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Publisher’s Note:



 Before following any advice or practice suggested in this book, it is recommended that you consult your doctor as to its suitability, especially if you suffer from any health problems or special conditions. The publishers, the author, and the photographers cannot accept responsibility for any injuries or damage incurred as a result of following the exercises in this book, or of using the therapeutic methods described or mentioned here.
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Preface

Einstein taught us that the physical body just like all material objects is an illusion and an attempt to handle it can be like grasping at a shadow and missing out on the substance. The unseen world is the real world and when we are willing to explore the unseen levels of our bodies we can gain access to the immensely creative power that is placed within our source. 1—Deepak Chopra



 Since the end of The Second World War there has been an increased interest in the wisdom and methods of thought from India and the Far East. Today the interest seems higher than ever. There has been enormous change in the Western mindset during the 20th century, and this fast pace forward has caused confusion and insecurity in many people. Concepts like time, space, environment, humanity, social order, morality, and common values have disintegrated, and we find ourselves in a universe that can be compared to a stormy ocean or a raging fire. This may be why we now search for balance and many of us are on a quest for a more culturally productive way of viewing life and living.

Yoga, as a system that balances and strengthens the body and mind, teaches us to be mindful, resistant, and humble towards ourselves and others. Practicing yoga gives us the opportunity to live just as much inside our bodies as outside. Yoga offers us the path to ourselves. Its methods help the individual to reveal the answers to the question of what makes us happy and makes us see the beauty already existing within.

Health is the greatest prize, contentment is the mightiest wealth. A reliable friend is the best kinsman and Nirvana2 is the ultimate happiness.

—Buddha





For me, yoga has been the way to myself. Practicing its methods over time has made me appreciate life, love, and laughter and able to learn what is important in life—to live my life to the fullest. To me that is to act mindfully and try to stay present and aware.

It has been almost ten years since I got the offer to write this book. When I look it through today, I see myself at that time; I was a couple of years into my yoga practice, still a beginner in many ways, more advanced in others. I still love the Vinyasas of Power Yoga; I love flowing through sequences driven forward by the breath and how the practice makes me feel during and after. Even though my practice has evolved through other fields of Hatha Yoga, Power Yoga helped me to open the door to a new world of possibilities in growth, health, and inner balance.

This book introduces the basic ideas, movements, and techniques in the dynamic Hatha Yoga style called Power Yoga. If this is your first introduction to yoga, it is important to take one step at a time. Don’t eat too fast. Digest what you experience. It is my hope that this book can shed light on yoga in an attainable way and give you a head start on its philosophy and structure.

Some people who practice yoga see it entirely as a physical way of training that offers flexibility, strength, endurance, and balance. Others see yoga as a spiritual and mental path to knowledge and deeper understanding. Neither is right or wrong through yogic perspective. You are your own master.

Whatever your intent, Power Yoga can be a way for you to become stronger, produce positive results, and feel better! It is important that you listen to your body when you do the exercises. Aim for a feeling of stability and ease in every pose; try to find the balance between being challenged but remaining calm, breath in focus and sensation in body and mind. Most importantly, follow the rhythm of the breath.

This book is not meant to be a substitute for an experienced yoga teacher who can guide you in your training and evaluate your qualifications and needs, but it is my hope that this book can offer an exciting introduction to yoga.

Namaste!
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What is Yoga?

The development of yoga over the last 5,000 years has aimed to help the individual to cope with all of the physical, psychological, and spiritual trials in the surrounding world. You can achieve better health only if all the areas of your life are balanced. With yoga, you can learn to create a balance between body, mind, and soul. A regular yoga practice can give you a calm, focused mind and a strong, balanced body. Yoga can also increase a sense of unity, harmony, satisfaction, and peace of mind.

Yoga is one of the six basic schools of thought in the Indian philosophy that together are called darsana: the way to see. Here yoga is described as a concrete metaphysical method to develop and create clarity in the way we perceive (and experience) ourselves.

