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Preface


When I first began practicing yoga, I was working in a completely different job, was commuting to the city, and had two young children at home. I came to yoga at the urging of my acupuncturist who suggested that it might help heal a swollen lymph node. I had originally gone to my regular doctor and was told that it was nothing to worry about, but that answer didn’t sit well with me. I knew there was a better way to connect with myself and make myself feel better and I thought yoga might be it. I started taking class once a week, as that was all I could fit into my schedule, but soon started feeling that if I didn’t practice I didn’t feel as good in my body. Before I knew it, I was studying to become a yoga teacher.


The knowledge shared in this book has been passed on to me from my teachers, in the same way that yoga has been shared for many years. There are many teachers of restorative yoga, but perhaps the most well-known figure in the field is Judith Hanson Lasater, my teacher. She wrote the book Relax and Renew in 1995, and it is a wonderful resource to yoga students and teachers alike. Judith, who trains hundreds of yoga teachers a year in her Relax and Renew programs, has been an inspiring teacher, as she truly lives her yoga. She has healed herself many times with this practice, and many others as well. Not only is she a yoga teacher, she is also a physical therapist, and I feel very fortunate to have learned from someone who has such a wealth of knowledge. Because Judith has shared this practice with others, because she believes it to be her dharma (life’s work), many people will benefit from this incredibly healing practice.


I have also been fortunate to learn from Cora Wen, a gifted teacher who is a longtime assistant to Judith. Cora’s love of restorative yoga has only deepened my appreciation for all the multitudes of therapeutic applications it has to offer. I hope to pass these postures on to you and provide an understanding of how you can benefit from the deeply rewarding practice of restorative yoga. I’m happy that you’ve chosen to learn more about this practice!


So why am I writing this book? Why have I chosen to pass my knowledge of restorative yoga along to you? It really wasn’t a choice. Life is like that sometimes; things just keep showing up until you pay attention to them. It’s how I became a yoga teacher, opened a yoga studio, and studied with whom I studied. This book came to be because this book’s time has come. Restorative yoga is becoming better known because there are more and more people like me out there sharing these teachings, so that people can feel good! Feeling good is our human right. This book includes associated information beyond restorative yoga; when you start the practice, you may not want to know more, but when you’re ready, it will be there, waiting for you. I hope you enjoy the journey.




Introduction


“There is only one corner of the universe you can be certain of improving, and that’s your own self.”


­—Aldous Huxley, British novelist


You may have done some yoga in the past or practice it regularly, or perhaps you’ve never done yoga before. If you have done very little or no yoga, this book will help clarify what yoga is in general, and what restorative yoga is in particular. If you are familiar with yoga, this book will offer you a better understanding of what restorative yoga is, and how it is both similar and different from “regular” yoga. You will also learn more about how restorative yoga’s deeply healing benefits can enhance your yoga repertoire. But whether you’re a beginner or an experienced yoga practitioner, you will find that the practice of restorative yoga can help you to live a long and comfortable life in the body you have. Its beauty is that everyone can do it, and everyone should. Since you only have one body, you might as well treat it in the best way you can!


So just what is restorative yoga and . . .




	Is it yoga?


	Is it therapy?


	Is it restful?





The answer is yes, yes, yes, and much more!


Most people know that the pace of modern life has led to many problems with our health, and at the root of most of these problems is stress. Restorative yoga focuses on undoing that stress. It functions like the more active styles of yoga, but typically works on a deeper level. Since restorative yoga poses are held longer than more active yoga poses, they have the time to penetrate your body’s systems—including your mind—to create significant shifts in both physical and mental health. It is becoming a more popular practice, and for good reason!


Throughout Yoga Journal Presents Restorative Yoga for Life you’ll find the general information, poses, and sequences needed to practice restorative yoga. The information here is comprehensive, though there is a suggested reading list in the back if you want to learn further. In Part 1, you will learn about the history of the practice, its benefits, and the props you need to get yourself set up and ready to practice at home (or anywhere!). Part 2 gives you step-by-step information on the actual poses that make up the practice. Each pose entry contains detailed information on how to set up the pose, which is very important because restorative yoga poses are typically more involved and take longer to set up than “regular” yoga poses. You’ll also find instructions on how to do the breathing exercises and visualizations that are the bedrock of any yoga practice. Yoga is fueled by breath first and foremost, and restorative yoga is no different. Keep these exercises and visualizations in the back of your mind as you do any of the poses in Part 2. In Part 3 you’ll learn a variety of restorative yoga pose sequences that can target common health issues. The gentle manner of restorative yoga has proven time and again to be very effective in helping people restore themselves to health. You’ll also learn how to create sequences of your own.


