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Yoga is balance (samatva).

—Bhagavad Gita (2.48)



 The ancient Indian practice of yoga has become incredibly popular today, with the number of new practitioners growing daily. One reason for the great interest in this extremely venerated practice is that it creates a great path for personal growth and an opportunity to increase awareness, strength, and relaxation.

The world has always been demanding for human beings, for one reason or another. To meet the challenges we are faced with, we’ve been forced to find ways to survive and develop the energy needed to get through each day. The ancient text Bhagavad Gita describes the world as a battlefield, where it is crucial to hold onto functioning morals and ethics. At the same time, people must reflect on their norms and values so that they—and their surroundings—can thrive in each situation while maintaining the natural, the noble, and the good. It’s pretty much the same today; to be happy and feel good in life we need to be in harmony with ourselves and with our surroundings. It is here that yoga offers the opportunity to strengthen ourselves and to grow both as individuals and as a species.

To a great degree yoga is about life, life force, and how to reach our maximum potential as human beings. The techniques of yoga are designed to bring increased awareness and harmony, both within and without, for the individual who practices them on a regular basis. When we accept our own nature and improve our health, we also create lasting and harmonious surroundings and communities, instead of discarding them the minute they aren’t convenient. Morals, ethics, communication, reflection, and respect for life are essential elements that enlightened people in northern India realized early on were essential for growth as a group and for individuals to reach their full potential. Still today we struggle with maintaining tranquility, peace, harmony, and our world.

To practice yoga means to always be present in the moment, in everything you do, and to act from a self-awareness and an awareness of the outer world, with the goal of finding joy, happiness, and harmonious development. It requires training as well as discipline and reflection. You have to take one step at a time. Hatha Yoga is a way to good health and universal well-being.

This book is an attempt at a comprehensive presentation of classic Hatha Yoga with its various elements. It is not easy to fully explain physical yoga’s roots and to show the yogic way the respect it deserves all in one book. We were thus forced to limit ourselves; so we decided to give preference to the asanas—what they consist of and how to position the body—since it is this dimension we often come in contact with first in yoga. The other aspects we’ve highlighted on a smaller scale. By no means do I mean to imply that asanas are the most important or leading part of yoga. But you have to start somewhere. Working with the body, breath, and focus is a good way to begin.

Producing Hatha Yoga were: Ulrica Norberg (concept/copy), Andreas Lundberg (photography), Alexandra Frank (design), and Lars-Erik Carlsson (editor). We have tried to come up with a richly illustrated book that we hope you experience as relevant, inspiring, and enriching. This book is intended for all, independent of previous experience with yoga, but above all it is meant for those that are curious and want to know more about Hatha Yoga. However, this book isn’t meant as a substitute for a yoga teacher who can give individual instruction and guidance.

My advice to anyone just entering the world of yoga is to have an open mind while reflecting on this philosophy, even if some of the ideas seem complex, challenging, and even difficult for the time being. You do not have to agree. Just reflect on what is said and give it a try.

Om Shanti, 
Ulrica
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Neither through action or by abstinence from action does one achieve peace; nor by renunciation alone can one attain perfection.

—Bhagavad Gita (3.5)



 To clarify what yoga really is, we can start with looking at what it isn’t.

Yoga isn’t a religion, cult, or New Age fad. It’s not a modern fitness regime that takes a little here and a little there from Asian or Indian training systems. Yoga isn’t a lifestyle choice with some predetermined number of values which must be adhered to. You don’t need to light incense or wear spiritual necklaces to practice yoga. You don’t need to believe in any god or live a religious life. Yoga doesn’t require any blind faith, specific prerequisites, or knowledge. There also aren’t any requirements for penance or confession, humiliation, or self-denial. You don’t have to give up any specific food, alcohol, sex, or money. You don’t have to be nimble, young, rich, skinny, beautiful, or trendy. You only have to be yourself, just as you are. The only things yoga recommends are moderation, openness, and regular reflection about what is happening inside you.

The word “yoga” has a broad meaning. The basic definition is “yoke, join, unify” in Sanskrit. Yoga is about joining together two dimensions; humanity (brahman) and an individual’s true self (atman) to find balance between the two.


Yoga’s historical background

Yoga is one of six schools of thought that together are called Darsana (the way to see). These can be seen as different perspectives on how life, living, and energy work together in different ways in time and space as well as outside and inside every living thing. That which distinguishes yoga from the other schools of thought is that it deals entirely with human potential. Yoga highlights and even describes the methods that can increase life force and harmonious development in life. All the techniques deal with insights and wisdom about humans and their nature.

