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Introduction

Yoga: Tradition and Innovation

Some revolutions begin quietly.

A little more than a century ago a learned man from India made his way to the United States to participate in a pan-religious conference convened in conjunction with the Chicago World’s Fair. The Parliament of Religions, held in 1893 in Chicago, hosted representatives from a multitude of cultures and faiths, including Jains, Sikhs, Baha’is, Mormons, and Rastafarians. Native Americans, Catholics, Protestants, and evangelicals were also present. Representing the Hindu faith was Swami Vivekananda, a young and inspiring monk with a gift for eloquence and a burning passion to serve humankind.

Translated literally, the word yoga, derived from the Sanskrit yug, means “to yoke,” to join or unite. Simply put, yoga is a set of practices meant to harmonize the various aspects of our being—body, mind, and spirit—by “yoking” these fragments of ourselves into an integrated whole, a being grounded in individual and universal consciousness.

Historians estimate that yoga is at least five thousand years old and may have been developed as much as tens of thousands of years ago. There is evidence to suggest that a system similar to yoga was practiced in the ancient Mayan, Indian, and Tibetan cultures. Various yogalike postures are depicted on scrolls found in Tibet that date back to approximately 40,000 B.C.E.

References in the Rig-Veda, India’s oldest text on mysticism and religion, confirm that yoga was practiced in the Indus Valley as early as 3000 B.C.E. The people of the Indus Valley were ultimately conquered by invading tribes from Russia and Central Asia. The conquering tribes, known as the Aryans, spoke Vedic, the precursor of classical Sanskrit. Over time Vedic society and religion absorbed many of the cultural and spiritual practices present in the Indus Valley at the time of its invasion. Around the second century B.C.E. the sage and Sanskrit scholar Patanjali composed the primary text of yoga, the Yoga Sutra, distilling and codifying the far more ancient wisdom of this physical and spiritual practice.

Yoga made its way to many Middle Eastern countries during the Muslim invasions, around C.E. 1200. It wasn’t until the late 1800s that yoga concepts found their way to Western civilization as a result of Western scholars translating the ancient Indian texts. Eastern philosophy began permeating some Western intellectual circles of the day, evidenced especially in the works of transcendentalist writers such as Henry David Thoreau and Ralph Waldo Emerson.

Soon Hindu holy men, or swamis, began to make visits to Britain and the United States to share yoga philosophy and practices. Swami Vivekananda won over Western audiences in his 1893 visit, a notable feat, because at the time many in the West viewed India as a land of infidels. Vivekananda awed people everywhere he spoke. When he spoke at the Parliament of Nations the deafening applause lasted for three full minutes. Vivekananda’s eloquent speeches created a curiosity and respect for Eastern religions in the West.

In 1920, a few decades following Vivekananda’s debut, the International Congress of Religious Liberals hosted Paramahansa Yogananda, another Indian spiritual leader. As this accomplished yogi and spiritual master traveled throughout the United States sharing his knowledge he interested thousands of Westerners in yoga philosophy. Paramahansa Yogananda moved to California in 1925 and founded a yoga center that he named the Self-Realization Fellowship; that center is still in operation today. In 1946 Yogananda authored the story of his spiritual journey. His Autobiography of a Yogi further accelerated the West’s curiosity about this body of spiritual teachings from the East.

Interest in yoga’s physical postures—the branch of yoga referred to as hatha yoga—increased in the 1940s when Indra Devi, a European woman who lived in India and studied yoga with Sri T. Krishnamacharya, began to teach yoga to movie stars in her studio in Hollywood. Soon Americans and Europeans started visiting India in search of a deep spiritual experience and greater understanding of the life enrichment that yoga offered. Hatha yoga was introduced to millions through Richard Hittleman’s Yoga for Health television show, which premiered in Los Angeles in 1961, and Lilias Folan’s nationally syndicated television show, Lilias! Yoga and You!, which ran from 1972 to 1992 and became the yoga practice guide for millions more in the West. Thousands of people began to practice yoga and meditation when their interest was sparked after the Beatles’ trip to India in 1968.

