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Yoga is a centuries-old guide to healthy living developed by ancient Indian sages. With
its unique blend of physical exercises, psychological insight, and philosophy, it can help
you to bring your body, mind, and spirit into better balance. Yoga takes a holistic
approach to life, enabling you to experience complete equilibrium inside and out.

Yoga for everyone
For centuries, yoga was open only to people who were ready to search for a
teacher in India, and traditionally it only appealed to those willing to forego

the life of a "householder", renouncing the world and living in seclusion, H.H.

Swami Sivananda (1887-1963) and Swami Vishnudevananda (1927-1993)

were among the first of the Indian yoga masters to make yoga accessible

to anyone, no matter their background, age, or status, or where in the world

they lived. In doing so, they helped to bring yoga to the West.

Swami Sivananda
Sri Swami Sivananda was a practising doctor who was eager to do all he

could to relieve human misery. In a search to ease his patients' physical and

mental discomfort, he decided to look within himself. He began his quest by

becoming a swami - a wandering monk - and after long years of secluded

practice in the Himalayas, he attained mastery in yoga and meditation.
Swami Sivananda went on to found the Divine Life Society in Rishikesh, in

the Himalayas. Here, he trained students from many countries and various

religions in a synthesis of the key paths of yoga, encompassing Hatha and

Raja Yoga, Karma Yoga, Bhakti Yoga, and JnanaYoga (see ppl 0-11). He also

wrote more than 200 books in English explaining the most complex aspects

of yoga in simple, practical terms.

Swami Vishnudevananda and the West
Swami Vishnudevananda was a close disciple of Swami Sivananda and

an adept in the practice of Hatha and Raja Yoga (see plO). In 1957, Swami

Sivananda commanded him to, "Go to the West, people are waiting",

"Yoga is o science
perfected by the
ancient seers of
India, not of India
merely, but of
humanity as a
whole, It is an exact
science, If is a
perfect, practical
system of self-culture,
Swomi Sivananda
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With no means of support other than his faith and a remarkable energy,

Swami Vishnudevananda travelled to North America, Europe, and many

other parts of the world, where he became a pioneer in yoga, spreading the

teachings of his master.

Swami Vishnudevananda founded the International Sivananda Yoga

Vedanta Centres at the heart of many of the world's capital cities. Here,

people are able to learn yoga as they go about their daily lives. Swami

Vishnudevananda also established several ashrams (yoga retreats) in

beautiful natural settings around the globe, from the forested mountains
of Canada to Paradise Island in the Bahamas. He promoted yoga vacation

programmes, which offer people an opportunity to learn the yogic

disciplines while enjoying a healthy and relaxing holiday.

After experiencing a vision during meditation, Swami Vishnudevananda

felt compelled to start up a campaign for world peace, which became

known asIW.O., True World Order, It adopted the mottos. "United we live -

divided we perish" and "Cross man-made borders with flowers and love, not
with bombs and guns". Swami Vishnudevananda learnt how to pilot a small

plane and flew over many of the world's conflict zones, showering them with

flowers and leaflets promoting the universal love taught by all the world's

great religions.Two memorable flights took him over the Suez canal during

the Sinai War in 1971 and over the Berlin Wall from West Germany to East

Germany in 1983.

Teacher training
As part of his vision of yoga for world peace, Swami Vishnudevananda

taught the first yoga teachers' training course in the West, in 1969. As well

as offering a broad study of yoga philosophy, psychology, and teaching
techniques, the four-week residential programme focused on an intense

personal practice of yoga and meditation. It is even more popular today

than during Swami Vishnudevananda's lifetime, Since the training course

was founded, more than 25,000 graduates from all walks of life and every
continent have taken the yoga teachings of Swami Vishnudevananda and

Swami Sivananda back into their own communities.

The defining feature of this approach to yoga is its simplicity: regardless

of age, physique, and walk of life, anyone can benefit from this step-by-step

guide to asana (exercise), pranayama (breathing), relaxation, diet, positive

thinking, and meditation,These key teachings are outlined in the chapters
of this book to help you, too, to experience this ancient way of bringing

balance into every aspect of your life,

A JOURNEY BEGINS

Shortly before his departure to the West,
Swomi Vishnudevananda stands beside
his master, Swami Sivonanda.

TRAININGTHE TEACHERS

An asana class during a teachers' training
course in Nassau,The Bahamas. Swami
Vishnudevananda works with a student.

PIONEERING WORK

Swami Vishnudevananda was one of the
first Indian master yogis to spread the
teaching of yogo across the western world,
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Traditionally, there are four paths of yoga. Although each of them
is a complete discipline in itself, it is best not to follow one path only.
Combining the four practices helps the emotional, intellectual, and
physical aspects of your life to develop in harmony.

The four paths of yoga
Of the four yogic paths, in the West only one is generally well-known and
widely practised - the physical and mind-focusing path of Hatha and Raja

Yoga, which includes postures and breathing exercises.

HATHA AND RAJA YOGA This is the yogic path of body and mind control.

It is best known for its practical aspects, particularly its asanas (postures)

and pranayama (breathing exercises),This path teaches ways of controlling
the body and mind, including silent meditation, and its practices gradually

transform the energy of the body and mind into spiritual energy,This path

suits people who are looking for inner and outer transformation.