Yoga is not one tradition but the result of many traditions that overlapped each other and between which there was even some exchange. In any case, yoga is still completely vibrant today and is still developing, especially in the western world. Yogic philosophy has developed through wisdom and experience and has thus kept pace with society’s needs and changes. That’s why you’ll find a different approach in the east than in the west. New dimensions of yoga are attributed to different encounters with novel environments and peoples, but the principles remain the same. This is what is fascinating about yoga—that it is so enduring. One of my first yoga teachers said to me that what keeps yoga so strong is that in the end it concentrates on the essence of life and what is human. As she went on to say: “There is only one truth but many roads to reach it.”

To develop deeper insight and knowledge of yoga, it is helpful to read the history and philosophy from the ancient yogic literature such as the Vedas, Upanishads, the Bhagavad Gita, and Yoga Sutra.




Yoga sutra—the source of yogic understanding

The Sanskrit text Yoga Sutra’s 196 aphorisms or verses point to a method that can help yoga practitioners strengthen mind, body, and soul. Yoga Sutra describes the royal path of yoga, Raja Yoga, as a meditative yogic path to happiness and harmony in life through strengthening and balancing the mind. Raja Yoga incorporates Karma Yoga (deeds and destiny), Bhakti Yoga (devotion and humility), Jnana Yoga (knowledge/wisdom), and Kriya Yoga (active, cleansing deeds and exercises). Yoga Sutra is considered by many yogis to be the heart of yoga and the source of yogic understanding. Yoga Sutra’s author, Patanjali, defines yoga as “yoga citta vritti nirodah,” which can be translated as “yoga is the ability to direct the mind exclusively towards an object and sustain focus in that direction without any distractions.” Practicing yoga means striving for a balanced mental state, which with training strengthens you in every way. These techniques encompass everything from our attitude and values to how we eat, sleep, and function in daily life. Mental stress leading to imbalance can express itself in different ways: we can have physical pain, or feel spiritually lost or mentally worn out.

Yoga Sutra is divided into four books (chapters) called Padas. These are Samadhi Pada, which describes what yoga is; Vibhuti Pada, which discusses the hurdles that stand in yoga’s way; and Kaivalya Pada, which talks about how to free yourself from what leads you to imbalances. In Sadhana Pada, Patanjali describes the eight roads: Yama, Niyama, Asana, Pranayama, Pratyahara, Dharana, Dhyana, Samadhi.

Yama, Niyama, Asana, and Pranayama are physical paths. These come from our own effort, training, and actions. Dharana, Dhyana, and Samadhi are subtler paths. These paths, or phases in development, just “happen” as a result of the first four paths. Pratyahara is the balance between them, the bridge between the physical paths and the “mental” paths, and is a requirement for Dharana, concentration, to arise. The first two halves of this eight-fold path, Yama and Niyama, include a type of preparatory moral to inspire the yogi/yogini. It is an ethical base on which everything is built, but is complex and impossible to slavishly follow, which would defeat the purpose anyway. Each individual is unique and should find his or her own balance.

Asanas and pranayama are about how we treat our bodies and how we breathe or manage our energy as individuals. Pratyahara deals with focus, being present, and teaching us to turn our mental awareness inward and turn down the mental activity, similar to turning down the stereo. We turn the awareness inward and observe what happens in body and mind. Dharana means concentration. Here it means to try to fix all our awareness toward a specific thing or goal, without letting the focus drift away. Dhyana, meditation, is a branch of Dharana and includes a deeper state of concentration. Samadhi is often described as a serene state in which you recognize your self, who you truly are: a process or a condition in which the meditator gets completely engaged in the meditation.
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Hatha Yoga

Hatha Yoga is considered the youngest of yoga’s six primary forms and descends, as the other forms do, from Tantra Yoga (teachings on energy), the oldest yoga form. The other branches are Karma Yoga (teachings on action), Bhakti Yoga (teachings on devotion), Jnana Yoga (teachings on knowledge), and Raja Yoga (teachings on mental awareness). These different paths demonstrate the development of yoga over thousands of years. They can be seen as the various yogic fields of study, separate practices and perspectives on ways of life.

Hatha Yoga has its roots in medieval Indian philosophy. Different from early yoga traditions, where the primary focus was on meditation, here the body plays a larger role. As Hatha Yoga developed, experiments began in physical training (asanas) as well as with different breathing techniques (pranayama), due to the thought that the body must be strong before the mind can be disciplined. It developed into the practice of self-discipline and physical control.