By the 1970s the field was fertile for Hindu yogis to begin teaching yoga in the West. B. K. S. Iyengar, another student of Sri T. Krishnamacharya, began traveling to the West in the 1950s and by the early 1970s had followers all over North America and Europe. There was a thirst among people in the West to learn as much as they could about this ancient practice. Yoga was here to stay.
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Flash forward to the present. The April 2001 issue of Time Magazine reported that fifteen million Americans have had some exposure to hatha yoga, and a recent survey by Yoga Journal revealed that one in thirteen Americans had practiced or were interested in trying hatha yoga. Yoga classes are presently being offered at health clubs, spas, YMCAs, community centers, and private studios. The Chicago Bulls and the Miami Dolphins practice yoga; so do Jane Fonda, Christy Turlington, Madonna, Sting, and Kareem Abdul Jabbar, their celebrity greatly raising the public profile of yoga in recent years. The Royal Canadian Mounted Police and even the fire department in Los Altos, California, use yoga for physical conditioning and stretching of the body. It is not hard to imagine that hatha yoga is perhaps the most widely practiced exercise system in the West today.

Tradition and Innovation

Yoga’s introduction to the West came about through the vision of a few pioneering souls willing to step respectfully outside of tradition in order to further the spiritual development and humanity of the world’s citizens. As the first monk to leave India in order to teach the timeless message of the yogic scriptures to the rest of the world, Vivekananda broke with tradition; he lost his caste standing as a result. When he was criticized for teaching the Vedic wisdom to foreigners Swami Vivekananda explained that the lover of God has no caste restriction. Vivekananda’s fearless actions destroyed old conventions, opening the way for many spiritual teachers from the East to come westward.

Sri T. Krishnamacharya, born in India in 1888, a few years before Vivekananda traveled to the West, is acknowledged by many as being the grandfather of modern hatha yoga. Born in 1888 into a family that practiced yoga, Krishnamacharya studied yoga for many years with distinguished masters. Most of his study revolved around the practice of ayurvedic medicine and the therapeutic use of yoga postures (asanas) and breathing practices (pranayama). (Ayurveda incorporates the use of herbs, purgatives, and oils to help balance the body’s energy system.) Krishnamacharya became an ayurvedic doctor and prescribed yoga to his patients, customizing the asana work to meet each patient’s individual needs. Krishnamacharya would revolutionize the teaching of yoga by encouraging those who studied under him to “teach what is inside of you, not as it applies to yourself but as it applies to the other.” He believed that yoga should be adapted to fit the student rather than the student adapting to “fit” yoga. Krishnamacharya refused to standardize his practice and teaching methodology, thus making yoga accessible to a broader range of people.

Krishnamacharya’s philosophy helped shape the development of the hatha yoga culture in the West. His strength laid in his ability to bridge his vast knowledge of yoga and the body with his keen insights about changing values and practices of modern-day life; Krishnamacharya’s genius manifested in his ability help others adapt yoga to fit their own needs, interests, and lifestyles. Krishnamacharya’s principles and teaching style empowered his students to develop forms of yoga distinctly their own.

Several offshoots of Krishnamacharya’s teaching are today’s most popular forms of hatha yoga known to the West. A look at a few manifestations of Krishnamacharya’s wide influence will be telling.

B. K. S. Iyengar, after whom Iyengar yoga is named, was a student of Krishnamacharya. The Iyengar style of yoga utilizes props such as straps, blocks, bolsters, and other tools designed to make postures more accessible for the beginning student, or for those dealing with physical constraints and conditions that would not otherwise let them practice yoga. Iyengar yoga involves fewer poses than other systems of yoga but places great emphasis on perfecting alignment. Iyengar yoga is practiced widely in the West today.

