
[image: cover]

Contents

COVER

ABOUT THE BOOK

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

ALSO BY JAMES HEWITT

TITLE PAGE

PREFACE

VOLUME I: YOGA OF BREATHING

I: Yoga and Yogas

What is Yoga?

The Svetasvatara Upanishad

Classifying the Yogas

Overlapping of Paths

The Classic Texts of Hatha Yoga

Sanskrit—Classic Language of Yoga

Benefits from the Yoga of Breathing

II: Yogic Relaxation

Corpse Posture

How to Relax

Stage by Stage Relaxation

Relaxing the Facial Muscles

Aids to Relaxation

III: Yogic Posturing

The Yogi as a Freak

The Current Popularity of Yoga Posturing

The Aims of Posturing

The Unique Character of the Asanas

The Origins of the Asanas

Pre-Requirements of Posturing

The Most Popular Classic Asanas

Sitting Postures

A Typical Programme of Postures

Programme Planning

IV: Yogic Hygiene

The Six Cleansing Acts

Dhauti (Washing)

Basti or Vasti (Colonic Irrigation)

Bladder Irrigation

Neti (Nasal Cleansing)

Trataka (Cleansing Vision)

Nauli (Recti Isolation)

Lauliki (Abdominal Rolling)

Kapalabhati Cleansing the Breath)

Hygienic Achievement

V: Abdominal Retraction and Recti Isolation

Abdominal Retraction (Uddiyana Bandha)

Recti Isolation (Nauli)

Benefits

The Breath of Life

Pranayama Defined

Prana

Faulty Breathing

Man’s Need for Oxygen

The Respiratory Tract

The Thoracic Cage

The Breathing Process

Resuscitation

A Beautiful System

Residual Air

Vital Capacity

Oxygen Debt

Breathe Better

Slimming

Why We Need to Learn to Breathe

Surely Controlled Breathing is Unnatural?

Automatic Control

Conscious Control

VI: Yogic Breath Control

The Four Stages of Breathing

Inhalation (Puraka)

Suspension (Kumbhaka)

The Importance of Suspension

Locks (Bandhas)

Warning

Exhalation (Rechaka)

Timing

Sitting for Yogic Breathing

Hand Positions

How Often, and for How Long?

Pre-Requirements

Performance

Preparations for the Traditional Pranayamas

The Traditional Pranayamas

Additional Breathing Exercises

Aims and Uses of Yogic Breathing

VII: Poisonous Air and Vital Air

Air Pollution

Air as Food

Air Ions

Smoking and Health

VIII: Yogic Breathing and Health

The Uniqueness of Pranayama

Yogic Breathing as Healer

Healing Others

Self-Healing

Longevity and Yoga

IX: Extraordinary Feats

Extraordinary Feats

Burial Alive

Tumo

Levitation

X: Yoga and Sexual Health

Yoga and Sexual Fitness

Postures and Sexual Vigour

Bandhas and Mudras

The Ten Chief Mudras and Bandhas

Yoga and Sex Control

Sex and Maturity

Tantrism

XI: Yogic Diet

Classic Guidelines

Foods and Human Consciousness

Alkaline-Forming Foods

The Case for Lacto-Vegetarianism

Modern Yoga Diet

Conclusion

VOLUME II: YOGA OF POSTURE

I: The Rewarding Practice of Yoga Posturing

A Complete Guide for Westerners

The Number of Postures

Naming of Postures

The Problem of Classifying

Is a Teacher Necessary?

Programme Planning

Contra-Indications

Therapy

Breathing

Preparing for Practice

Conditions for Practice

Manner of Posturing

II: Warm-Ups and Limber-Ups

Warm-Ups and Limber-Ups

Standing Exercises

Sitting Exercises

Supine Exercises

Prone Exercises

Slow-Motion Exercises

III: Warm-Ups: Programme Planning

IV: Group A Postures

Standing Postures

Sitting and Kneeling Postures

Relaxing and Sleeping Postures

Supine Postures

Prone Postures

Inverted Postures

Series Postures

Muscular Locks (Bandhas)

V: Group A Postures: Programme Planning

VI: Group B Postures

Group B Postures

Standing Postures

Sitting and Kneeling Postures

Supine Postures

Prone Postures

Inverted Postures

Balancing Postures

Muscular Locks (Bandhas)

VII: Group B Postures: Programme Planning

VIII: Yoga Therapy

VOLUME III: YOGA OF MEDITATION

I: Why Meditate?