The word hatha means forceful, but it is also a conjunction of two words, ha, which means sun, and tha, which means moon in ancient Sanskrit. The joining together of these two polarities hints at yoga’s purpose: to find balance both within and without, in this case between two universal energy forms—the solar, contracting energy and the lunar, expanding energy. These two energy forms are worked with in different ways in order to release physical and psychic blockages, stress, and tension, and instead to build strength, endurance, and life-giving power so the thoughts may be stilled while the body relaxes. This leads to increased self-knowledge and self-confidence. We become united with the inner source of power that all of us have within ourselves.

When we practice asanas we combine and balance the masculine and feminine energy within each of us, whether we are a man or a woman. According to Hatha Yoga philosophy, each individual must begin by balancing the physical body so that the mind can also be strengthened. If the body is strong, it creates a counterweight and positively influences mental power. But the mind also must be strengthened so that it, in its turn, can strengthen the body. These two function in harmony. If the mind and body are weak, the soul is more easily influenced and wounded. Psychic-physical yoga movements lead to a calm, focused mind and a strong and flexible body and bring a feeling of wholeness, harmony, freedom, and peace to the soul.

In Yoga Sutra, yoga asanas are defined as Stirham sukham asanam, “Asanas must have the dual qualities of alertness and relaxation.” This is important because the body must be strengthened so the practitioner can sit in the same position for a long period without losing awareness because the body is giving out. Yoga asanas are thus a preparation for meditation.

Hatha Yoga positions are divided into different types of asanas (body positions), pranayama (breath control), Raj asanas (meditative positions), and Nauli, Mudras, and Bandhas (cleaning and clearing positions).

There are a vast number of different forms of Hatha Yoga today. The most well-known varieties are Ananda Yoga, Bikram Yoga, Kundalini Yoga, Kripalu Yoga, Sivananda Yoga, Vini Yoga, Power Yoga (Vinyasa Yoga), Iyengar Yoga, and Ashtanga Vinyasa Yoga. My advice to you is if you have found a form that you enjoy, stay with it awhile. If eventually you feel that you want to discover other dimensions of Hatha Yoga, the possibilities are endless.
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The embodied spirit, master of the city of his body, does not create activities,
 nor does he induce people to act, nor does he create the fruits of action.
 All this is enacted by the modes of material nature.

—Bhagavad Gita 5.14



 Hatha Yoga can be seen as a way to release energy locked in the body by practicing physical forms (asanas) that together with breath awareness lead to increased blood circulation. These movements recharge us with new power and make us feel stronger, more alert, and more harmonious. We expand the possibilities to receive and develop vitality. This verve or life force is called prana in Sanskrit. Hatha Yoga’s techniques strengthen us physically, mentally, and spiritually.

Prana links together the body (material) with the soul (non-material) and streams out through the body via what are called nadis (channels that originate along the spine), giving energy to the body’s organs and cells. Prana’s river creates energy fields that vibrate or circulate at different frequencies, depending upon how much energy is entering that path. The paths are called chakras.

Chakra, which means “wheel” in Sanskrit and “light circle” in Hindu, can be seen as a system of generators that regulate, store, and support the body with prana, vitality. These chakras are zones in the body where different nadis meet. According to yogic philosophy there are 72,000 nadis in the body. There are three central ones: Sushumma Nadi (corresponding to the central nervous system), Ida Nadi, and Pingala Nadi (corresponding to the autonomous nervous system).

The chakra system seems to many to be difficult to understand and rather odd and complex. In the end it isn’t so hard. Thousands of years before modern medicine entered our daily lives with its theories, yogic philosophy offered an enormous amount of knowledge and wisdom about people and how they work and behave. The chakra system is an ancient method for describing the complexity of how our nervous systems, minds, muscles, and organs function and describes how everything inside and outside us are connected. Chakras can be seen as databases that contain information we can’t get from the physical world. These databases contain information about everything concerning ourselves, including thoughts, instincts, memories, etc.

Through the different movements in yoga we stimulate the different chakras. We have seven inside the body and five above and outside the body. The physical chakras correspond to our nerve center, the solar plexus. These are the Muladhara chakra (root chakra), Svadistana chakra (genital chakra), Manipura chakra (navel chakra), Anahata chakra (heart chakra), Vishuddhi chakra (throat chakra), Ajna chakra (third eye), and Sahasrara chakra (crown chakra).

Tension and stress in the body are released through energy streams beginning to flow with the breath, as well as through standing positions and physical movements, asanas. Hatha Yoga deals with power, refining the life energy both within and without each individual. The more prana one has flowing in the body, the more balanced, positive, and strong one becomes.
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