KARMA YOGA This is the yogic path of action and you practise it when you

act selflessly, without thinking about success or reward.This path is valued for
purifying the heart and reducing the influence of the ego on your words,

actions, and interaction with others. Practising Karma Yoga is the best way

to prepare yourself for silent meditation (see p204). It suits people with an

active, outgoing temperament.

BHAKTI YOGA This is the yogic path of devotion. It involves prayer, worship,

and ritual, including chanting and singing devotional songs, and those

who practise it eventually come to experience God as the embodiment

of love.This yogic path has great appeal for people who are emotional
by nature.

JNANA YOGA This is the yogic path of wisdom or knowledge, and it

involves studying the philosophy of Vedanta - one of the six classical Indian

philosophies. It teaches ways to examine the self and analyse human nature.

The goal of this form of yoga is to recognize the Supreme Self in yourself and

in all beings. This path is best suited to intellectual people, and is considered
by many to be the most challenging path.

HATHA AND RAJA YOGA IN ACTION
This path includes the practice of asanas.
Each asona requires a specific balance of
posture, breathing, and relaxation.
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The eight steps of
Hathct and Raja Yoga
This path was codified by the ancient sage Patanjali in his Yoga

Sutras as an eight-step training system for body and mind, which he

called Ashtanga Yoga (in Sanskrit, ashta is "eight" and anga "division"

or "limb").The steps purify body and mind until enlightenment occurs.

1 YAMA Sets out the actions from which yogis should restrain.
It advocates living a life of non-violence and truthfulness, sublimating

sexual energy, not stealing, and not accepting gifts or bribes.

2 NIYAMA Details the actions a yogi should do. It advocates external

and internal cleanliness, contentment, self-discipline, study of spiritual

literature, and devotion to God. Together, the yamas and niyamas

form a highly moral code of ethical conduct, Following them makes
the mind more positive and purifies it, ready for deep meditation,

3 ASANA The third step relates to posture,The 12 basic asanas

and their variations prepare the body for the meditative poses

that are used in steps 6, 7 and 8 (see below).

4 PRANAYAMA The fourth step concerns control of prana or life

energy.This is achieved by doing deep-breathing exercises,

which include practising breath retention (see pp!82-5),

5 PRATYAHARA Steps 3 and 4 project the practitioner into a

world of intense inner perception. Step 5 teaches how to stabilize

this withdrawal of the senses as a preparation to concentration.

6 DHARANA In this step, concentration, the mind is fixed on an

imaginary or real object to the exclusion of other thoughts.This is

the key practice in all yoga meditation techniques (see pp200-204),

7 DHYANA Step 6 leads to step 7, meditation.This uninterrupted flow

of thought waves has been compared to oil flowing in an unbroken,

stream from one container to another,

"You can have
calmness of mind
of all times by the
practice of yoga,
You con hove restful
sleep, You can have

vigour, vitality, longevity
and a high standard
of health. You can turn
out efficient work within
o short space of time,
You con have success
in every walk of life."
Swami Sivananda

8 SAMADHI The final step happens effortlessly as, during meditation,
the mind is absorbed into Absolute Consciousness, beyond all the

usual states of waking, dreaming, and deep sleep (p!98),
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Swami Vishnudevananda taught five easy principles of yoga, all of which are explained
in different chapters in this book. They bring together the often-complex philosophies
and teachings of India's ancient yogis in a form that is easy to understand and simple
to adapt to everyday life, wherever you live in the world.

The five principles of yoga
If you follow these five easy principles, said Swami Vishnudevananda,

you will improve your physical and menfal health and deepen your

connection with the spiritual aspects of life.

Proper exercise
Asanos (see pp42-l 69) rejuvenate the whole body.They

work primarily on the spine and central nervous system.

The spine gains in strength and flexibility, and circulation

is stimulated, bringing nutrients and oxygen to all the

cells of the body, Asanas increase motion in the joints

and flexibility in muscles, tendons, and ligaments.They

massage infernal organs, boosting their function.

Proper breathing
Pranayama (see ppl 76-85) stimulates the

energy reserves of the solar plexus, revitalizing

body and mind, Regulating the breath helps

to store prana, laying down reserves of

strength and vitality, Deep, conscious

breathing helps to conquer depression and

stress, and controlling prana - by controlling

the breath - can relieve symptoms of illness

in a similar way to acupuncture.
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Proper relaxation
Deep relaxation (see ppl 86-95) works on three levels -physical,

mental, and spiritual - and is the most natural way to re-energize

body and mind. Regular relaxation acts like a car's cooling system:

keeping the engine from over-heating and ensuring the vehicle

functions efficiently. During the deep relaxation at the end of a yoga

session, the body uses only

enough prana to maintain

vital metabolic activities.The

rest of the energy gained >•

during practice is stored.

Proper diet
The yogic attitude to food (see pp208-249) is eat

to live, not live to eat.Yogis choose foods with

a positive effect on body and mind, and least

negative effects on the environment and other

creatures. A lacto-vegetarian diet is recommended

- grains, pulses, fruits and vegetables, nuts, seeds,

and dairy products - including plenty of plants.