Pattabhi Jois, also a student of Krishnamacharya, developed ashtanga yoga as his translation of Krishnamacharya’s work. This physically challenging style of yoga is comprised of increasingly difficult postural sequences accompanied by the use of bhandas (body “locks”) and breathwork to produce strong internal heat for purifying muscles and organs, expelling toxins, and releasing beneficial hormones. The posture sequences are to be followed precisely to be in alignment with Pattabhi Jois’ teachings.

Another evolution of Sri T. Krishnamacharya’s philosophies is viniyoga, a yoga style developed by Krishnamacharya’s son and student, T. K. V. Desikachar. Viniyoga focuses on the movement of the body through the initiation of the breath and involves creating an individualized practice for a student incorporating breathwork, postures, chanting, and meditation.

Each of these yoga styles—Iyengar, ashtanga, and viniyoga—had their origins in the teachings of Sri T. Krishnamacharya, an important innovator who provided a model for developing a style of yoga practice that fit the present-day needs of his students at the time. Many yoga students in the West followed Krishnamacharya’s lead—once hatha yoga was introduced in the West some interesting offshoots began to develop.

Inspired by the teachings of Paramahansa Yogananda, J. Donald Waters created ananda yoga, a system that encourages deep release and relaxation into yogic postures while using affirmations to heighten awareness, all in preparation for meditation.

Various forms of “power yoga” have evolved as Western adaptations of ashtanga yoga. This athletic form of yoga, consisting of breathwork and choreographed sequences of advanced postures, is particularly attractive to athletes and those who are already highly conditioned.

Several modern-day yoga styles incorporate dance as an important element of practice. A fluid, dancelike version of hatha yoga was created by Kali Ray, director of the Tri-Yoga Center in Santa Cruz, California. This meditative form of movement consists of a flowing sequence of precise postures paired with breathwork and meditation. Danskinetics, created by Ken Scott, a longtime student of Yogi Amrit Desai, combines the natural flow of Kripalu yoga with dance. Rasa yoga evolved from Danskinetics. Rasa yoga combines yoga, music, and free-form dance that builds to an ecstatic release.

As an antidote to the pressures of twenty-first century life, Judith Lasater’s restorative yoga brings about deep relaxation in the entire body by practicing postures with the support of pillows, blankets, bolsters, and straps. Donna Farhi incorporates developmental movement principles as fundamental preparation for a yoga practice that is in supportive relationship with gravity. Psychology and classical asanas are joined in Michael Lee’s Phoenix Rising Yoga Therapy, a style of yoga that incorporates sixteen poses designed to promote physical balance, spiritual awareness, and mental and psychological healing.
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It is within this lineage of tradition and innovation that I introduce a new adaptation of the five-thousand-year-old spiritual and physical discipline of yoga. The exercise ball, like yoga, has a long and varied history. Used for decades by physical therapists, the exercise ball (or Swiss ball, as it is traditionally called), has recently been “discovered” by a wider fitness population. Exercise balls are indispensable tools for keeping the mind engaged in the activity at hand, the unstable surface keeping you ever attentive to the shifting needs of the body for balance at any given moment. Balls are important tools for supporting the musculoskeletal system during rehabilitation from an injury and for enhancing sport performance.

It is known that balls were used for fitness and stimulation as far back as Galen’s time. In the second century Galen, an influential Greek philosopher and physician, wrote that exercising with a ball “can stir the enthusiast or the slacker, can exercise the lower portions of the body or the upper.” He also noted that “the best athletics of all are those that not only exercise the body but are able to please the spirit.”

Yoga on the Ball provides a unique mind-body training opportunity made possible only by marrying the properties of the exercise ball with the attentions and intentions inherent in the practice of yoga. As a surface made soft or strong by the amount of air inside, the ball can be used either as a base of support for working with difficult yoga postures or as a tool for intensifying the stretch in a targeted area of the body. Many people find that the ball aids them in sinking more deeply into a satisfying yoga stretch and helps them execute yoga strengthening and balancing asanas that they were previously unable to achieve.

