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Advance Praise for
TIBETAN YOGA


“Alejandro Chaoul offers the gift of his lifelong passion for studying the ancient tradition of Tibetan Yoga so that we may all benefit from these practices. Whether you are looking to heal your heart, body, or mind, this book sets forth a clear path to aid in your journey toward wholeness.”


—Sharon Salzberg, author of Lovingkindness and Real Change


“An extraordinary teaching of the inner and secret practices of the Bön tradition’s yoga and the power of these practices to awaken and heal.”


—Roshi Joan Halifax, Abbot, Upaya Zen Center


“I cannot recommend this book highly enough as an authentic, creative, delightful, and powerfully transformative teaching that, if studied and applied sincerely, can change people’s lives for the better!”


—Robert Thurman, Buddhologist, author, environmentalist


“Reading Tibetan Yoga is equivalent to receiving the transmission of this ancient art directly from the mouth of a master. Chaoul reveals the secret of freedom through motion: how we too can discover magic and wisdom in a way that is accessible, joyful, and liberating.”


—Willa Blythe Baker, author of The Wakeful Body


“Lucid and accessible, this treasure provides a rare portal to the hidden oral teachings of Tibetan yoga. A remarkable achievement!”


—Acharya Judith Simmer-Brown, PhD, Naropa University, and author of Dakini’s Warm Breath


“It’s wonderful when thirty years of study and practice flow into words that bring an ancient and magnificent tradition to life. These practices combine unique sounds, imagery, and movement as pathways toward a more natural and fundamental sense of being. Clear and authentic.”


—Anne C. Klein (Rigzin Drolma), professor, department. of religion, Rice University, and founding teacher, Dawn Mountain




“Thorough and accessible, this precious book is a gift that opens us up to the unfamiliar yet profound, ancient teachings of Tibetan yoga. Clear instructions along with commentaries by Tibetan wisdom masters illuminate how these magical movements can clear away obstacles and lead to internal transformation at the deepest level.”


—Susan Bauer-Wu, president of the Mind & Life Institute, and author of Leaves Falling Gently


“In Tibetan Yoga, Alejandro Chaoul masterfully reveals important, yet lesser known, mind-body practices. Chaoul takes us on a beautiful journey that is personal, historical, and practical. Tibetan Yoga teaches us how to incorporate these ancient practices into everyday life, resulting in profound improvements in the physical, psychological, and spiritual aspects of our lives.”


—Lorenzo Cohen, PhD, professor and director, integrative medicine program, MD Anderson Cancer Center


“Tibetan Yoga reveals a treasure trove of simple, deep body practices which profoundly expand the tools for most contemporary practitioners of meditation. Chaoul is the perfect guide on the journey of embodying this ancient wisdom—his devotion to scholarly and spiritual depth is complemented by his contemporary scientific grounding and expertise as a teacher. This book awakens not only the subtle body but also our sense of wonder and joy as we learn how to become the kestrel, the donkey, the tigress, the peacock, and more!”


—Eve Ekman, PhD, co-creator of the Atlas of Emotions


“A wonderfully illuminating book with exceptionally clear instructions, abundant and interwoven contextualization. Alejandro Chaoul offers a splendid gateway into understanding the ‘magical movements’ tradition in its theory and practice.”


—David Germano, professor of Tibetan Buddhism
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DISCOVER THE HIDDEN TRADITION OF TIBETAN YOGA, A PRACTICE OF MAGICAL MOVEMENT FOR WELLNESS OF BODY, BREATH, AND MIND.


Tibetan Yoga offers clear instructions for performing the ancient yogic techniques of Tibet’s Bön religion. This is Tibetan yoga, or trul khor, a deeply authentic yogic practice that will support your journey to personal cultivation and enlightenment. Drawing on thirty years of training with Bön’s most senior masters as well as advanced academic study, Dr. Alejandro Chaoul offers expert guidance on these practices, framing them according to the needs of contemporary yoga practitioners and meditators. You’ll find out how to live in a more interconnected body-breath-mind experience, with benefits including better focus, stress reduction, the elimination of intrusive thoughts, better sleep, and general well-being.