The word yoga means “to unite, join together.” This union refers to the vertical band between body and mind that exists in all people. At the same time, it refers to the vertical band between the self and the true identity (atman, purusha). This band is also connected to Brahman, the universal energy, or spirit. Yoga is often described as being based on the knowledge of life, and it can be seen as a platform where body, soul, and mind meet through mobility, breathing techniques, concentration, and body control. Yoga is based on universal laws, and it can be defined as the science of creating balance between body and soul, as well as between rest and activity. Yoga works on two levels:

1. It makes us stronger and fills up the energy depots so we can cope with our everyday life. At the same time it helps us find relaxtion and rest and gives us perspective in life.

2. It trains us to be present at any given moment, to remove the things that disturb our concentration and the things that restrict us and make us restless.





In his book The Illustrated World’s Religions, Huston Smith describes yoga as a discipline that aims for integration and unification for an individual. The highest goal is to understand that the individual is part of a greater whole. When you practice yoga, it makes your identity stronger because you let go of stress, tension, and imbalances in the body that could lead to bad energy, poor knowledge of the self, poor health, and destructive behavior.



 The mind is unpredictable and hard to master; it swings and dances through new activities.
 It is good to control the mind. A controlled mind creates happiness.

—Buddha.


Is yoga a religion?

Yoga is often connected to Hinduism, Buddhism, or Jainism, but its roots can be found in the philosophical traditions of India. While it has some principles in common with Buddhist, Hindu, and Jain teachings, yoga is a system of thought—not a religion. Yoga is better understood as a natural science that bases itself solely on personal experience. Yoga is a method to achieve awareness and to experience a higher consciousness through physical, mental, and spiritual development. Rather than interfering with a person’s religious convictions, ideally it should strengthen them by adding broadened perspective to one’s understanding. Religion encourages a collective mindset, while yoga adheres to the law of nature and life, as well as the thoughts and feelings of the individual.

To the individual, yoga offers the possibility of a transformation that involves a quest for complete human fulfillment on all levels. This means that regardless of your personality, faith, or physical attributes, you can find the path that leads to maximum strength, vitality, and freedom for you.




Yoga types and paths

Yoga can be compared to a tree on which each single branch represents a certain movement or path. The most famous branches are Tantra Yoga (this is the oldest branch, “the main trunk”), Bhakti Yoga (devotion), Jnana Yoga (knowledge/wisdom), Raja Yoga (meditation /introspection), Karma Yoga (action), and Hatha Yoga (forceful physical yoga).

Tantra Yoga is the oldest path in yoga. Through tantric techniques, you can gradually learn to sense, understand, and see energy. This path works with the symbolic energy shakti (feminine energy) in order to evoke the Kundalini-power (the primordial power) that is located at the bottom of the spine. Tantra Yoga embraces all other paths in yoga. It sometimes uses the body to carry out different exercises and meditation.

Bhakti Yoga. Bhakti means emotional devotion towards the divine. Bhakti Yoga is the path of love and devotion. This devotion is expressed in prayers, rituals, and ceremonial worshipping. You give praise to the divine in all of nature’s creatures. This type of yoga focuses on worshipping the divinity you find in your own heart and mind.

Jnana Yoga. Jnana means wisdom and knowledge. This is the intellectual path in yoga. The goal here is to achieve a pure mind freed from shallowness and vanity. In Jnana Yoga, you create balance through trying to separate reality from illusion (maya) so that you can achieve clarity and strength.

Raja Yoga. Raja Yoga combines all branches of yoga, and it can include Karma, Jnana, and Bhakti. Raja means “royal,” and Raja Yoga sees the body as a “vehicle” for spiritual energy. Raja Yoga primarily focuses on meditation and on consciously controlling the human mind. Raja Yoga arose due to the work of Patanjali and the text Yoga Sutras.

Karma Yoga. Karma means action. This branch of yoga works on achieving balance through unselfish actions (primarily through some sort of community service). Karma is suitable for people who have a calm and patient nature and who are interested in supporting and working with other people.