Welcome to this exploration of a new yoga—steeped in tradition, updated for our times, using a simple prop to help us achieve depth in our practice.

Enjoy your journey.

Namaste.



1

Yoga and the Ball—A Dynamic Duet

My personal journey with yoga began when I was a university student in the late 1970s. I had been told that yoga could help a person manage stress and I figured I was going to have a lot of it ahead of me in school, so I began seeking opportunities to become acquainted with the discipline. My first exposure to yoga was in a religious studies class; I remember being utterly taken aback by the seeming intricacy and extensiveness of this ancient system. I was particularly drawn to raja yoga, the path of yoga tht works with the mind to keep thoughts and actions focused in a spiritual direction, and even though I had never heard philosophical views like these before, I felt completely at home with them. They touched something deep and familiar in me. I was very appreciative of the meditation skills I was learning and knew that yoga was going to be part of my lifelong study.

I took the opportunity to study yoga academically every chance I got. Blessed to have professors who shared the personal benefits they gleaned from yoga, my own curiosity continued to be peaked. I took every available academic course and recreational class in yoga studies available to me. By the time I completed my degree I had studied extensively (at the novice’s level) the spiritual tenets of yoga and had practiced various forms of hatha yoga, including Iyengar, viniyoga, and kundalini yoga.

In university I studied health sciences and psychology; those disciplines in tandem with yoga gave me a valuable foundation for my first “real” job as a crisis counselor in a shelter for battered women. In my role as counselor and confidante I shared some of the meditation skills that had become treasured tools to me. It’s important to be able to cultivate a haven deep within yourself in which you can rest and rejuvenate. Yoga had helped me to develop that sense of equanimity, and I found that, in the support of the crisis center, the clients I worked with there were at least open to trying to make that haven for themselves. Time and again in positions of employment in various mental health settings I was blessed with supervisors who supported my desire to share the yoga tools I had developed for myself with the people we were serving.

Several years after my graduation from university I became certified as a fitness instructor, a personal trainer, and ultimately as a medical exercise specialist. It was through that course of study that I began to see fitness and yoga as a marriage of great potential. As part of my studies I began updating many of the traditional yoga postures to reflect current exercise science. Many classic yoga postures push students past what we now know to be a safe range of motion. Following the inspiration of Sri T. Krishnamacharya, acknowledged by many as the grandfather of modern yoga, I began adapting yoga postures to meet the needs of the student rather than manipulating the student to fit the practice of yoga.

It wasn’t until I was pregnant with my first child that I began adapting yoga postures to the exercise ball. I was working toward my brown belt in muay Thai boxing at the time, and my obstetrician and I agreed that it would be best if I hung up my boxing gloves for a while. I had been keeping up with my yoga practice throughout my pregnancy, yet as my pregnancy progressed I found that some of the deep lunges were irritating my knees. And because my center of gravity was changing I found some of my favorite postures difficult to execute without losing balance. I was also missing the variety that I enjoyed in my martial arts class. I needed something to help me stay in shape but I also needed it to feel manageable and safe, and fun!

Adapting yoga to the exercise ball was the answer. Most people recognize that both yoga and ballwork tone muscle. What is especially unique about Yoga on the Ball is the fact that by rolling in and out of the asanas we work more of our muscles and hit on the muscle fibers from varying angles while negotiating the pose. We can also change the intensity of the exercise by modifying our body’s positioning on the ball. In exploring how to adapt yoga to the exercise ball I realized that this was the way I would be able to maintain muscle tone and fitness during my pregnancy and could use the ball as an important support for balance, as well as for consciously challenging my balance.