“Tibetan Yoga offers an accessible and thorough presentation of the Zhang zhung Nyen gyu Trul khor, or Tibetan yoga of the Aural Transmission of Zhang Zhung. I am sure it will shed a lot of light on Tibetan yoga for those interested in the topic and will do much to deepen the experiences of those practicing it.”


—from the foreword by Tenzin Wangyal Rinpoche


“Tibetan Yoga reminds us that the real magic of yoga is how anybody and everybody can experience true transformation. The richness of Tibetan Yoga is the integration of inspiring wisdom with accessible practices that help us take care of the whole world by taking care of ourselves. Simply put, Alejandro Chaoul’s teachings on magical movements are a tremendous gift to yogis everywhere.”


—Cyndi Lee, founder, OM Yoga and author of Yoga Body, Buddha Mind and May I Be Happy














I dedicate this book to my teacher Yongdzin Tenzin Namdak Rinpoche.
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Through him I entered the Bön teachings in 1991, and since then he has been a constant support in my spiritual path.


When I am in difficulties, I hear his words telling me, “Don’t forget we are in samsara,” and as I visualize him with his wonderful smile, those difficulties and obstacles seem to dissolve like a snowflake in the ocean.


And when that is not enough, I practice these magical movements.
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Foreword


ALEJANDRO (ALE) CHAOUL has been my student for almost thirty	years. Not only have I come to know him well as a friend, but I also admire his enduring engagement in Bön study and practice, both personally and academically. From the start Ale has played an important role in the activities of Ligmincha International, including organizing some of our retreats, creating support materials for practice and study, teaching, directing research initiatives and conferences, and otherwise offering his dedicated assistance. He is a graduate of Ligmincha International’s seven-year study program, was in the first group of The 3 Doors trainees, and now serves as a senior teacher for Ligmincha International and The 3 Doors.


Ale’s passion for the Tibetan yogas of Tsalung Trulkhor was sparked during a visit to Triten Norbutse Monastery in Nepal, where he studied under the supervision of my beloved teacher Yongdzin Tenzin Namdak and Khenpo Nyima Wangyal. After his return to the United States in 1994, I worked closely with him in going over the Zhang zhung Nyengyu Trulkhor texts and practices, including Shardza Rinpoche’s commentary, to support him in teaching Tibetan yoga and eventually creating a training program for students in the United States, Latin America, and Europe. I share Ale’s deep interest in the healing potential of these yogas and I was very happy to support him in bringing these ancient practices into hospitals and other healthcare environments in the form of research studies and clinical applications, as well as in creating conferences and forums of dialogue between scientific and spiritual leaders.


Over the past three decades Alejandro Chaoul has gained an intimate knowledge of Tibetan yoga through his consistent practice: training under many Bön lamas at Triten Norbutse and at Menri Monastery, India, and making Tibetan yoga the topic of his PhD dissertation. His book Tibetan Yoga: Magical Movements of Body, Breath and Mind is the fruit of this knowledge. It offers an accessible and thorough presentation of the Zhang zhung Nyengyu Trulkhor, or Tibetan Yoga of the Zhang Zhung Aural Transmission. I am sure it will shed a lot of light on Tibetan yoga for those interested in the topic and will do much to deepen the experiences of those practicing it.


Geshe Tenzin Wangyal Rinpoche











Preface: A City Yogi


I WAS BORN in Argentina, a very Catholic country, into a Jewish family that sent me to a Presbyterian school so I would learn English. These were great opportunities to absorb different spiritual traditions, but none resonated with me for very long. It was college that opened my eyes, my mind, and my heart. I took courses in Indian philosophy, Asian religions, and became friends with students of many countries, being drawn particularly to those from India. Outside of school, there were opportunities for free classes, and I took advantage of them. I learned photography, yoga, Zen meditation, and vegetarian cooking with the Hare Krishna. When I graduated, I got my backpack and headed to India. In my nine months of gestation there, many things flourished, and many waned. I initially went to meet some of my college friends, but more importantly I went to meet myself. 


Circumstances and traumas in my life had pulled me to India and Nepal, drawing me in search of the mirror of my soul. My Indian friends told me I would come across many charlatans that pass as teachers and warned me to be cautious as I journeyed throughout the country in my spiritual quest. I was fascinated by wonderful people from all different traditions: Hindus, Sikhs, Jains, Buddhists, Muslims, as well as Christians and Jews. And I did meet many teachers, learning from all of them, whether or not I stayed on with them. 