Hatha Yoga is often called “the path of the body” and is a series of techniques aiming to train the body, mind, and spirit. Hatha means “power” and “strength,” but it also has a more esoteric meaning. In Sanskrit, ha means “solar” or masculine energy (yang), and tha means “lunar” or feminine energy (yin). Yoga refers to the unification of these two fundamental universal energies—the expanding energy of the sun and the contracting energy of the moon. These two forces can also be defined as two different directions; one of them goes out of the body, and the other goes into the body. These same energies keep the planets and the bodily organs in place. Ha is forceful and makes us robust, strong, focused, vigorous, firm, and productive. Tha makes us noble, extroverted, sensitive, loving, and capacious. According to classical physical yoga philosophy, you must discipline the body before you can achieve a disciplined mind. When we practice asanas, the masculine and feminine energies in all of us are combined and balanced. Yoga is knowledge of balance in everyday life, and it can help us master all the things we do. It can also teach us how to create harmony in our relationships with other people and understand our inner truth. Yoga exercises are divided into different types of asanas, Pranayama (breathing control), and Raj Asanas (meditative poses), as well as nauli, mudras, and bandhas (cleansing exercises). In the beginning the exercises might seem strange, but as you become more familiar with them, you will better understand how they work.

Hatha Yoga is an extension of Raja Yoga, but contains many tantric techniques as well. The text Hatha Yoga Pradipika by Svatmarama is the primary reference for this yogic path. Hatha Yoga is the basis of the development of many types of yoga during the last 100 to 150 years. In many yoga books written by well-known authors, it’s explained that the reason for this is that yoga has always focused on strengthening and balancing the individual here and now. If we look at the history of yoga, it has always adjusted itself to the human being and its current environment. Even though many types of yoga focus on different solutions to the problem, all types of yoga have the same philosophical foundation. They stem from the same ancient scriptures about thought and physical structure. However, certain types of yoga are more oriented towards the physical aspects than others—for instance, Vini Yoga,3 Ashtanga Vinyasa Yoga,4 Iyengar Yoga,5 Bikram Yoga,6 and Power Yoga (also referred to as Vinyasa Yoga). These are all based on the general idea that all exercises ought to be done in one flowing movement. Other types of yoga, such as Kripali Yoga7 and Kundalini Yoga,8 are gentler.

Power Yoga is a dynamic style of Hatha Yoga. Many believe that it is the type of yoga that can most easily adjust to an individual’s capabilities. It is primarily based on the Vini Yoga philosophy of vinyasa-krama, and it resembles the three steps in Kripali Yoga, in which you take one step at a time in order to achieve a flowing movement, strength, balance, mobility, and flexibility. Power Yoga has for a long time been an umbrella term for the dynamic types of yoga that derive from Vini Yoga. These types of yoga are vigorous and based on strength. At the end of the 1980s many yoga masters returned to the gentler type of Vini Yoga, and Power Yoga became an independent term. The popularity of Power Yoga has grown enormously over the last years, and the majority of its practitioners can be found in the United States, Western Europe, and Australia.

In Power Yoga, it is important that the methods are integrated step by step into the practice and follow the individual’s qualifications instead of vice versa. The essence of Power Yoga is the work with Vinyasa, a series of breath-linking movements and sequences with the purpose of transforming stagnating mental and physical energy into vibrant power.

Power Yoga is a vigorous type of yoga that demands that you use your body and carry your own weight through a combination of movements, poses, and deep breaths. The power in yoga comes from working with prana, the life power energy. With more prana flowing along the spine, you achieve an increased level of circulation, skeletal and muscle stability, and strength. The flowing movements release energy, and, combined with the correct kind of breathing, your energy becomes vital and your mind grows more disciplined. Power Yoga builds up strength and focus, eliminates poisonous substances and waste products from the body, and reduces stress and tension in joints and muscles. As a result, imbalances in the body are reduced, and flexibility and mobility improve.
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Progress can only be achieved through proper challenge. These exercises must take place at a speed that weighs the physical qualifications, the body history, and the thoughts and feelings of each individual. If you regularly do Power Yoga, you will often feel immediate results. Your intuition, mind, and body will get stronger. You will gain a deeper knowledge of bodily functions, become calmer, and in many cases lose weight. In Power Yoga, flexibility isn’t the primary goal but rather an optimal feeling of strength, freedom, and vitality. This makes it suitable for all people, no matter their level of training. Your own physical abilities determine the intensity of the training, and because of this, Power Yoga is more open, free, accessible, and dynamic than the more “dogmatic” yoga types.

