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Introduction


At first glance, the idea of a guide to breathing might seem a little silly. I know, I know: who needs a book to teach them how to breathe? After all, it’s a pretty safe bet that you’re breathing right now; and until you read this sentence, you weren’t even thinking about it. Breathing is automatic, or should be. The average person takes 720 breaths an hour: that’s 17,280 breaths a day and 6,307,200 breaths per year! And you took every single one of those breaths without the help of a little guide. So why do you need this book?

Breathing is perhaps the biological process to which we pay the least attention – but it’s the most fundamental. Breath is life, after all, and so this book is the answer to a single radical question: what if changing the way we breathe can change the way we live?

What if, simply by considering our breath, we could live more considered, thoughtful lives?
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Your Inner World

How can you begin to pay attention to the world around you if you don’t pay attention to the world inside you?

The physical body is an amazing thing: a machine that works tirelessly, converting energy to matter and matter to energy. Every second, you are alive with electricity. Your brain sends thousands of signals to your nerves, your muscles expand and contract based only on the tiniest impulses, your bone marrow churns out thousands of blood cells and a thousand neurons leap and whirr together. Your body is an unlikely, astounding miracle that is fuelled by oxygen.

You can survive for three weeks without food, three days without water and barely three minutes without oxygen. We pay attention to what we eat and how much we drink, but often we don’t stop to consider how we breathe.
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How Do You Breathe?

Noticing and controlling our breathing sits in the overlapping section of a Venn diagram between mindfulness and yoga, between science and the spiritual, and chiefly between high-minded theory and practical solutions. You don’t have to read any scientific studies or believe in any sacred texts to understand that breathing deeply can help you feel better – or that hyperventilating can make you feel worse.

Everyone knows the wisdom inherent in being told to “take a deep breath”, and everyone knows how horrible it feels to be breathless. Focussing on your breath is a kind of applied mindfulness. Where better to start the process of understanding your own presence in the world than with the air you breathe in and out every moment?

Take a little time to try the exercise on the following section. Do it right now, wherever you are.



3 minutes

EXERCISE:

Observe Your Breath

[image: Illustration]

Use this exercise to focus your breath. This will come in handy throughout the rest of the book!
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1. Stand or sit comfortably, with your shoulders pushed back.

2. Be as still as you can.

3. Breathe normally.

4. Observe your breath without judgment. Don’t try to change it or modulate it. All you’re doing for this first exercise is observing your natural state. This is about noticing your “normal”. It is about being mindful of every breath you put into the world.

5. Ask yourself:

• How does the breath feel in my mouth and nose? How about in my chest?

• How does the breath feel in my lungs? Is it reaching every part of my lungs or just the top?

• How does the breath feel in my throat? Is it cold or hot? Does it hurt at all?

• How does my body feel when I breathe in?

• How does my body feel when I breathe out?

6. Take mental note of anything that doesn’t seem right.




The Art of Breathing

You’ve probably noticed that your breathing is a bit uneven – some breaths are slower and others are faster. Sometimes it might take an extra second for you to inhale or exhale, or perhaps even more. It’s easy to see how this kind of ragged breath can contribute to a sense that life itself is a little ragged, and how if we can modulate our breath, we can modulate our sense of how our lives are passing too.

Breathing – unlike many forms of complementary therapy – requires no special equipment or space. All you need is the willingness to turn your attention inward for a moment or two.

This book draws on everything from sacred yogic practices and theories of mindfulness (both ancient and modern) to psychological and scientific studies. As you read this guide, you’ll realize that many of these techniques are simply practical, everyday remedies for practical, everyday problems.

It seems that in many ways, the art of breathing is really just scientifically sound common sense.

Whether you’re religious or not, the words of this time-honoured prayer hold a certain immutable truth:



[image: Quote: God grant me: The serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.]


Change the Way You Breathe

[image: Illustration]

Like life, our breath can seem random, irregular and jumpy, but in a chaotic and unruly world, often our breath is the only thing over which we truly have control. There’s so much we can’t change, but one thing we can is our breath.

Remember the Observe Your Breath exercise and consider what felt good to you in your breath. What didn’t feel so good? Was the air reaching every part of your lungs? What about your diaphragm? Were your breaths even and steady?

With the next exercise, you’re going to try to modulate those breaths. This technique is based on an ancient yogic exercise called samavrtti, which means “same action”.

You’re simply going to try to make your “inhale” the same as your “exhale”. Hopefully, you will feel a little calmer after the exercise, and you’ll begin to see why paying attention to the way you breathe can be so important!



10 minutes

EXERCISE:

The 4-4 Breath
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If all else feels out of control, try practising this exercise to regulate your breathing.

1. Sit or lie down comfortably. Take a minute to settle yourself.

2. Place your hands on the bottom of your ribcage – you should be able to feel the base of your ribs under your palms. Breathe in and out normally, noticing your breath as before (see Observe Your Breath).
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