Why Meditate?

Meditation as Mental Hygiene

Hatha Yoga and Raja Yoga

The Quiet Mind

The Mystical Dimension

Greater Self-Mastery

Mental Powers

What is Meditation?

Many Yogas

II: Yoga’s Hindu and Mystical Setting

The History of Yoga

Hinduism

The Hindu Gods

Caste

Stages of Life (Asramas)

Karma

Reincarnation

Moksha (Liberation)

Sacred Literature

Brahman Equals Atman

Maya

The Mystical Experience

III: Yogic Philosophy

The Six Systems of Philosophy

Samkhya Yoga

Vedanta

Purusha

Prakriti

Stages of Cosmic Evolution

The Twenty-Five Categories (Tattwas)

Yoga Metaphysics

IV: Sitting for Meditation

Sitting for Meditation

Place

Clothing

Cleanliness

Eating and Drinking

Sleep

Moderation

Posture for Meditation

Egyptian Posture

Easy Posture (Suskhasana)

Perfect Posture (Siddhasana)

Lotus Posture (Padmasana)

Breathing

Right Attitudes

Coming out of Meditation

How Long Should Meditation Last?

V: Patanjali’s Royal (Raja) Yoga

The Yoga Sutras

The Sutra Method of Exposition

Section 1 of the Yoga Sutras: Stilling the Mind

Section 1 of the Yoga Sutras: Samadhi

Sections 2 and 3 of the Yoga Sutras: The Eight Limbs of Yoga

Yogic Methods of Meditation

VI: Techniques of Concentrative Meditation

Concentration (Dharana)

Steady Gaze Meditation

An Experiment in Visual Concentration

A Stable Image Experiment

Visualization Meditation

Gross, Luminous, and Subtle Contemplation

Thought Observation and Reduction

Breathing Meditation

The Witness

VII: Mantra Yoga

Japa

Listening to Internal Sounds

Music

Poetry

Om (Aum)

Some Other Mantras

Kinds of Japa

Mantras in Other Traditions

VIII: The Transcendental Meditation of Maharishi Mahesh Yogi

Marharishi Mahesh Yogi

The Method

Effortless Meditation?

TM Laboratory-Tested

The Source of Thought

Levels of Consciousness

Dr. Herbert Benson and the ‘Relaxation Response’

IX: Yantra Yoga

Form-Symbols

Mandalas

Triangles

X: Kundalini (Serpent Power) Yoga

Serpent Power

Wilhelm Reich

Chakras

The Sushumna

Self-Realization

XI: Yoga of Action (Karma)

Wisdom in Action

Gita Yogas

Non-Attachment

The Gita’s Teaching of Karma Yoga

XII: Yoga of Devotion: Bhakti

Bhakti Practice

Bhakti Hymns

Mantras

Krishna Consciousness

Bhakti Samadhi

Christian Yogas

The Gita on Bhakti Yoga

XIII: Yoga of Knowledge: Jnana

Reason and Beyond

Regression or Evolutionary Advance?

The Onion Game

The Chandogya Upanishad

I Am

The Elusive I

In Pursuit of the I

XIV: Psychic Powers (Siddhis)

The Correct Attitude for Yogins

Patanjali’s Listing of Psychic Attainments

Extraordinary Sense-Perceptions

XV: Yoga of Sex: Tantrism

Yoga and Sexual Energy

What is Tantrism?

Sexual and Religious Ecstasy

Gods and Goddesses

Sacramental Coitus

Tantric Practice

Semen Hoarding

Karezza

Yoga and Sexual Fitness

The Spirit of Tantrism

XVI: Press-Button Yoga: Biofeedback

Is Biofeedback Instrumental Yoga?

Biofeedback Explained

The Two Nervous Systems

Biofeedback Therapy

Reducing Anxiety

Brain Waves

Controlling Brain Rhythms

Biofeedback and Meditation

Bringing Together the Two Psychologies

Biofeedback Instruments

XVII: The Future of Yoga

East and West—A New Synthesis

Science Looks at Yoga

The Evolution of Human Consciousness

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Works on Hatha Yoga

General Works

GLOSSARY OF SANSKRIT TERMS

ENGLISH POSTURE INDEX

SANSKRIT POSTURE INDEX

COPYRIGHT


About the Book

The Complete Yoga Book is an encyclopedia of yoga practice and practical yoga as well as of the philosophy and background of yoga. It is divided into three sections.