Sometimes Power Yoga is perceived negatively because of the misconception that it’s an entirely new way to train without any basis in the ancient teachings of yoga. Power Yoga is a new branch in dynamic yoga, but its basic features and its idea of flowing movements and physical asanas (poses) can be traced back to the Vini Yoga tradition. Its philosophy derives from the philosophical Hindu document Yoga Korunta that some yoga scholars believe was found by the yoga master Shri Krishnamacharya in Northern India (more on page 33).




Power yoga as physical therapy

The movements in Power Yoga are as a whole well balanced, geared to develop strength and flexibility. The original idea of combining poses and movements with breathing makes the training life-affirming and physically challenging. The flowing structure and the breathing in Power Yoga make the body temperature go up. This heals the body; imbalances are reduced, it becomes easier to relax, and you get mentally and emotionally stronger.

As early as 600 BC, yoga was described as a spiritual attempt to control and calm the mind. It was believed that this was only possible through serious training and being present in the moment. Patanjali claims in Yoga Sutras that yoga is a suspension of or a break in the mind’s thought waves, known as vrittis. You can learn how to control these thought waves when you do physical asanas and dynamic breathing. Yoga isn’t about change; it is about constant awareness, focus, and presence in the moment. When you concentrate on movement and breathing, it is hard to think of anything else without losing concentration. As long as you keep the body in a flowing movement and use breathing as an “engine,” your mind becomes stronger, and the mind melts into the physical body and is united with it.

Five thousand years ago a theory arose that the body can’t be stretched when it is cold. It has to be warmed up before and during the exercises. This is why movements and poses that strengthen and warm up the muscles are combined. This is possible because breathing is directly linked to the nervous system that controls all our muscles. Without using strength in training, the heat won’t spread to the muscles, and the exercises will not be efficient, safe, or possible to carry out. Sports and athletic activity alone can’t keep us fit. Far too often such training makes the muscular system tense, and imbalances are created due to uneven use of the muscular groups or one-sided training (using one side of the body more than the other). Most sports injuries occur because of structural or muscular imbalances, and they don’t heal themselves. One would assume cross training is a viable solution, and while it’s better than one-sided training, it doesn’t prevent injuries, heal them, or create bodily balance. If an imbalance occurs as a result of training in a certain sport, it doesn’t get better from continuing to practice the same sport. Rest can to a certain extent heal injuries, but it doesn’t change what caused the problem. The same imbalance will return, and the injury can come back. To heal physical imbalances and injuries, the muscular tissue must be worked on in different ways; through stretching as well as through contraction. This requires heat.

Power Yoga is a type of yoga that builds up strength and endurance. The movements generate a lot of heat, and you often sweat during the exercises, especially when you get used to—and master—correct breathing. It is exactly the heat that is generated in training that makes yoga efficient physical therapy. See yourself as a glassblower in his workshop. The glassblower takes his iron pipe, dips it in sand, puts it in the oven, and then blows it, and the red-hot lump expands into a bubble. The glassblower is now able to shape the bubble as he pleases, but he has to have constant access to heat or else the bubble will stiffen. He can’t work on the bubble if it is cooled down because then it turns into glass that easily breaks. A chemical process takes place. The heat helps the circulation. Our bodies in yoga training work in the same way. The combination of breathing and specific poses helps to eliminate waste products, and the body system is revitalized. Nutrition is consumed, poisons eliminated, the organs are cleansed and massaged, and the muscular tissue is strengthened and rebuilt. Power Yoga builds up strength, energy, and heat through focusing, concentration, breathing, and doing exercises that help you learn how to control the functions of the autonomic nervous system. You learn how to control the pulse, the muscles, and the brain waves. Power Yoga gives you increased stamina because the active physical training increases the absorption of oxygen into the lungs. The breathing technique lowers the heart rhythm even though the exercises might feel exhausting. Yoga’s impact on heart and lungs is the same as aerobic exercise: your resting pulse is lowered, and oxygen absorption is increased. Power Yoga concentrates on personal strength, as well as helping you learn how to listen to, and work with, yourself.

