one and enabling the practitioner to transcend the otherwise distracted and conditioned mind. The characteristic of ujjayi is the soft, sibilant sound made when breathing. Inhalations and exhalations are through the nose; the air is taken to the back of the throat where, by a subtle dilation of the muscles around the glottis, its flow is regulated. When practising with ujjayi you discover the integral partnership between breath and bandha. The correct application of bandha will free the breath, imparting internal strength and lightness to the body.
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Jump Through – Sapta 7 (Vinyasa 7 –) is the dynamic move that best demonstrates how correct application of bandha imparts internal strength and lightness to the body.









Breath and movement synchronicity


Vinyasa
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In a direct translation of the Sanskrit word vinyasa, vi means “to go”, “to move”, “to cast forth”, “to conceive” or “to start from”, while nyasa means “placing”, “planting” or “prostration”. Through their research into the origins of this form of yoga, guru Shri Krishnamacharya (see Foreword) and his then student, Shri K Pattabhi Jois, the late guru (Guruji) of Ashtanga Yoga, discovered two important factors. First, all the asana, or “postures”, are linked in an exact sequence, like a garland of flowers, and second, there is a precise number of synchronized counted breath/movement transitions into and out of each asana. This is called Total Number of Vinyasa.
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