So whether you are only starting out in yoga, a seasoned practitioner, or even just curious about restorative yoga, this book is a great place to get started. Let’s begin!




PART 1
What Is Restorative Yoga?



“Healing is a matter of time, but it is sometimes also a matter of opportunity.”


—Hippocrates, ancient Greek physician


There are many styles of yoga, each founded in certain aims and goals of practitioners both ancient and modern. But what is restorative yoga? In this section, you’ll be introduced to the history of this very recent yoga practice and explore its roots. You’ll also learn about restorative yoga’s many benefits—physical and psychological—that have contributed to the popularity of the practice, and how you can use restorative yoga to feel better in your body, calmer in your mind, and happier in your life. But just learning about restorative yoga isn’t enough. You also need to educate yourself about the philosophies, related practices, and bodies of knowledge that support yoga in general. Knowing a little about Ayurveda and the chakra system, in particular, can help you gain a deeper understanding of your body. So be sure to read all of the information in this first part carefully before you begin—there is a lot to know about restorative yoga!




CHAPTER 1
History of Restorative Yoga



“Be at least as interested in what goes on inside you as what happens outside. If you get the inside right, the outside will fall into place.”


—Eckhart Tolle, writer and public speaker


You may know that there are many different styles of yoga. If you are someone who likes to sweat when you exercise, you may want to practice a more vigorous style of yoga, such as Ashtanga or Power Vinyasa. There is also Bikram yoga, which, by virtue of being practiced in a very heated room, will make you sweat. If you prefer a gentler style of yoga, you may want to practice gentle yoga, Hatha yoga, Kripalu yoga, or Iyengar yoga; while you may still sweat in these classes, they are less vigorous.


In this chapter you’ll learn about the relatively new practice of restorative yoga, which is unique in that it uses props to hold you in poses for a period of time, as opposed to moving at a faster pace. You see, yoga is so much more than physical exercise. It incorporates both a philosophy of how to live and physical postures that you can practice. Yoga not only increases flexibility and strength, but will also help you quiet your mind and engender a deeper connection to yourself. But what really makes restorative yoga special? Read on.


What Is Restorative Yoga?


Restorative yoga is a deeply relaxing style of yoga practice. It is a receptive practice, not an active practice. Unlike the more active styles of yoga where poses “flow” into one another, in restorative yoga poses are held from five to as long as twenty minutes. During this time, you are held in “shapes” while being supported with blankets, blocks, or bolsters (pillows). The shapes emulate the forms of some more active poses found in Ashtanga, Vinyasa, or Iyengar such as a back bend, forward bend, twist, or inversion. When you are in the poses you are completely supported in a particular shape, which helps achieve the desired benefit—it could open up your lungs, release tension in your lower back, or any of the other benefits discussed later in Chapter 2—as well as help you feel comfortable enough to “let go.”


In any style of yoga, part of the practice is about letting go of the ego. Restorative yoga is no different. Yoga teaches patience, devotion, and faith. When you apply the teachings both on and beyond the mat, your mind is better able to adjust to the stresses of everyday life and is brought into harmony with your body. In restorative yoga, the body and mind are brought into balance, and begin to “talk” to each other. When you practice this type of yoga, you enter into a state of deep relaxation. It is here that you can “let go” of those deep holding patterns in your body and find a state of balance that will allow your body to heal. Look at it as if you were a flower. You start with good soil (the foundation), add sunshine and water, and the flower opens into a beautiful bloom. You are like a flower; you need the right environment to allow yourself to unfold and become the best version of yourself. Restorative yoga is that environment.


We often forget that sometimes we need to just take time to relax. We are not human “doings,” we are human beings. If you think that there is no way you can relax, you need restorative yoga more than you know. As with meditation practice, it takes time to train the mind to find some quiet. In fact, some people find the practice of restorative yoga to be the most difficult of all yoga practices because it is so hard to be still. Your body may be at rest, but that doesn’t mean your mind will follow! Be prepared for when the mind starts to ramble. This is the moment where you will need to call upon yourself to find stillness, what practicing yoga is all about. You can equate the process to training a puppy. You tell it to sit and stay; it gets up two seconds later. You take the puppy back to where it started and try again. This time it may stay a little longer, until eventually it stays until you tell it to move. In restorative yoga, we build up to being able to stay longer. This is the kind of stamina that every one of us could use.