In Power Yoga, resting is just as important as the physical part of your training. The two work together to create optimal balance. If the mind is strained, stress, anxiety, uneasiness, tension, injuries, discomfort, and stiffness will be the result. If you do Power Yoga on a regular basis, it becomes easier to handle stress and gain new perspectives on many of life’s difficult situations. Power Yoga gives you self-control, and it gives you power and strength to emancipate yourself from stress, uneasiness, anxiety, uncertainty, and mood swings. This is only possible if you let go of the idea of perfection, performance, and results. It takes time, training, and focus, but you will get better much sooner than you think!

The Bhagavad-Gita from around 300 to 400 BC contains many thoughts and ideas about self-realization. Here it is written that the soul is connected to our five senses, but first and foremost to our vision and our hearing. What we see and hear creates feelings, such as acknowledgment or disapproval, temptation or escape, that influence how we react. Too many impressions mean we can’t sort out our feelings in a calm and thoughtful way. The soul is left out. That leads to a sense of inner emptiness and weakness, which limits our ability to appreciate the moment and live life to the fullest.

In yoga, focusing, drishti, trains the eyes, fixing them on a certain point to keep your thoughts from running loose. The purpose is to keep the energy inside you and aid balance in asana. Additionally, you train your hearing to listen exclusively to your own breathing (and quite often to pleasant music) when you do yoga exercises.




Yoga asanas as injury prevention

Stiffness almost always occurs along the back of the body, and tense, stiff muscles can lead to tiredness, weakness, aggression, headaches, injuries, and negative thoughts. Physical yoga softens and reduces muscular tension and makes the muscles longer and stronger. When tension in muscles and joints is relaxed, emotional release takes place. It’s not unusual for people to start crying, sweating, or freezing when they relax in Corpse Pose at the end of their physical exercises. Something positive happens when the body releases its reserves of tension and negative stress so that it can be strengthened in the moment and absorb the power that is inside every one of us. Also, the body can remind us if there is an imbalance in our soul. If you have blocked out a negative experience, it will only be hidden beneath other unpleasant experiences. The body has a cellular memory, and everything you have done or experienced is stored inside its DNA. The body never forgets anything. When you physically open your body, negative stress and tension (in muscles, cells, and muscular tissue) are reduced.

When we speak of injuries, we usually refer to two kinds: acute injuries (for example, a bone fracture) and chronic injuries, which stem from overstraining yourself, one-sided movement patterns, or, in many cases, psychosomatic causes. A lot of chronic injuries can be healed and prevented with yoga. The most common injuries, like knee problems that are caused by weakness in the quadriceps (thigh muscles) or one-sided rigorous training, can be helped through static training and strength training, combined with dynamic stretching exercises and mobility training. All these elements can be achieved when you do Power Yoga. Runner’s knees or hip injuries; sciatica; inflammation of the periosteum; injuries, soreness, or stiffness on the back of the thighs; inflammation of the Achilles’ tendon; heel spur; calf or ankle strains; stress fractures; minor hip problems; shoulder injuries; neck and back problems; intestine problems and certain metabolism problems—all these disorders can be diminished or disappear completely if you regularly practice Power Yoga. If you suffer from any of these imbalances or injuries while you are doing Power Yoga (or other types of yoga), it is important to start slowly and be aware of how far you can go into the exercises. Build up the training slowly.

Yoga can be characterized as active rest, and you can do yoga every day without damaging your body. I myself have benefited from using yoga in treating injuries that were caused by other types of sports and training. I quickly got rid of physical injuries including inflammation of the Achilles’ tendon, problems after knee injuries (straining of a ligament), runner’s knees, intestine imbalances, and neck problems.
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