The first of these is concerned with raising the levels of health and energy through breathing. The second section constitutes one of the most important guides ever published of the Asanas, or postures of yoga. Clear, easy to follow instructions and drawings accompany Hewitt’s descriptions of over 400 postures. The author includes warm-ups and many modifications of basic postures for beginners or those with specific problems. The third section deals with the history and philosophy of yoga and surveys in depth the various meditative methods including transcendental meditation. He discusses the possession of psychic powers and the potentialities of bio-feedback and relates all these developments to the classic techniques of meditation and yoga.


About the Author

James Hewitt is a former Fleet Street journalist who now writes full time. He has had thirty-five books published including; Teach Yourself Yoga, Teach Yourself Meditation (Hodder and Stoughton) and The Complete Relaxation Book (originally published as Relaxation: East and West) (Rider).


Also by James Hewitt

Teach Yourself Yoga (Hodder and Stoughton)

Teach Yourself Meditation (Hodder and Stoughton)

The Complete Relaxation Book

(originally Relaxation: East and West) (Rider)


[image: image]

[image: logo]


Preface

The philosophical, metaphysical, and religious bases of Yoga may be accepted or denied, in whole or in part; but there can be no gainsaying the rewards of greater health, vitality, and psychophysical poise that result from Yoga practice, as many thousands of men and women have discovered recently in the West. In the East yoga has been practised for thousands of years. Only in this century has it been introduced into Europe and America, but it is now firmly established. It has proved to be no passing fad, simply because it fulfils its promises, supplying the results expected of it at whichever level it is practised.

It is on the practice of Yoga, and also on the practical in Yoga, that I have concentrated in writing Yoga of Breathing, and in writing two complementary works, Yoga of Posture and Yoga of Meditation. The three volumes together comprise what is virtually an encyclopedia of Yoga practice and of practical Yoga. This practical approach is aimed at enriching the health and consciousness of people going about the complicated, stress-beset activity of present-day living. Yoga has always provided for the needs of ‘householder Yogins’ – men and women practising Yoga without withdrawing from family life and responsibilities.

In making a practical approach to Yoga we satisfy the demands of students who consider the rewards of psycho-physical health and poise worthy aims in themselves. We also provide the aspirant who wishes for ‘higher consciousness’ and mystical experience with the groundwork which equips him for the climb. The analogy with mountain climbing is apt, for the postures, breath controls, cleansing processes, and healthful eating habits and diet of physiological Yoga, called Hatha Yoga, prepare the aspirant for the subtle disciplines of psychical Yoga, called Raja Yoga. Raja Yoga refines consciousness and aims at the pinnacle of intuitive enlightenment (samadhi).

The three volumes are concerned mainly with these two Yogas, Hatha and Raja – the Yogas most widely practised in the West and most easily adaptable to occidental needs.

Yoga of Breathing is intended to establish the student securely in Yogic practice; to raise levels of health, energy, and psychophysical poise, through control of breathing, posture, hygiene, relaxation, and diet. Breath control (pranayama) is at the heart of the Yoga of breathing. It has been neglected in much of the literature of Yoga for Westerners, but in this book it is given the emphasis it deserves. An example of our direct and practical approach is that the bandhas and mudras of Hatha Yoga, which are special postures and muscle controls, are employed not for prolonged breath suspension and the arousal of mysterious energies, but for the enhancement of sexual health and fitness. Yoga of Breathing also includes a balanced programme of general postures.

Yoga of Posture presents by far the largest collection of postures (asanas) ever published – over 400. They include warm-up and limber-up exercises, which most Western students need before embarking on a programme of posturing; and modifications and simplifications of postures which can lead to full performance of the classic asanas. Thus there are programmes to suit any stage of suppleness.

Yoga of Meditation describes the most direct and practical techniques of meditation, including the traditional method of Patanjali, the transcendental meditation of Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, and recent Western experiments in auto-control of the involuntary nervous system using electrical biofeedback apparatus.

Each of the three volumes – Yoga of Breathing, Yoga of Posture, and Yoga of Meditation – stands on its own, but the three combine to make a clear and practical guide for practitioners of Yoga who wish to garner its many benefits for body and mind, and to improve the whole quality of everyday life. For Yoga is a life-science and a life-style.

