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    INTRODUCTION

    The practice of yoga, developed in India thousands of years ago, aims to educate the body, mind, and spirit. Today, this ancient system has become one of the most popular ways of both getting fit and finding some serenity in today’s hectic world. Through breathing techniques and mastering a series of poses—known as asanas—as a student of yoga you will truly refresh your body, mind, and spirit.

    The following pages will focus on the physical aspects of yoga and feature more than fifty asanas common to many yoga disciplines. Step-by-step photos and anatomical illustrations guide you through attaining the asanas, with the visible working muscles in each asana highlighted in the illustrations. There are also handy tips that guide you as you learn to achieve and hold each asana, as well as a list of benefits, cautions, and each asana’s target muscles.

    A section on yoga breathing introduces you to the practice of yoga. Next you will learn a variety of asanas. The asanas are grouped into six sections—Warm-up, Resting & Rejuvenating Asanas, Standing & Balancing Asanas, Forward Bends, Yoga Backbends, Seated Asanas & Twists, and Arm Supports & Inversions. The final section of the book helps you pull the asanas you’ve learned into flowing sequences.

  


  BREATHING BASICS

  YOGA IS LARGELY embodied by the physical poses, or asanas, that one practices. The asanas focus on strength, flexibility, and bodily control. Beneath our structure of bones, tendons, and muscles, however, there is an entire respiratory system working simultaneously. Similar to the processes in digestion and cellular function, breathing draws nutrients into your body and expels waste.

  Breath is the link between our physical and mental selves, and breath control, or Pranayama, is an important yoga practice that you should exercise separately and incorporate into the asana practice. Expanding and strengthening your breath and mind, then, coincides with stretching and strengthening your body.

  Prananyama

  Practicing Pranayama means to control your internal pranic energy, or breath of life. Apana refers to the elimination of breath—the alternate action of prana. While you intake the breath of life, you must also eliminate the toxins within the depths of your respiratory system.

  There are numerous Pranayama exercises for you to practice the movement of prana. Featured here are examples of both rejuvenating and relaxing exercises; all of them will replenish fresh oxygen to your lungs and connect your mind with your body.

  Samavrtti: Same Action

  Observe the irregularities of your breathing, and transition into a slower and more even breath. To achieve the same action, or Samavrtti, inhale for four counts, and then exhale for four counts. This breathing technique calms the mind and creates a sense of balance and stability.

  Ujjayi: The Victorious Breath

  Ujjayi is sometimes called the “ocean breath” because of the sound air makes as it passes through the narrowed epiglottal passage. Maintaining the same even rhythm as the breath in Samavritti, constrict your epiglottis in the back of your throat to practice Ujjayi. Keep your mouth closed, and listen for the hiss in the back of your throat. Ujjayi breathing tones internal organs, increases internal body heat, improves concentration, and calms the mind and body.
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  PREPARING FOR PRANAYAMA

  Before practicing Pranayama in seated positions, lie down in Savasana (see page 27) to focus on your breath. Breathe evenly, and focus on filling every part of your lungs with oxygen. Air should fill your lungs from the bottom up. First, your diaphragm expands to fill your abdomen. Air then fills the middle of your lungs within your rib cage, until it finally reaches the top of your lungs, indicated by the rising of your chest. Both sides of your chest should rise equally. Most people only fill the top of their lungs with air, leaving the bottom portions largely deprived of proper nourishment. When you are ready to practice Pranayama in a comfortable seated position, begin by placing one hand on your chest and the other on your abdominals. This will help you observe your breath. Close your eyes, lift up out of your spine, tuck your chin slightly toward your sternum, and listen to your breath as your rib cage and abdominals expand and contract. Focus on the pathway your breath travels, the rhythm, and the texture of the sound.

  

  BREATHING BASICS
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  To stimulate Ajna chakra, place your index and middle fingers on your forehead. The Ajna chakra is known as the chakra of the mind. This space between your eyebrows is said to be where the nadis energy channels through your nostrils and meets with the central nadi. This is a very powerful hand position in Pranayama practice.