Another benefit I realized in my early adaptation of yoga to the ball was the way it worked my core musculature and challenged the endurance capacity of the stabilizing muscles along my spine. The core musculature consists of three deep muscles of the trunk: the transverse abdominis, the quadratus lumborum, and the multifidus. A strong, stable core is essential to back health, protecting the spine by preventing excess rotating, sliding, or bending of the vertebrae and subsequent compression of the vertebral discs. Without a stable core everyday movements, a fall or an unexpected jarring, or even sitting with poor posture can leave you vulnerable to injury.

Moving through yoga asanas on the ball, or even simply maintaining an easy seated pose on the ball, forces the stabilizing musculature of the spine to have to work in order to keep you from falling off the ball. Increased incidence of sedentary living in our society contributes to a lack of tone in these important muscles. Movements that challenge the stabilizing muscles along the spine can be micro in nature but macro in effect—every time these muscles are called into play it results not only in a more aesthetically pleasing, toned set of abdominals but also in a more solid foundation that will help align and protect the back.

Many fitness programs emphasize the large muscle groups but neglect to train the smaller stabilizing muscles. We have already talked about the stabilizing muscles in the core area and the back; actually there are stabilizing muscles throughout the body. Wherever they are located the stabilizers protect you from injury by surrounding the joint and securing the joint in place. Think of the orchestration necessary to bend and straighten the knee. Small stabilizing muscles at the knee joint, such as the vastus medialis obliquus, secure the patella, the bony structure of the knee, while the hamstrings flex the joint and the quadriceps extend the joint. Or consider the stabilization work that goes on at the shoulder joint when you lift your arm overhead. The small rotator cuff muscles (supraspinatus, infraspinatus, teres minor, and subscapularis) must all work together to hold the humerus, the long bone of the arm, in the joint when you reach your arm overhead.

These are big names, and big jobs, for very little, very important muscles. Training on an unstable surface, such as an exercise ball, conditions these stabilizing muscles. When you sit on the ball and raise one leg off the floor in Tree pose you rely on your core as well as on the stabilizing muscles of your lower leg to keep you balanced. Reaching your arms overhead in Prayer Breath you rely on the rotator cuff muscles to secure the arm in place at the joint so you can lift your arm overhead and flex and extend the shoulder joint.

Balance is also improved by executing yoga asanas on the ball. Every time the body is required to perform its balancing function the vestibular system is called upon. This miraculous, complex system, housed in both inner ears, is made up of a labyrinth of chambers and canals filled with water. When your head moves, voluntarily or otherwise, the fluid moves too, which causes tiny hairs in the canal to bend. The dance of these hairs triggers a firing of nerve impulses, which in turn cause the brain to direct adjustments to the parts of the body needed to keep you from falling off the ball. This constant orchestration between the nervous system, the vestibular system, and the muscles keeps you balanced as you sit in or roll into a yoga asana.

Imagine being able to maintain your balance when your dog tugs at his leash and breaks into a full run without so much as a second’s notice, never mind staying balanced in the athlete’s work of running, jumping, crouching, cutting, and changing directions in rapid-fire fashion. You need good balance and strong stabilizers in order to keep from being injured, especially when a load is added to the movement—that load might be the dog pulling on his leash, the groceries you lift out of your trunk, or the basketball you dribble down the court.

Improved posture is another benefit of the Yoga on the Ball program. In compiling this book great care has been taken to select yoga asanas that strengthen some muscles and stretch others in order to create the muscle balance in the body that is necessary to help the body maintain ideal alignment.

All of these benefits designate Yoga on the Ball as a functional workout. Functional workouts stretch some muscles and strengthen others. They help develop balance and coordination. They improve core stability and foster efficiency in the stabilizer muscles. A functional workout is one that includes elements that will enhance performance, whether in sport or everyday activity, not only by training the “power” muscles but also by working the systems that prevent you from becoming injured. It is great to be strong, but you must be able to stabilize your body properly for the strength to be optimally employed. If you are an athlete and you do not train your stabilizers you will not have the edge that other athletes who’ve trained for stability have.