Fresh and unrefined foods are thought best,

prepared simply, to preserve maximum nutrients.

Positive thinking and meditation
Positive thinking and meditation (see pp!96-207) are the

yogic keys to peace of mind. Meditation techniques calm

the mind and enhance focus. Regular meditation promotes

physical and spiritual, as well as mental, well-being, Before

meditation, yoga practitioners clear

the mind of negative thoughts and

feelings, using concentration and

positive-thinking exercises.
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The oldest surviving of the texts on Hatha Yoga, the Hatha Yoga Pradipika is said to
have been written down by Swatmarama Yogi in the 15th century, although it is derived
from earlier sources. Despite being more than five centuries old, the advice given in this
manual on postures, breathing exercises, and the philosophy of yoga is still relevant
today, whether you are a beginner or a more experienced practitioner.

Selected extracts
These six extracts from the Hatha Yoga Pradipika - which translates as "Light

on Hatha Yoga" - have been selected to inspire your practice. Commentaries

suggest how to apply them to deepen your experience of yoga.

Swatmarama Yogi, having saluted his own teacher,
gives out the Hatha Vidya [knowledge] solely for
the attainment of Raja Yoga.
This passage stresses the importance of thinking of your practice as a way of

controlling the mind - this is the path of Hatha and Raja Yoga (see pi 0).

Many in the West regard asanas as a form of physical exercise only, but

practising them in this way is not to be recommended. It is impossible to
master the mind without first controlling its physical counter-part, the body.

This is what we seek to do when practising postures.The connection

between body and mind is one of the most fascinating aspects of yoga.

Asanas moke one firm, free from disease, and
light of limb. :-r
This explains how beneficial asana practice is.The "firmness" is seen in many
ways, including improved alignment, increased resistance to heat and cold,

hunger and thirst, and greater capacity for self-healing. Lightness of limb

does not mean only physical weight (although asana practice does help

maintain an ideal weight), but the ability of asanas to raise the vibratory level

of the body's energy.This is seen in movement: if someone with a large frame

practises asanas, a new lightness appears in their movements,
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Moderate diet is defined to mean
and sweet food, leaving one-fourth of the stomach
free, and offering the act up to Siva. >&
Here, we are told that a moderate, nutritious, and light diet is key to success

in yoga. Easily digested, fresh vegetarian foods, simply cooked, are thought

to be a good source of prana, or life force. Swami Sivananda advised that

the way to be always happy is always to feel a little hungry.

When the breath wanders, i.e., is irregular, the mind
is also unsteady, but when the breath is still, so is the
mind, and the yogi lives long, So one should restrain
the breath. * -
Breath control is central to yoga: the term Hatha means "union of the sun

(Ha) and the moon (Tba)", where sun and moon refer to inhalation and

exhalation respectively. Both asanas and pranayama provide excellent

training for the breath, which increases vital energy, fine-tunes the nervous

system, and eventually leads to control of the mind.

He should gradually inhale the breath and as
gradually exhale it. He should also restrain it
gradually,
This highlights the real hallmark of an accomplished practitioner of yoga,

Strength and flexibility in postures are not by themselves a sign of progress.

A smooth, rhythmical, balanced breath is, But never make any violent effort

to control the breath in your yoga practice; this strains the nervous system.

The Yogi succeeds by cheerfulness, perseverance,
courage, true knowledge, firm belief In the words of
the guru, and by abandoning bad company. , it
Making yoga practice your own by having the right "knowledge" and "firm

belief" (of the five principles, see ppl 2-1 3) opens the door to new friendships

with like-minded people, The purpose of yoga is to shift your life force from a

dormant or static state to a dynamic state, This requires perseverance,

self-discipline, and courage,





DDOAIO / \ J

smeueq eu \J v—I



The Benefits of Yoga

heo nq
v_y

The human body is superbly intelligent. It manages to maintain an intricate
physiological balance day and night, through every stage of life. Practising yoga helps
the body to maintain this complex balance, which boosts your capacity for self-healing.

The study of physiology shows that the nervous and the endocrine systems

(see pp34-7) ensure that the body's other major systems, such as the

digestive and respiratory systems, all cooperate in an "intelligent" way.

The result is "homeostasis", derived from Greek and meaning "remaining the

same". When homeostasis is achieved, there is perfect balance between the

various body functions and, as long as the body has a regular supply of

food and water and is not over-taxed physically, it tends naturally towards

self-healing. Ancient yogis described a different but equally complex system

of homeostasis in the body, based on a finely tuned balance of the five

elements: earth, water, fire, air, and "ether" or space (see right). When these

elements are in equilibrium, again body and mind tend towards self-healing.

The causes of disease
Why, then, does the body succumb to illness, even in parts of the world

where there is no scarcity of food or water and where people do not have to

do hard physical labour? According to yoga, the chief cause of disease lies

in difficult emotions, such as anxiety, desire, anger, hatred, and jealousy.

These disturb the body's natural balance and can lead to unhealthy lifestyle

choices, from overeating to smoking,These, in turn, are factors in many

diseases common in modern societies, from heart disease to diabetes,

Balancing the emotions
Practising positive thinking and meditation (see ppl 96-207) makes it less

likely that you will be affected by negative emotions and the lifestyle choices

they lead to. But it is easier to meditate and think positive if you first pay

attention to the body, practising yoga asanas, or postures (see pp42-169),

pranayama, or breathing exercises (see ppl 76-85), and relaxation (see

ppl 86-95).You can also support your health by eating well (see pp208-49).