My encounter with U.G. Krishnamurti shattered all my philosophical beliefs that my years as an undergrad had led me to construct. Letting them go was a welcome relief. However, asking what to do next, U.G.’s simple response of “just be” was too profound for me to understand. Since I didn’t know how to be, even though it seemed an important thing to accomplish, I thanked him and continued my journey. I went to an ashram that some of my Hindu friends endorsed and met the main teacher, Swami Chinmayananda, a wonderful and cheerful human being, full of knowledge and compassion. I became interested in his teachings and his program, and I was particularly captivated by his own story: as a young Indian independence activist and journalist he had set out to expose the Himalayan swamis, the holy men who attracted crowds of disciples but who, the young skeptic thought, were greedy charlatans. He went to interview Swami Sivananda at his ashram in Rishikesh and was utterly transformed. Leaving off his worldly inquiry, he turned his attention toward his own mind and went on to become one of India’s greatest Vedanta teachers. He was the first teacher to exemplify for me the importance of skepticism and exploring the nature of one’s own existence. 


I also met Tibetan Buddhists as I walked in the mountainous region of Ladakh, visiting many monasteries where the monks offered me food and a place to stay, showing me their butter-lamp-lit altars with many figures and always a photo of His Holiness the Dalai Lama—of whom I then knew very little. After a Hindu pilgrimage to Amarnath Cave, and a period of time with Sikhs at the Golden Temple in Amritsar, I was hosted by a Muslim family in the saffron-growing region of Kashmir. While bicycling from Pampore to Srinagar I saw, on the front page of an Indian newspaper in English, the announcement that the Dalai Lama had been awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. I felt happy, as if my own mom or dad had been the awardee. As I stayed in the region, I grew to be even more attracted toward the Tibetan people and their spiritual leader and decided to pursue that interest. And I felt supported by Swami Chinmayananda in this choice. When I told him I wanted to follow the Dalai Lama, he fed me prasad (blessed food) and gracefully said, “There is no coming or going, all is maya, an illusion; go on, my son.” I left with this blessing, and this blessed journey still goes on, my small part in the endless unfolding of maya.


Thus I made my way to Dharamsala, where I arrived in time to join the celebrations of the fortieth anniversary of the Tibetan Children’s Village School, one of the first and strongest institutions of the Tibetan exile community. There, I was not only stunned by His Holiness’s presence—in my excitement I was shaking, so none of my photos came out—but also the children who gave me a great lesson when, at the end of their performance, they stood in the courtyard together, all dressed in white, and then curled their bodies to form the phrase “Others before Self.”


This resonated with the wonderful hospitality I received in the monasteries and in the houses where I stayed, in the Tibetan restaurants and tea shops—really everywhere. I started having that warm feeling of being home, and in an odd way it came to feel even more familiar than my home back in Buenos Aires.


I was so touched by these people who opened their homes, monasteries, and shops with a warm smile that came from deep in their heart—it was an inexplicable sense of being welcomed. I was also able to see His Holiness in a public blessing, after which I was speechless and silently absorbing the experience as tears of inexplicable joy ran down my cheeks. Before I left, I heard him say, “A good heart is the best religion.” It is a phrase that keeps ringing true in me, and it has been an anchor in tempestuous times. 


My relationship with Tibetan lamas continued to deepen. I found my first teacher, Yeshe Dorje Rinpoche, in Zilnon Kagye Ling Monastery in Dharamsala. I then studied with Namkahi Norbu Rinpoche at the Tashigar Center in Argentina. Rinpoche directed me to Lopon Tenzin Namdak, who gave one of the lectures before His Holiness the Dalai Lama presided over the Kalachakra initiation in Madison Square Garden in New York City, in October 1991.


Each of these teachers struck “home” in their own unique ways to help me in my spiritual journey. I received the preliminary practices of the Nyingma tradition from Yeshe Dorje Rinpoche and I committed to finishing its 100,000 repetitions—and actually, following his advice, did 111,111 repetitions of each practice. In the seven years that I took to complete it, I continued to take teachings with my lamas, and became even more deeply acquainted with Dzogchen and the Bön tradition. 