  Kumbhaka: Retaining the Breath

  Kumbhaka is the practice of holding your breath. Begin by practicing Ujjayi or Samavrtti breathing. After every four successive breaths, hold your breath in Kumbhaka for four to eight counts. Then, allow your exhalation to last longer than your inhalation. Initially, your Kumbhaka will be shorter than your other breaths. Eventually, reduce the number of breaths in between Kumbhaka breaths and increase the number of counts in your inhale, exhale, and Kumbhaka. Build up to an exhalation twice as long as your inhalation and a Kumbhaka breath three times as long. Kumbhaka practice strengthens the diaphragm, restores energy, and cleanses the respiratory system.
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  To form the Vishnu Mudra hand position, curl your index and middle fingers down, while keeping your ring finger and pinkie close together and pointed upward.

  Anuloma Viloma: Alternate Nostril Breathing

  Anuloma Viloma purifies the energy channels, or nadis, through the right and left nostrils. This stimulates the movement of prana. Begin by forming the Vishnu Mudra hand position, with your index and middle fingers of your right hand curled down. Place your thumb on the outside of your right nostril, and inhale through your left nostril, keeping your mouth closed. Close your left nostril with your ring finger at the top of the breath, and hold momentarily. Lift your thumb, and exhale out of your right nostril. Then, inhale with your right nostril, and so on. Begin with five cycles, gradually increasing the number of cycles with practice. Anuloma Viloma lowers the heart rate and relieves stress.

  Kapalabhati: The Shining Skull

  Kapalabhati breathing incorporates a rhythmic pumping action in the abdominals to exhale.
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  In the Vishnu Mudra hand position, close your right nostril with your right thumb, and inhale through your left. Hold your breath, squeezing both nostrils with your ring finger and your thumb, and then release your thumb to exhale through your right nostril.

  Begin by loosening your abdominal muscles, and then fill your diaphragm with air. Next, push the air out of your belly in a quick, explosive exhale. The inhalation will automatically follow. This is one cycle. Begin with two rounds of ten cycles and gradually build to four rounds of twenty cycles. Kapalaphati strengthens the diaphragm, restores energy, and cleanses the respiratory system.

  Sithali: The Cooling Breath

  Unlike most other Pranayama exercises, inhalation occurs through the mouth in Sithali breathing. To practice Sithali, curl the sides of your tongue, and stick it slightly outside of your mouth. Inhale through the divot of your tongue. Retain your breath, close your mouth, and exhale through your nose. Continue to five or ten cycles. Sithali cools the body, providing comfort.
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  Sithali breathing literally cools your body. Curl your tongue, and inhale through your mouth.

  FULL-BODY ANATOMY

  FRONT
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  ANNOTATION KEY

  * indicates deep muscles

  BACK
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  ANNOTATION KEY

  * indicates deep muscles
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    WARM-UP, RESTING & REJUVENATING ASANAS

    The warm-up, resting, and rejuvenating asanas ensure that you reap all the benefits of your yoga routine. The first asanas that you practice are meant to awaken your muscles, increase your heart rate, and release tension in your body, and the last are meant to relax your muscles, lower your heart rate, and provide relief after an invigorating workout. Gentle stretching, especially after you exercise, is vital to injury prevention. In these asanas, integrate your mind, body, and breath to find the focus that you need in your yoga practice.

    As well as warming you up, poses such as Sukhasana and Dandasana form the foundation of most seated postures, and forward-bending poses like Apanasana serve as counterposes to backbends. Some poses, such as Adho Mukha Svanasana, or Downward-Facing Dog, will appear in common yoga sequences, such as the Sun Salutations, so mastering them is essential for any beginner. A pose such as Balasana is a great resting pose—you can assume it in between other poses to release a tight back.