All these elements come together in yoga, In fact, the Sanskrit word yoga

means "union", Practising yoga helps the body to find its natural balance

and teaches the mind to be a responsible and intelligent driver of the body.

The five elements

Traditional yogic texts describe the
body as a "food sheath" (anayamaya
kasha), made up of five elements. We
maintain health by constantly
adjusting the body to bring it into
harmony with these five elements.

Earth Bones, muscles, and skin
contain this element. Asanas move the
earth element in all possible directions.

Water Mainly relates to blood. Asanas
improve circulation, balance blood
pressure, and strengthen the heart.

Fire Seen in the 36-39°C (97-102°F)
range of internal temperatures that the
body can survive. Practising yoga
adapts the body to climatic change.

Air Yoga improves the circulation of air
in the body. Breathing exercises
increase the exchange of gases in the
lungs, while asanas boost blood
circulation, ensuring proper oxygen
and carbon dioxide levels in every cell,

Ether, or Space This is the almost
empty space at the core of matter, as
described by quantum physics, It is
here that prana (see pi 78) - invisible
vital energy-circulates.Yoga postures
allow prana to flow freely and breathing
exercises increase its vibratory level.



Benefits for the heart
Modern science is now discovering the many health benefits that

classical yoga postures bring to mind and body. Among the most

important benefits discovered so far is the effect of yoga on the heart.

All physical exercise promotes better blood circulation and a stronger

heart. Although yoga is gentler than most other types of exercise, it still

provides a good cardiac workout. In addition, when you practise

inverted poses, such as Headstand (see pp62-75) or Shoulderstand

(see pp76-9), your heart benefits from o unique form of stimulation.
In these inverted, or upside-down, poses, the pull of gravity draws the

blood from the legs and lower trunk back to the heart.This boosted

blood flow stretches the heart muscle, which then contracts more

powerfully, pumping an increased amount of blood to the whole body.

Veins return more
deoxygenated
blood to the heart,
from where it returns
to the lungs

Extra blood reaches
every cell in the
body, reviving and
restoring them

Stretched by the
boosted blood flow
the heart contracts
more powerfully

Blood returns with
ease from the
body's extremities

Arteries carry
extra oxygenated
blood vio the
heart around the
whole body

INVERSIONS FOR HEALTH

In inverted poses, such as Headstand, there is
increased blood flow bock to the heart.This gives
you an effortless cardiac workout.

The brain is
bathed in
oxygenated
blood
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usces and movement
Asanas promote health by increasing the range of motion in the joints, keeping the
body mobile. At most joints, muscles are arranged in opposing pairs; movement takes
place when one muscle contracts, or shortens, while the other relaxes and lengthens.

AGONISTS CAUSE MOVEMENT
In Camel (shown here and on
pi 28), the gluteus maximus
muscles in the buttocks and the
hamstring muscles in the thighs
are agonists, pushing the hips
forwards.

The gluteus
maxirnus -the
largest of the
three muscles
that make up
the buttocks -
contracts

The hamstrings
- three muscles
at the back of
the thigh -
contract
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Contraction and relaxation
AGONIST MUSCLES A muscle is called an "agonist" when its contraction

causes movement in a joint. For example, in Camel the contraction of the

gluteus maximus acts as an agonist, causing the movement of the thigh in

the hip joint. If the gluteus maximus is not strong enough to contract fully, you

will lack full range of movement in the hip joint.

ANTAGONIST MUSCLES A muscle is an "antagonist" when

its role in a movement is to relax, or stretch. In Camel, the

iliopsoas (hip-flexor muscles) act as antagonists. If

they do not stretch enough, even if the agonist

(e.g. gluteus maximus) contracts strongly, you

will not succeed in having a completely

mobile hip joint.

ANTAGONISTS RELAX
in Camel, the strong iliopsoas
muscles at the hips work os
antagonists: the hips move
forwards only if these can relax
and stretch.

The iliopsoas,
which runs from
the lower part of
the spine to the
hip, stretches to
allow the
extension of
the hip joint
in Camel
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ISOMETRIC CONTRACTION Usually, a muscle shortens when it contracts.

But in this form of movement, a muscle contracts without shortening,

For example, in the variation Triangle with Bent Knee (see below and pi 68),

the quadriceps (front thigh muscle) of the bent leg contracts strongly. In

most cases, this would extend the knee and straighten the leg, but with

isometric contraction, the knee remains bent while the thigh muscles

contract strongly in order to resist the pull of gravity.

ISOMETRIC RESISTANCE
In this Triangle variation, isometric
contraction causes the muscles of
the left thigh to resist the pull of
gravity, without creating any
movement in the knee.

Focus is on the
uninterrupted
lateral stretch
from the foot to
the hand

- -

Knee stays
bent

Quadriceps
contracts but
doesn't shorten
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ISOTONIC CONTRACTION

In this form of muscle

contraction, a muscle

shortens, causing a

movement in the joint. For

example, in Shoulderstand

(shown here and on p78),

the biceps contract,

causing the elbows to

bend.This is the most

common form of muscle

contraction.