Someone in India had told me, referring to the exploration of different traditions, that it was good to dig in many holes, but that once you get to the water, keep digging in that one. So it was for me in the Bön tradition.


After the 1991 Kalachakra, smitten with Lopon Tenzin Namdak, I went to visit him at his monastery in Nepal, Triten Norbutse. In 1993 I was in the US again, and I heard that Tenzin Wangyal Rinpoche was teaching in New Mexico. I met him during Losar, the Tibetan New Year; meeting Tenzin Wangyal Rinpoche began not just a new year, but truly a new life!


That summer I went to the University of Virginia for a summer intensive Tibetan language class and found that Tenzin Wangyal Rinpoche was in Charlottesville. We met again and he invited me to the seven-year study program he was starting, in which, I was overjoyed to hear, Lopon Tenzin Namdak would be playing a major role.


When I saw these two lamas teaching together, so beautifully embodying the teacher–student relationship, it was as though all the Bön masters from the past had come alive. I had such a vivid feeling in my whole body, tingling and almost sweating, feeling the hairs in my arms rising as though electrified. My breath was full and my mind clear. At that moment I realized that I had found the water; this was the lineage in which to dig deep. 


Rinpoche and Lopon were both very supportive of my desire to pursue my academic studies focusing in Tibetan religions. So, after an MA at the University of Virginia, I did a PhD at Rice University, with a dissertation on the magical movements teaching of the Zhang Zhung Aural Transmission. During that time both my father and Namkhai Norbu Rinpoche were diagnosed with cancer, and I was inspired to begin volunteering at the MD Anderson Cancer Center, teaching meditation to people with cancer and to their caregivers, which I did under the supervision of Tenzin Wangyal Rinpoche. A year later, together with Lorenzo Cohen, a researcher at MD Anderson, we formed a team researching the possible benefits of Tibetan Yoga for people with cancer. When Lorenzo, Rinpoche, and I met, it felt like a dream team. Lorenzo asked Rinpoche what would be the most important aspect to measure, and without hesitation Rinpoche said “openheartedness.” Although this isn’t something that has a clear metric—as Lorenzo mentioned—Rinpoche’s answer struck a chord in us and offered further confirmation that we were continuing to dig in the right direction. As His Holiness had said almost a decade earlier, “A good heart is the best religion,” and so openheartedness seemed the right way to go


It was from His Holiness the Dalai Lama, in the 1990 Losar teachings at Namgyal Monastery in Dharamsala, that I had first heard teachings on the Six Yogas of Naropa. This was my first introduction to a Tibetan style of yoga. The six yogas does not refer to “yoga” in the way we think of it in the West, but it does include some of the magical movements—trulkhor—that would become the focus of my studies and which are the subject of this book. Tibetan yoga, like the classical Indian traditions, is a whole-being practice, involving both mind and body. His Holiness the Dalai Lama further encouraged me during his first visit to South America, when he told me that Tibetan medicine was a wonderful way to introduce Dharma in a peaceful and holistic way. That planted a seed. With the work in the hospitals, I was able to include a section in my dissertation on the applications of Tibetan yoga in contemporary medicine, particularly focusing on people with cancer and how it affects their quality of life. Our first research study was published in 2004 and I completed my dissertation in 2006. We continued with the research. 
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Tenzin Wangyal Rinpoche and Alejandro Chaoul at Ligmincha International’s Twenty-Fifth Anniversary


This book is the result of the work on my dissertation and the subsequent research as well as the years of learning and teaching these practices within Ligmincha International—the community established by Tenzin Wangyal Rinpoche—as well as yoga and meditation centers and healthcare facilities. I am grateful to my teachers, family, students, patients, and caregivers for all that they have taught me, which I humbly pass on to others with this book. 


NOTE: While this book introduces the practice and provides a framework for the concepts of magical movement, a direct oral explanation from a teacher is still necessary to master them. 
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And particularly, the contemporary masters like Yongdzin Tenzin Namdak—for escaping Tibet, helping these teachings survive, and passing them on to those he trained in exile in India and Nepal. Under his supervision and that of Nyima Wangyal, then the khenpo of Triten Norbutse Monastery, I learned these magical movements with a young monk recently arrived from Tibet, Y Tenzin. I am incredibly grateful to them, as they planted the seed that became a central part of my life, both as a heart practice and an academic pursuit.
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