  


  SUKHASANA

  (Easy Pose; Pleasant Pose; Pose of Happiness)

  SUKHASANA, OR EASY POSE, is also know as Pleasant Pose or Pose of Happiness because this relaxed position is one most of us came easily into as children. Think of how often you once sat cross-legged on the floor, content and happy. As an adult, though, you’ve probably spend more time in chairs than on the floor, so at first your hips and knees may feel tight. With practice, this asana will soon fit its “easy” name.
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    PRIMARY TARGETS

    • rectus abdominis

    • erector spinae

    • iliopsoas

    • sartorius

    • transversus abdominis

    BENEFITS

    • Opens hips

    • Strengthens spine

    • Relieves stress

    CAUTIONS

    • Knee injury

    • Hip injury

    PERFECT YOUR FORM

    • To help maintain neutrality in your pelvis, place the edge of a folded blanket beneath your sit bones.

    • Relax the outsides of your feet on the floor.

    • Avoid arching your lower back beyond its neutral spinal position.

  

  [image: image]

  HOW TO DO IT

  1 Sit on the floor with your legs extended in front of you.

  2 Bend your knees, and cross your shins inward, sliding your left foot beneath your right knee and your right foot beneath your left knee, forming a gap between your feet and your groins. Relax your knees toward the floor.

  3 Draw your sit bones to the floor, and lift up through your spine. Maintain a neutral position from your pelvis to your shoulders. Open your chest, and relax your shoulders.

  4 Place the backs of your hands on your knees, forming an “O” with your thumb and index finger. Keep your breath slow and even.

  5 Hold for as long as you wish. Be sure to also practice the pose with your opposite leg in front.

  DANDASANA

  (Staff Pose)

  DANDASANA PROVIDES YOU with a foundation for all the seated yoga asanas, including forward bends and twists. Known as Staff Pose, this simple asana teaches you to sit with correct posture. Be sure to keep your lower body grounded while maintaining erect posture.
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    PRIMARY TARGETS

    • rectus abdominis

    • erector spinae

    • transversus abdominis

    • rectus femoris

    • tibialis anterior

    • biceps femoris

    • gastrocnemius

    BENEFITS

    • Strengthens spine

    • Improves posture

    CAUTIONS

    • Lower-back injury

    PERFECT YOUR FORM

    • Keep your spine straight but relaxed.

    • If your hamstrings are especially tight, place a folded blanket beneath your sit bones.

    • Rotate your thighs slightly inward, pointing your knees toward the ceiling.

    • Avoid rolling back over your sit bones.
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  HOW TO DO IT

  1 Sit on the floor, and extend your legs in front of you. Draw your sit bones into the floor and away from your heels.

  2 Contract the muscles in your legs as you press your legs against the floor.

  3 Place the palms of your hands on the floor beside your hips, and lift up through your spine. Flex your feet.

  4 Lift your chest, and gaze forward, tucking your chin slightly downward. Relax your shoulders, and pull your abdominals in toward your spine.

  5 Hold for 1 minute or longer.

  AGNISTAMBHASANA

  (Fire Log Pose; Double Pigeon Pose; Knee-to-Ankle Pose; Square Pose)

  LIKE LOGS STACKED in a fireplace, your shins are stacked atop each other in Agnistambhasana, or Fire Log Pose. Keep your breath steady and even during this intense hip-opening asana, in which you will certainly feel the burn.
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    PRIMARY TARGETS

    • iliopsoas

    • adductor magnus

    • adductor longus

    • tensor fasciae latae

    • pectineus

    • vastus lateralis

    • vastus medialis

    • gracilis

    • sartorius

    BENEFITS

    • Stretches hips and groins

    CAUTIONS

    • Knee injury

    • Groin injury

    PERFECT YOUR FORM

    • Rotate out from your hips, rather than from your knees.

    • If you experience discomfort when bringing your bottom ankle below your top knee, keep your foot tucked toward your back hip and focus on the position of your top ankle.

    • Don’t allow your feet and ankles to cave inward.
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  HOW TO DO IT

  1 Sit in Sukhasana (see page 18) with your torso lifted tall.

  2 Bend your knees and bring your legs in one at a time, placing your right ankle on top of your left knee. Your right foot should rest on the outside of your left knee.
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