Knee straightens

ISOTONIC FLEXION
In Shouldersfand, an
isotonic contraction of
the biceps muscles in
the upper arms
creates a flexion, or
bend, in the elbows.
This allows you to push

your torso and legs up
into the inverted pose.

Biceps - the muscle of
the front upper arm
that allows the elbow
to bend - shortens

Hands are
firmly placed
to support
the back
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ECCENTRIC CONTRACTION This form of muscular contracfion occurs when

a muscle contracts and stretches at the same time. In the basic Triangle

(shown here and pi 65), the lateral (sideways) flexion of the spine creates a

deep stretch in the iliopsoas muscles in the pelvis. At the same time, the trunk

is held parallel to the floor and the lower arm is not allowed to support the

body weight.This forces the iliopsoas muscle fibres to contract

as they are stretching.

Proper eccentric contraction requires good body awareness, which is

one reason why Triangle and its variations are practised at the end of

a yoga session.

ECCENTRIC MOVEMENT
In Triangle pose, the upper iliopsoas muscle in
the pelvis is being stretched by the loterol
movement, while simultaneously contracting
to stabilize the asana.

Stretching the
iliopsoas muscle on
this side improves
the flexibility of the
hip joint and the
lower back

The iliopsoos
muscle on this
side remains
relaxed

In this pose,
placing enough
weight on the
back foot forms
the basis for the
eccentric
contraction
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The horizontal position
of the torso extends
the eccentric
contraction all the
way from the hip to
the shoulder

There is no weight
on the hand
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STRETCHING FROM FOOT TO HEAD Muscles do not only cause or prevent
movement in specific joints (see agonist and antagonist, pp20-l ).They can

also be arranged in long chains, which transmit either a muscle stretch or a

muscle contraction from one end of the body to the other. These chains are

created by a special form of connective tissue called "fascia". Fascia surrounds

every muscle cell and each muscle as a whole. It also connects one muscle

with another. Fascia is what allows

the powerful, complete stretch

along the back of the body in
Standing Forward Bend shown

here (see also pi 63). For

additional information on

connective tissue, see p28.

FASCIA IN ACTION
In Standing Forward Bend, the
muscles and fascia connect,
forming one long chain along
the back of the body.

The back muscles reach all
the way down to the coccyx
at the end of the spine.
From here, the stretch is
carried on by connective
tissues to the hamstring
muscles (see opposite)

The spine's potential
for a complete
forward bend is often
under-used due to
lightness in muscles
and connective tissue
along the entire back
of the body

Neck muscles
connect to the
back muscles;
stretching the
spine helps to
release tension
in the neck



~*

STRETCHING FOR MOBILITY

The Forward Bend stretches the
hamstrings, helping to prevent lower
back pain.The calf muscles provide
"push-off "power for walking;
because they are connected, when
the hamstrings are stretched, the
calf muscles stretch, too, which
keeps them supple. The hamstring

muscles are
connected by
fascia to the
back muscles

Muscles and fascia form
a chain from foot to head

Calf muscles are
connected to the
hamstring muscles
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Ear is
aligned

Plumb line
passes
slightly
behind the
hip joint

The knee
joint is

.aligned

The ankle
is aligned
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Most people don't have well-aligned posture. Practising
asanas focuses on strengthening and stretching key
muscles. This will help to improve gradually any faulty
alignment, particularly in the upper and lower back.

How the body benefits
Aligning your posture involves improving the balance between muscle

length and muscle strength. Yoga does this perfectly, because when you

hold an asana and then practise its counterpose, the major muscles on

the front and back of the body are both stretched and strengthened.This

creates tone as well as flexibility. Yoga asanas also have a positive effect on
the muscles' connective tissue, or fascia (see pp26-7). Muscles are elastic:

after they stretch or contract, the fibres return to their original length, Fascia,

however, is plastic not elastic, which means that only if enough pressure is

applied, wil! it change its form and it will not revert to its previous shape

when the pressure is removed. Constant repetition of certain movements or

body positions, such as always carrying a bag on one shoulder or hunching

in front of a computer, fixes the connective tissue into a belt-like, non-elastic

structure, causing postural problems. When you hold an asana for longer
than a minute, this hardened connective tissue starts to be remodelled,

bringing your posture back into proper alignment.

GOOD ALIGNMENT

When someone who has correct posture stands beside a
plumb line, the ankles, knees, hips, and ears are aligned
perfectly, stacked one above the other in a straight line.
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Corrective asanos for kyphosis
Kyphosis, or an exaggerated curve of the spine in the upper back, is a
common problem of postural alignment, which is exacerbated by slouching

or spending long hours hunching forwards over a computer.These specific

asanas gently help to bring the spine into alignment.

Kyphosis

Exaggerated
thoracic (upper
back) curve of
the spine in
kyphosis

Correct thoracic
(upper back)
curve of the
spine

BOW

In kyphosis, the shoulders round
forwards. Bow (see pi 35)
counteracts this by pulling the
shoulders backwards and opening
the chest.