Finally, a point concerning the printing of this book and of the two complementary volumes: I have followed the practice of many works written on Yoga for a mainly Western readership by omitting diacritical marks in the printing of words in Sanskrit, the classic language of Indian Yoga.

JAMES HEWITT


Volume I

Yoga of Breathing


I Yoga and Yogas

WHAT IS YOGA?

CONFUSION WILL BE avoided if we at once point out that there is Yoga as an end-goal and Yoga as a system of techniques and disciplines to reach the end-goal. Not only that: there are several systems, and therefore several Yogas. But the aim in each case is the same, though it is talked about in the language of a variety of religions and cultures. Strictly speaking, Yoga is Indian and Hindu; and for the Hindu mystic the supreme goal in living is absorption in Brahman – ‘I am that.’

Who or what is Brahman? In the purest Yoga, which is that of the upanishads, Brahman is impersonal and imageless, and should not be confused with Brahma, a deity of the Hindu Trinity (the other members are Siva and Vishnu). Brahman as the One of world mysticism can be written about in a variety of ways, not all of them religious. Mysticism does not belong solely to the world religions, though it is linked closely with them. How does one classify Buddhism, which has no god, and looks on its founder, at a sophisticated level, as an enlightened man? Each age and culture finds its appropriate vocabulary for the One. In the West today, a psychological orientation makes Being, Self beyond empirical ego, and levels of consciousness the terms in which the loftiest aims of Yoga are most meaningfully discussed.

The Self to be realized beyond the ego in Indian Yoga is the Atman. Find the Atman, which is pure consciousness, through Yogic practice, and you find (the intuitive enlightenment called samadhi) that individual being and Cosmic Being have the same ground, and that Atman and Brahman are one. This realized union is called Yoga – the word comes from roots meaning ‘union’, and, the English ‘yoke’ is etymologically related.

A Yoga is also a system of physical and psychical controls whose aim is to make the practitioner aware of the identity of Atman and Brahman, or the ground of Being, or whatever concepts are found congenial. And even if you remain agnostic or sceptical towards the whole mystic concept, there remains such value in the bodily exercises and meditative techniques in terms of psycho-physical well-being that thousands of people practise Yoga with barely a thought for Yoga as a mystical goal. Their concern is with Yoga as practice.

THE SVETASVATARA UPANISHAD

The above points become clearer if we look at a concise description of Yoga practice and its powers found in the Svetasvatara Upanishad, 11, 8–15 (155)

If a wise man hold his body with its three erect parts (chest, neck, and head) even, and turn his senses with the mind towards the heart, he will then in the boat of Brahman cross all the torrents which cause fear.

Compressing his breathings let him who has subdued all motions, breathe forth through the nose with gentle breath. Let the wise man without fail restrain his mind, that chariot yoked with vicious horses.

Let him perform his exercises in a place level, pure, free from pebbles, fire, and dust, delightful by its sounds, its water, and bowers, not painful to the eye, and full of shelters and caves.

When Yoga is being performed, the forms which come first, producing apparitions in Brahman, are those of misty smoke, sun, fire, wind, fire-flies, lightnings, and a crystal moon.

When, as earth, water, light, heat, and ether arise, the fivefold quality of Yoga takes place, then there is no longer illness, old age, or pain for him who has obtained a body, produced by the fire of Yoga.

The first results of Yoga they call lightness, healthiness, steadiness, a good complexion, an easy pronunciation, a sweet odour, and slight excretions.

As a metal disk [mirror], tarnished by dust, shines bright again after it has been cleaned, so is the one incarnate person satisfied and free from grief, after he has seen the real nature of the self.

And when by means of the real nature of his self he sees, as by a lamp, the real nature of Brahman, then having known the unborn, eternal god, who is beyond all natures, he is freed from all fetters.

In the above quotation we see Yoga as goal (absorption in Brahman); Yoga as postures and breath controls; and Yoga as meditation and contemplation. The two most widely practised Yogas in the West are here indicated: the physiological Yoga, called Hatha Yoga, and the Yoga of mental mastery, called Raja Yoga. We will sometimes refer to them as the Yoga of Vitality and the Yoga of Meditation respectively. The Yoga of Posture is part of Hatha Yoga, or the Yoga of Vitality.