Another element of a functional workout is incorporating methods that change the intensity of the workout. We can change the intensity of a Yoga on the Ball asana simply by shifting the relationship of the joints or by placing more or less of the body on the ball. With Yoga on the Ball you can build a beginner-level practice or an intense advanced sculpting workout, or you can choose to simply enjoy gentle, soothing stretches, all the while building endurance through a workout that is eminently applicable to your daily life.

A final note on the benefits of pairing yoga asanas with the exercise ball: working on the exercise ball can make the practice of yoga safer for some populations. When I was pregnant my knees hurt continually. My ligaments were loose due to the hormone relaxin circulating through my body and preventing the ligaments in my knees from being as stable as they could be to hold the knee joint in place properly. It seemed I was constantly twisting my knees, and the pain was ever present. The ball provided support for my body weight so that I could perform a half lunge, which allowed me to continue practicing Sun Salutation (although I did not sink so deeply into the asanas). Had I not altered my practice by using the ball I could have caused damage to my knees.

A client of mine who had fairly new hip replacements found it just too difficult to hold certain yoga asanas, because she did not have the muscle strength to support the hip joint in the early stages of her post-rehabilitation. With the use of the ball partially supporting her body weight she felt safer and was able to execute previously challenging asanas, postures that were of great benefit to her hips and thighs.

Because the ball can be easily positioned to give you cushioned support where you need it, those who suffer from chronic pain conditions such as fibromyalgia or arthritis may find that they are not as sore after this form of exercise. The ball also allows you to rest in a chairlike fashion if fatigue becomes overwhelming. Many people recovering from an injury or dealing with chronic pain concerns will find a welcome friend in the ball.
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In the chapters to come you will be introduced step-by-step to the principles that inform a Yoga on the Ball practice and the asanas that will help you devise your own Yoga on the Ball session.

Chapter 2 starts you on your journey with instruction in yogic breathing and exercises to help you relax and anchor your mind in present-moment awareness. These are handy tools to put in your stress management kit. You may find that these tools can make you more effective at work, giving you an edge by helping you to think more clearly and creatively. You might find that breathing well helps to calm you, and that communication inside your treasured relationships, your relations with family and friends, improves as a result. Many of my students have told me that working with the breath has given them a passageway to serene spiritual adventures. For many breathwork is a tool that facilitates communion with the Divine, however you define that numinous force.

Finding comfort in your body through postural explorations is the topic that is discussed in chapter 3. The spinal alignment explorations in this chapter foster postural awareness in everyday living—good posture contributes to spinal health and improved overall functioning of the musculoskeletal system. In this chapter you will also be introduced to the body’s core musculature—important muscles in the trunk, including the transverse abdominis, that work to protect the spine when the body is in motion. For many people the transverse abdominis is a greatly underused muscle that, when awakened, not only gives one a more stable base to move from but also provides the added benefit of an aesthetic, toned trunk. These explorations will adequately prepare the body for yoga asana practice; a thorough understanding of the material presented in this chapter can change the way you sit, stand, and move. You will want to take your time learning and assimilating these postural awareness concepts into your life and your practice.

In chapter 4 we discuss the importance of customizing a warm-up to fit the activity you will be engaging in. All too often many of us do not give a second thought to the preparation that our muscles, minds, and central nervous systems need in order to prepare for undertaking a physical activity, whether sport, hobby, or task. Adequate preparation for physical activity is absolutely essential. In this chapter you will be learning the Yoga on the Ball version of the Sun Salutation, a yoga-specific warm-up consisting of a flowing sequence of basic postures. This is the activity-specific warm-up that I recommend you use prior to every Yoga on the Ball session; you can use the Yoga on the Ball Sun Salutation for cardiovascular conditioning too. Chapter 4 also addresses the importance of using your abdominal muscles throughout your Yoga on the Ball practice. You will be introduced to the concept of a yoga “lock” and to uddiyana bhanda—truly one of yoga’s ancient and best secrets! The simple act of working with this lock during your Yoga on the Ball practice will tone your abdomen and strengthen your core musculature, stabilizing and toning your trunk and making your movement more efficient. A stable core also helps protect the back from strain and injury.