Pulls the
shoulders back

Broadens the chest

FISH
This pose (see p93) stretches
out the shortened muscles in
the shoulders and upper chest,
and also eases hardened
connective tissue, or fascia, in
the shoulder and chest area,

Fascia and muscles
connect from chin
to pelvis

Strengthens the muscles
of the upper back

COBRA
Extending the arms behind the bock
in this version of Cobra (see pi 19)
strengthens weak upper-bock and
neck muscles,

Tones the
neck muscles

Stretches muscles and
connective tissue from
the chin to the abdomen
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Corrective asonos for lordosis
In this condition, the muscles of the abdomen tend to be weak, and the

hamstrings and lower bock muscles have become shortened. Connective

tissue (see pp26-7) along the back of the legs and back has hardened.These

poses help to strengthen and lengthen the muscles and soften the tissue.

Lordosis

Correct lumbar
(lower-back)
curve of
the spine

Exaggerated
lumbar
(lower- back)
curve of the
spine in lordosis

'

DOUBLE LEG LIFTS

These develop abdominal strength
(see p61). If the muscles of the
abdomen ore strong, they support
the lumbar spine, keeping it in
good alignment.

SITTING FORWARD BEND
This pose (see p99) gives a deep stretch
to the muscles of the back of the body,
which have become shortened.Try to
hold the pose for some time, stretching
slowly and gradually. As long as any pain
that comes from the natural stretch can
be dissolved by rhythmical obdominol
breathing and relaxation, it is safe to
remain in the posture. Any other pain
should be taken as a warning sign not
to take the stretch too far.

Lengthens the
muscles of the
lower back

Stretches the
hamstrings

Lengthens the
hamstrings

STANDING FORWARD BEND

Another stretch to lengthen the
whole of the back of the body
(see pl63).As you stretch, use slow,
controlled breathing and
consciously relax.This, together with
repeated practice, will ease any
poin and boost flexibility.

Stretches _
the backs
of the legs

Lengthens the
lower spine
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Corrective asanas for scoliosis
When the spinal muscles diagonally opposite each other are shortened on

one side and overstretched on the other, it leads to scoliosis. For example, the

left side of the lumbar and the right side of the thoracic spine could be pulled

out of alignment. Holding asanas to the right and left rebalances the muscles.

Scoliosis

Lateral (stde
to side)
deviation of
the spine in

Correct
position of
the. (pinp

-

E,
' 11
1

Increases _
flexibility on
one side

HALF SPINAL TWIST

Hold this pose (see pi 48),
and all other poses on this
page, for the same length of
time on each side.This ensures
stretching and strengthening
in all the required areas.

Tones the
muscles
on the
other side

TRIANGLE
Asanas such as Triangle (see
pi 65) that are practised to the right
and left sides restore the correct
balance of flexibility and strength
to the muscles on either side of the
spine.They also help to soften
hardened connective tissue.

Stretches the
muscles on
the right side

LATERAL BEND WITH TWIST
Lateral stretches such as Lateral Bend with Twist
(see pi 07) help to restore the balance of shortened
muscles on diagonally opposite sides of the spine.
Always move slowly into the pose to overcome
gradually any inherent resistance in the muscles.

Stretches from
hip to shoulder
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Breathing is like no other body function because it connects us with our environment.
Plants take in carbon dioxide and give off oxygen, while human beings and animals
inhale oxygen-rich air and exhale air high in carbon dioxide. Yoga breathing exercises
help to increase the gas exchange in the lungs and in all the cells of the body.

Involuntary breathing
Most of the time we breathe involuntarily, thanks to respiratory-

control centres located in the brain, An average adult respiratory

rate varies between 12 and 20 breaths per minute at rest,

moving about half a litre (1 pint) of air in and out of the

lungs - this is the vital capacity, When an adult exercises,

the respiratory rate can go up to 35-45 breaths per minute,
increasing vital capacity to over 4 litres (81/? pints) of

inhaled and exhaled air. Such fast, deep breathing is

prompted by a sudden increase in carbon-dioxide waste in

the muscles caused by exercising.

DURING INHALATION
During o full yogic breath the

diaphragm contracts and
descends.This draws air into
the lungs and pushes the
abdomen forwards.

Sternocleidomastoid
muscles lift the collar
bones, allowing

.inhalation

External intercostal
muscles contract,
expanding the ribcage

Digestive organs
push against the
abdominal wall

Pectoralis minor
muscles lift,
expanding the
ribcoge

Ribcage expands,
causing inhalation

Diaphragm
contracts,
pushing
against the
digestive
organs



The Breath of Life

Voluntary breath control

DURING EXHALATION

The diaphragm relaxes and
moves up, pushing air out of
the lungs and allowing the
abdomen to move back in.

External intercostal
muscles relax, so
the chest sinks _

Diaphragm
relaxes

Yoga emphasizes voluntary breath control. During asana practice, breathing

slows to 10-12 breaths per minute. In relaxation and meditation, you breathe

only 6-8 times per minute, and you take just 3-6 breaths per minute during

Alternate Nostril Breathing (see ppl 82-3), All respiratory training in yoga

emphasizes complete exhalation in order to eliminate maximum amounts of

stale air and allow a deeper inhalation.