Restorative yoga is best done daily for maximum benefit, but can be done as little as once a week to see results. Restorative postures can also be integrated into a regular yoga practice to give greater balance to a more active practice and lifestyle. I assure you, once you get the hang of restorative yoga, you will fall in love!




Yogic Wisdom


Yoga is often passed on from teacher to student, so use caution when you begin. If you will not have supervision it is always wise to consult your physician first. This book does not replace a medical professional!





How Did Restorative Yoga Begin?


Now that you know what restorative yoga is, it’s important for you to know how the practice began. The development of restorative yoga poses began in 1937 with B.K.S. Iyengar, a master yoga teacher from Pune, India.


Iyengar learned yoga from his yoga teacher and brother-in-law, Tirumalai Krishnamacharya. Iyengar was a sickly teenager, and yoga helped him to regain his strength. He soon become a star pupil and actually replaced another one of Krishnamacharya’s students in a yoga competition. Back then, it was commonplace to have yoga competitions to show the public the skill of these students and educate the public on the practice. Restorative yoga grew out of Iyengar’s need to find therapeutic poses that would help him heal and restore his physical body.


Iyengar began teaching yoga at the age of eighteen. While teaching, Iyengar noticed his students straining in postures that could result in injury and pain. When people first come to yoga, they tend to bring the “no pain no gain” mentality along with their mats. In traditional yoga, practitioners challenge themselves to advance, and often try to advance at a fast pace, which can often cause injury. This is precisely what Iyengar was noticing in his classes—people pushing themselves too far, and causing injury. While pain is inevitable in any practice where you are working with your body, you never want to cause injury. Unlike the more active styles of yoga, restorative yoga’s philosophy looks a lot different. Here, you learn to push yourself more gently—without a competitive attitude. Here, it’s “no pain = gain.”


This idea is what led Iyengar to incorporate props into his yoga practice so that poses could be modified and practiced without strain, helping people recover from injury, overworking, and illness in a therapeutic way. Props are exactly what they sound like: pillows called bolsters, blocks, chairs, the wall, blankets—all of which prop you up in positions that help you hold a healing shape for a period of time. Restorative yoga poses originated in the Iyengar tradition, using props to help each individual student find the alignment of each specific posture that works best for his or her body in any given moment. As time went on, Iyengar traveled to the West to share his teachings with others. When people began to understand the benefits of yoga, they traveled from all over the world to study with him. Until his death in 2014 at the age of 95, Iyengar certified teachers in his style of yoga, and those teachers disseminated the teachings in their own countries.


To this day people travel to India to learn from the Iyengar family, to recover from injury and from both physical and emotional illnesses. Iyengar’s son Prashant and daughter Geeta both have carried on his teachings, as has his granddaughter Abhijata.


Yoga has a long, rich history, a history that we in the West are only beginning to understand. The information presented here will help introduce you to the practice, and hopefully inspire you to learn more about its history and philosophies. Restorative yoga is a relatively new style of yoga, and is becoming popular because it addresses the ills of our fast-paced society so effectively. It gives the body a real sense of the healing power of just being still, which is actually the heart of the practice of yoga and meditation. Practice, however, is the real first step. It is for that reason you are here, so read on! But first, let’s cover the benefits of restorative yoga.




CHAPTER 2
Benefits of Restorative Yoga



“And in the end, it’s not the years in your life that count. It’s the life in your years.”


—Abraham Lincoln, U.S. President


The best way to describe the benefits of restorative yoga is to perhaps ask what aren’t the benefits of restorative yoga? If you have suffered from stress, trauma, injury, or illness, this practice can help you heal. If you are just a regular person, with a normal amount of stress in your life, and want to continue to feel good in your body, this practice will help you maintain that well-being. Ultimately, everyone wants to feel at ease in his or her own body, and to achieve a sense of union with their true nature. This is the main “goal” of yoga, and it is what we all deserve to achieve in our lifetime.


You see, both physical and mental activities influence each other, creating imbalances in the body. Restorative yoga is a process that leads to self-discovery. It helps bring the mind and body into balance by creating the mind’s awareness of the body’s limitations; as you become more connected to your physical body, you are able to better connect to your emotional body, and discover what ails you.


In Part 3, you’ll find pose sequences that will help you deal with specific injuries, illnesses, and various emotional challenges. But before you start practicing these sequences, you need to know more about the benefits of yoga in general, and how restorative yoga can help you achieve balance. Read on to learn more!