Striking the balance between strength and flexibility is the theme of chapter 5. This chapter introduces classic yoga postures adapted to the exercise ball. Readers are encouraged to analyze their lifestyle habits and current levels of strength and flexibility in order to personalize the Yoga on the Ball practice for targeting the body’s needs. This chapter also addresses sequencing the yoga practice to achieve maximum benefit for the body.

Chapter 6 addresses the body’s need for strong balancing skills. Good balance translates into greater skill in your fitness or sport activity and a reduced possibility of injury in unexpected situations, such as preventing a fall on an icy path or easily regaining center when a dog tugs suddenly at its leash. The postures in this chapter provide opportunities to slow down and breathe into the moment so that you can not only improve balance but improve your stress management skills as well.

The chapter outlining the advanced postures will help experienced practitioners of yoga and ballwork to discover their edge. It is imperative that you have a good command of the asanas in chapters 5 and 6 before moving on to the advanced work. These postures are unique and fun; most revolve around developing a strong, stable core and long, lean muscles. Be meticulous in following the cuing and moving slowly through each step.

The chapter 8 asanas will help you to relax and rejuvenate. If you need stress management tools this is the chapter for you. Ending a Yoga on the Ball practice session with restorative poses is a good way to lock in the benefits of your asana practice—when you relax deeply at the end of an asana practice your nervous system “grooves” the memory of the muscle releases for future reference. You may also find that the relaxation and breathing exercises in this chapter provide you with a ritualized, workable format for relaxing into meditation or prayer, setting the stage for a more serene way of living. No doubt you will find that practicing these postures on a regular basis will reward you with more peaceful and relaxed moments in your life. So take the time to experiment with these postures and determine which are your personal favorites. Every one of us is individualized in our interests, preferences, and sense of pleasure even when it comes to relaxation and rejuvenation.

Chapter 9, “Putting It All Together,” provides you with three practice sessions—a basic practice, an advanced practice, and a restorative practice—to help you begin integrating Yoga on the Ball into your everyday life.

Choosing Your Exercise Ball

There are a number of exercise balls on the market, and most certainly there is variation in terms of quality. When I first began to work with the exercise ball I purchased one at a local department store. After only a few short weeks of having the ball it burst while I was gently bouncing on it. I was lucky that I did not hurt myself. This incident led me to do my homework in researching the various exercise balls available to the consumer.

Had I known what to look for at the time I could have purchased a quality ball for the same amount of money that I spent on a cheap one. I recommend that you acquire an anti-burst ball that is pressure tested to one thousand pounds and has a nonskid surface. The most comfortable ball I have found to work with is the Fitball. This ball is anti-burst and will support several hundred pounds of pressure. It also has a specially treated surface that makes it less likely to slip on the floor and you to slip off it. The balls are available in black, white, lavender, and multicolored. Most of my students prefer the pastel lavender ball, maybe for its relaxing color. Information on how to order a Fitball can be found on page 182.

Recommendations about the specific diameter (size) of ball a person should use for physical exercise varies depending on the teacher and the activity. The larger the ball the more difficult it is to control. A general guideline for use of the exercise ball is this: when you are sitting squarely on the center top of your ball you want your knees to be in line with your hips and your hips and knees both bent at a 90-degree angle. You don’t want your thigh bones to slope precipitously downward from the hips (the ball is too big) or to be higher than the hips (the ball is too small). For people 5' to 5'8'' tall a 55-centimeter ball usually suffices. For those 5'8'' to 6'2'' a 65-centimeter ball will generally work best.
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