In this way, freshly inhaled oxygen-rich air mixes with lesser amounts of

stale air than in involuntary breathing, making more oxygen available to

nourish every cell. During pranayama, oxygen levels in the blood are higher
when you inhale and much lower when you retain your breath, Studies by

the Russian medical researcher Dr Arkadi F. Prokop suggest that exposure to

alternating high and low levels of oxygen promotes cell

rejuvenation, speeding up the renewal of

mitochondria - the microscopic power plants in

every cell. Many asanas create pressure on the

chest and abdomen. Performing a complete yogic

breath (see pi 81) against such resistance
strengthens the respiratory muscles and helps you

breathe with greater awareness in daily life.

Sternocleidomastoid
muscles relax

to

muscles relax, so
the chest drops

Abdominal muscles
contract, pushing
internal organs
against the
diaphragm for
complete exhalation
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Support ng the nervous
system
Yoga works on the nervous system, keeping it in balance so that you feel better able to
deal with the unavoidable stresses that are part of daily life. The order of the 12 basic
poses (see pp42-169) and the focus on posture, breathing, and relaxation in each asana help
the nervous system function, leading to a sense of complete relaxation and rejuvenation.

What is the autonomic nervous system?
The autonomic nervous system fine-tunes the activities of the vital organs of

the body, such as the heart, as well as the respiratory, digestive, and

endocrine systems (see p37). It also governs homeostasis (see pi 8),This

system functions involuntarily, ensuring that nerves transmit messages

between the brain and organs, muscles, and glands, through the central

nervous system in the brain and spinal cord.The autonomic nervous system

is divided into two: the sympathetic and parasympathetic systems.

THE SYMPATHETIC NERVOUS SYSTEM This branch of the autonomic nervous

system sends out nerve impulses, in response to perceived physical or

psychological danger, that trigger the release of hormones including

adrenaline and noradrenaline.These prepare the body for fighting the

danger or fleeing from it (the "fight or flight response") by stimulating an

increase in heart rate and blood pressure, diverting blood to the skeletal

muscles, and slowing the digestion and kidney function, among other

reactions. These stress responses continue until the body fights or runs away

or the parasympathetic nervous system becomes dominant. If the responses

are not dispelled, overtime they can damage the body and mind.

THE PARASYMPATHETIC NERVOUS SYSTEM The other branch of the

autonomic nervous system promotes rest, energy conservation, and the

absorption of nutrients to maintain good health, It also supports the regular

functioning of the cardiovascular, digestive, and excretory systems among

other vital processes, and acts as an antidote to the "fight or flight" response.

Practising yoga asanas (see pp42-l 69), pranayama (see ppl 76-85), and

meditation (see ppl 96-207) activates this "rest and repair" branch of the

autonomic nervous system.
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Sympathetic and parasympathetic activity

The two systems work in a complementary way. As the brain
anticipates danger, the sympathetic neurons in the spinal cord release
chemical nerve transmitters.These trigger target organs, muscles, and
glands to prepare to deal with stress by reacting as shown below.
When the parasympathic nerves are stimulated, they gradually
cancel these responses.

PARASVMPATHETIC SYSTEM SYMPATHETIC SYSTEM

Contracts pupils

Ganglion
Stimulates tow

of saliva 0

Dilates pupils

Inhibits flow of saliva

Chain of
sympathetic

ganglia

THE AUTONOMIC NERVOUS SYSTEM

The sympathetic system is important
because it primes us to deal with stressful
situations, promoting alertness and
quick-thinking. When the parasympathetic
system is in action after a period of
sympathetic activity, it provides optimum
conditions for good health.
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Yoga to balance the nervous system
Structuring your asana practice in the following way can help to restore the

balance between the sympathetic and parasympathetic nervous systems.

SUN SALUTATION At the beginning of your asana session, practise Sun

Salutations (see pp50-7) to start reducing sympathetic nerve impulses.

ALTERNATE MUSCLE STRETCHING AND RELAXATION Then practise asanas

that focus mostly on flexibility (see pp58-l 15), followed by appropriate

relaxation poses. Alternating the slight muscle pain of stretching with relaxation

stimulates the parasympathetic nervous system, helping you to relax.

ALTERNATE MUSCLE CONTRACTION AND RELAXATION Now you will do mostly

short, intense muscle contractions (see ppl 16-69), followed by conscious

relaxation to prompt "rest and repair" impulses in the parasympathetic system,

FINAL RELAXATION During final relaxation (see ppl 92-3), your body is

flooded with parasympathetic nerve impulses, When you return to a stressful

environment your sympathetic nerve impulses may be stimulated again, but

thanks to the strength of the parasympathetic "rest and repair" impulses you

experience in your asana practice, they will have little effect on you.

Muscle stretching and relaxation

Notice how any pain you feel in the muscles during the
stretches disappears completely during the complementary

relaxation pose.You are literally stretching the stress away.

LEG STRETCH

Hold the stretch (see p59) at a
point at which you feel slight pain,

RELAXING IN CORPSE POSE
Practise slow breathing (see pi 81)
as you relax (see pi 88).

Muscle contraction and relaxation

Some asanas demand more dynamic muscle work.When
followed immediately by an appropriate relaxation pose, you
stimulate the parasympathetic nervous system.

BOAT
Strongly contract the muscles of the
buttocks and lower back (see pi 24).