Yoga, in General


Before we can begin talking about the specific benefits of restorative yoga, it’s important for you to realize the ways in which any sort of yoga can help you manage and balance both your physical body and emotional being. Yoga can be looked at as a tree with eight limbs. These limbs are a culmination of thousands of years of wisdom and knowledge of ancient yogis. Each limb in itself is a set of guidelines.




Yogic Wisdom


The eight-limbed path of yoga is called Ashtanga (“ashta” meaning “eight” and “tanga” meaning “limbs”; it is not to be confused with the style of yoga called Ashtanga yoga that was created by Pattabhi Jois) and was first put to paper by a sage named Patanjali, many hundreds of years ago.





First, there are the Yamas and the Niyamas (together referred to by some as the “Ten Commandments”), which offer moral and ethical guidelines on how to conduct yourself in your dealings with others, as well as self-discipline. Asana is a third limb, containing the postures of yoga. Pranayama is a fourth limb, which contains the breathing techniques of yoga. These first four limbs help us to refine who we are in this world: how we show up, how we interact with others, and how we manage the bodies we have been given.


It’s important to note that yoga is not a linear process: Sometimes we need to explore our inner world to affect our outer world. The next four limbs—Pratyahara, Dharana, Dhyana, and Samadhi—refer to the refinement of our inner world. Pratyahara means “withdrawal from the senses,” and teaches us that when we withdraw our attention from outer stimuli, we draw closer to a clearer, more objective picture of ourselves. This leads to better concentration, which is what Dharana teaches. It is hard to concentrate, in this day and age, with so much drawing our attention away (all the electronic gadgets, etc.). When we learn to concentrate, we work toward retraining the brain and bringing it under control. This perfected concentration drops you into a flow of experience called meditation or Dhyana. (These two limbs, Dharana and Dhyana, are often confused, but you need to be skillful at concentration before you can experience true meditation.) The final limb is Samadhi. It is believed that when we practice the philosophical and physical aspects of yoga, we can experience a feeling of bliss. It’s important to note that there are many levels of bliss in yogic texts, but for the purpose of simplifying, bliss is the feeling of being in the flow, like when you are so wrapped up in an activity that you lose track of space and time.


Now that you have a better understanding of what yoga is about, you can learn how restorative yoga in particular will benefit you on both a physical and psychological level.




Yogic Wisdom


It is debated whether Samadhi, the bliss that is the culmination of yoga, can be reached without perfected practice of all eight limbs of yoga philosophy. From a Tantric perspective, everything in the universe is interrelated and interconnected, and therefore we can. From a Vedantic perspective, the climb to Samadhi is more linear, and we cannot. There are many books that you can read to further research these yogic schools of thought. My favorites include Tantra: The Path of Ecstasy by Georg Feuerstein, Tantra: Cult of the Feminine by Andre van Lysebeth, and American Veda: From Emerson and the Beatles to Yoga and Meditation—How Indian Spirituality Changed the West by Philip Goldberg.





Physical Benefits


It’s important to understand that most of the things you do in your daily life can lead to imbalances in the body. The repetition of everyday life, in both physical and nonphysical ways, can send our bodies out of alignment very easily. Whenever you move, you create opportunities for your body to become out of alignment. Active people often create imbalances in their body from overuse—for example, golfers tend to have back and arm issues. Simple motions we do every day can cause imbalances, too—for example, mothers are prone to back issues because they often carry a baby on one hip. However, the same opportunities for imbalance exist even when you don’t move. Inactive people foster imbalances through the “use it or lose it” concept: Spending long hours at a desk will cause hunched shoulders and tight neck muscles.


For those with moderate to severe physical impairments, no matter how they’re caused, physical activity can become nearly impossible. People suffering from injuries such as a torn rotator cuff, torn tendon, or tennis elbow can find a traditional yoga practice impossible. Sufferers of chronic diseases such as arthritis and neuropathy of the limbs can also find physical activity unbearable. Restorative yoga helps to counteract all of these movements, and “restore” the body to balance. The practice is beneficial because restorative yoga works in a passive, not active, manner, and it places your body in shapes that are effective on both a physical and emotional level, without strain. Even if yoga is not your usual thing, restorative yoga is a great addition to your physical well-being. Many of us do not take the time to restore our muscles; we just work them until one day they tell you where to go! Practicing restorative yoga can keep you from injuring yourself. It is a great way to loosen the muscles that get tight from overuse. In Part 3, you’ll learn specific restorative yoga sequences that help heal specific physical (and emotional) ailments, but the following are just some of the overall physical benefits of restorative yoga:




	
Restores you after surgery: Because restorative yoga is restful, you can regain energy when you practice it, which will help you heal. Certain poses and sequences can also help you recover from specific surgeries.