•*. '

RELAXING ON THE FRONT
Let go of the contraction and let your
body sink into the floor (see pi 90),
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Q e
endocrine system
The endocrine glands secrete hormones into the blood stream. These chemical
"messengers" reach every cell of the body. They initiate and regulate many body
functions. Yoga helps to keep this body system in good shape.

What does it do?
The main endocrine gland is the pituitary gland in the brain. Other glands

include the pineal, also in the brain, which produces melatonin to control

the sleep-wake cycle, and the thyroid in the neck, which releases hormones
regulating growth and metabolism, At the back of this gland is the

parathyroid, which promotes calcium absorption.The thymus at the top of
the chest regulates immunity; the adrenals on top of each kidney oversee

fluid balance, fat distribution, and stress hormones.The pancreas, an organ,

regulates blood-sugar levels and the ovaries or testes release sex hormones.

Benefits for the brain

Practising asanas helps to bring balance to the brain and, through the pituitary gland, to
the whole body. In certain asanas, such as Headstand, extra blood circulates to the brain,
nourishing it with oxygen and nutrients.This improves the working of the hypothalamus.

The pituitary gland, or.
"master gland", controls
most of the other
endocrine glands.
It is directly attached
to the hypothalamus

Release of thyroid-
stimulating hormone

.The hypothalamus
controls body
temperature, hunger,
thirst, and fatigue.
A well-balanced
hypothalamus has a
positive effect on the
pituitary gland

.The thyroid gland controls
growth and metabolism -
the way that yout body
burns fuel for energy, lays
down fat. and the rate at
which many chemical
processes occur

SHOULDERSTAND

When you hold this pose (see p78), you

increase the blood circulation in the

thyroid gland in the neck, which promotes

a healthy metabolism.
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Yoga teaches you how to achieve deep muscle relaxation, first by following a muscle
contraction in one asana with complete muscular relaxation in its complementary
resting pose. Second, by using autosuggestion in final relaxation (see pp!92-4), asking
each part of the body in turn to relax until you experience a feeling of total release.

A strong muscle contraction requires a large number of nerve impulses to

command muscle fibres to shorten; complete relaxation requires the fewest

nerve impulses to be directed to the fibres, These processes seem opposed, but

the more you relax before moving into an asana, the more efficiently you will

be able to focus on muscle contraction, and the deeper you will be able to

breathe. Follow the asana with its relaxation pose; then the complete release

of the contraction plus slow breathing stimulates deep relaxation.

Using autosuggestion
To achieve deep muscle relaxation in final relaxation (see pp!92-4), lie

comfortably, then create a mental picture of the muscles of the body in turn, and

send them a mental command to relax, which travels via impulses from the motor

cortex in the brain, The command is followed quickly by a feeling of relaxation.

Location of cortexes

The motor cortex and the somatic
sensory cortex sit alongside each
other in the brain

Motor cortex

COMPLETE RELAXATION
Working from your feet to your head, you
can use step-by-step muscle relaxation
with autosuggestion to achieve a sense
of deep relaxation.
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Brain mapping

The sequence of autosuggestion during relaxation is"mapped"
in the motor cortex (see location in the brain, opposite).The
sensation of relaxation that follows corresponds to the "map"

of the somatic sensory cortex. Although there is no direct motor
control to the intra-abdominal organs, the autosuggestion reaches
the target organ via the subconscious mind.
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One pose, many benefits
Asanas work on many body systems simultaneously. Gaining a better understanding of
how some of these benefits complement each other can bring you one step closer to
understanding the Sanskrit word yoga, which translates as "union". Here, we look at the
benefits a single asana can bring to many parts of the body and the mind.

Effects on the body
Practising this variation of Triangle pose (see pi 67) benefits all ten body

systems, from the skeletal to the reproductive, but these in particular:

MUSCULAR SYSTEM The muscles at the front of the thighs contract to keep

the leg stable, while those at the back of the thighs extend. Balancing

muscle strength with length maintains mobility in the joints. Repeating the

pose to both sides promotes good posture by working the spine evenly.

NERVOUS SYSTEM The spine, containing the central nervous system, receives

a good stretch along its length, which benefits communication between the

spinal nerves and the brain.The cerebellum controls smooth movement,

proper alignment, and stable posture.

ENDOCRINE SYSTEM Blood flows easily to the brain in this pose, supporting

the pituitary gland (see p37), which regulates hormone secretion throughout

the body. More specifically, the pressure of the pose stimulates the adrenal

gland.This helps to ensure its role in the "fight or flight response" (see p34)

and in processing food and regulating energy.

DIGESTIVE SYSTEM As the trunk revolves, the digestive organs receive a

massage, which stimulates the functioning of the digestive system.The

pressure on the organs pushes stagnating blood out of them, which in turn

draws fresh blood supply into this area, once the pose is released,

CARDIOVASCULAR AND RESPIRATORY SYSTEMS This pose requires some

exertion, working the muscles of the heart and increasing the lungs' vita!

capacity (see p32-3).The respiratory musces also get a good workout from

working against the compression of the twist. Both actions ensure a good

supply of oxygen to the brain, encouraging concentration and vitality.
Weight on the left
foot ensures
proper balance