	
Prevents disease: Restorative yoga is known to help prevent many diseases such as heart disease and diabetes. It is incredibly beneficial, because the poses lower cortisol levels in the system. When relaxation is induced and cortisol lowers, blood pressure levels likewise lower, as well as glucose levels.


	
Helps relieve women’s issues: Restorative yoga can be therapeutic for pregnancy, menstruation, and menopause. There are many side effects of menopause that have to do with shifting hormonal levels, which restorative yoga can help balance. With menstruation, not only are you dealing with hormones, but also physical discomfort that comes from bloating and cramps. Restorative yoga can be a wonderfully therapeutic way to treat that discomfort, but vigorous poses and inversions should be avoided during the time that you are bleeding. Restorative yoga is also a very helpful practice when you feel tired or weighed down during pregnancy. This practice is safe and beneficial to your energy, but you shouldn’t practice vigorous yoga or breath retention while pregnant, or poses involving deep twists or unsupported inversions.


	
Helps relieve cold and flu symptoms: If you suffer from a cold, which typically manifests as upper respiratory congestion and coughing, rest is encouraged and restorative yoga is a great practice supporting this. You can heal faster when you are well rested, which is one of the benefits of restorative yoga, and there are also specific poses that help relieve sinus pressure, increase circulation, and help you breathe more easily.


	
Provides headache relief: Headaches can be caused by tension or a pinched nerve near the spine; they also can stem from migraines, which are typically vascular and can occur for women more than men due to their menses. Headaches can be helped with restorative poses, especially ones that help induce a deep state of relaxation, as we know headaches can be caused by anxiety. There are also poses that passively stretch certain muscles that may constrict blood flow and cause a headache. Applying pressure by wrapping the head with a large ace bandage, or placing a sandbag on the forehead, is also very helpful in headache relief.


	
Provides relief from carpal tunnel syndrome: This painful syndrome presents itself when the carpal ligament in the wrist becomes compressed, which can cause pain, tingling, numbness, or weakness in the wrist or hand. Carpal tunnel syndrome is often triggered by the overuse of your wrists, from typing at the computer or other straining postures that affect your shoulders and arm alignment. Restorative yoga doesn’t put pressure on the wrists and is perfect for people with carpal tunnel. Poses that help treat carpal tunnel look to realign the body so that you learn to carry yourself in a way that eases the tension in the wrists. A simple shift in alignment can make a big difference.


	
Helps reduce obesity: When high-intensity aerobic activity (proven to burn calories and reduce fat) is just not practical, restorative yoga can be a surprising answer to helping overweight men and women still achieve weight loss. Studies have shown that restorative yoga reduces the level of cortisol in your system. If you have excessive body fat, restorative yoga makes a very nice adjunct to a more active yoga practice. There have been studies showing that you can actually lose more fat from practicing restorative yoga than practicing a more vigorous yoga. When cortisol production in the body is lowered, the amount of glucose being created in the body is likewise decreased. Glucose creates fat, especially belly fat, which can lead to other diseases as well. If you reduce stress, you reduce cortisol and then glucose, which leads to weight loss. Certain poses are more effective than others to achieve a sense of relaxation.


	
Relieves sciatica: When the sciatic nerve is irritated, it becomes inflamed and creates pain that starts at the buttocks and radiates all the way down the leg. Many restorative poses create traction that takes pressure off the nerve.


	
Relieves symptoms from spinal cord injuries: If you suffer from a spinal cord injury, the damage of some of the fibers in the spinal cord causes a degree of loss of muscle function. Restorative yoga and breathing techniques are very helpful in improving muscle function.


	
Gives you more energy: Resting is underrated by our society. In fact, most people are sleep deprived, and try to make up for it by drinking caffeinated beverages, which in turn keeps them from being able to sleep, and so on. It creates a vicious cycle. When you practice restorative yoga, you relax the nervous system and create a state of rest in the body, without actually sleeping. A simple pose like Legs Up the Wall (both with or without a bolster) for twenty minutes can make you feel much more energized!
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