CLASSIFYING THE YOGAS

When it comes to classifying and grouping the systems of Yoga, one finds differences of opinion among the scholars. The reason for this is that the Yogas overlap and interpenetrate to such an extent that several classifications have validity. It is possible to use a system that incorporates several Yogas directly, and several others indirectly. And some people attempt nothing less than a synthesis of all the main Yogas. Swami Vivekananda and Sri Aurobindo have expounded this approach eloquently in their writings.

In Yoga of Breathing we will be describing methods taken from Hatha Yoga, which some people do not consider a Yoga at all, but a system of exercises that can serve other Yogas. But the main tradition sees it as purificatory preparation for Raja (Royal) Yoga. Hatha Yoga is the most widely practised Yoga in the West: it includes the well-known postures and breath controls.

The Yogas other than Hatha are mainly meditative and more directly aimed at Yoga as end-goal and union. Their practices will appear later in Yoga of Meditation. For the present it is sufficient to name them and indicate their nature briefly. However, even in performing the physical techniques of Hatha Yoga, to some extent one cannot avoid practising other Yogas.

At this stage the main Indian Yogas may be discerned as follows:
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Jnana Yoga

This is the path of spiritual knowledge and wisdom, suited to the intellectual temperament, in which the intellect penetrates the veils of ignorance that prevent man from seeing his True Self (Atman), which is other than the empirical ego. The disciplines of this path of the well-honed intellect are those of study and meditation.

Bhakti Yoga

This is the Yoga of strongly-focused love, devotion, and worship, at its finest in love of the One. The Hindu may concentrate his devotion upon a worshipped deity (Krishna is the most popular) or upon the divine principle as incarnated in a guru. Bhakti Yoga is accessible to Westerners with highly devotional temperaments; others are made to feel uncomfortable by some of the excesses. This could be said to be the favourite Yoga of the Indian masses. Its disciplines are those of rites and the singing of songs of praise. St Francis of Assisi is often mentioned as an example of a Christian bhakti.

Karma Yoga

This is the path of selfless action and service, without thought of the fruits of action. Its most eloquent exposition is the Lord Krishna’s instruction of the young prince Arjuna in the Bhagavad Gita. Mahatma Gandhi, the father of modern India, could be looked on as a Karma Yogin.

Mantra Yoga

The practice of Mantra Yoga influences consciousness through repeating (aloud or inwardly) certain syllables, words, or phrases (mantras). A form of Mantra Yoga is being practised by many thousands of Westerners, in the form of the Transcendental Meditation taught by Maharishi Mahesh Yogi. Rhythmic repetition of mantras is called japa. The most highly-regarded mantras are ‘OM’ and ‘OM MANE PADME HUM’.

Yantra Yoga

As Mantra Yoga influences consciousness through the vibrations of the voice and sound, so Yantra Yoga employs sight and form. The colourful mandalas of Northern India and Tibet are objects of contemplation to Yogins. The visualization may be with the inner eye, just as listening to a mantra may be with the inner ear. A yantra is a design with power to influence consciousness: it can be an objective picture, an inner visualization, or the design of a temple.

Laya and Kundalini Yoga

These combine many of the techniques of Hatha Yoga, especially prolonged breath suspension and a stable posture, with intense meditative concentration, so as to awaken the psychic nerve-force latent in the body, symbolized as serpent power (kundalini), which is coiled below the base of the spine. The force is taken up the spine, passing through several power centres (chakras), until it reaches a chakra in the crown of the head, when intuitive enlightenment (samadhi) is triggered. The physiological and concentrative disciplines are severe, and this is a Yoga best practised with personal supervision by a teacher.

Tantric Yoga

‘Tantric’ is applied as a general term to distinguish physiological systems from those that are non-physiological. Tantrism is also a form of Yoga, found mainly in Northern India and Tibet, in which control of the sexual energies has a prominent part, and the union of male and female (Yogi and Yogini), either actually or in an act of imaginative creation, has a ritualistic role. Tantric Yoga, of all the Yogas, guards its teachings and techniques most closely. This sexual Yoga may be looked upon with a measure of disapproval by adherents of some of the other schools.

Hatha Yoga

The word Hatha derives from two roots: ha means ‘sun’ and tha means ‘moon’. The flow of breath in the right nostril is called the ‘sun breath’ and the flow of breath in the left nostril is the ‘moon breath’. Central to all Hatha Yoga disciplines is the regulation of breath, the harmonizing of its positive (sun) and negative (moon), or male and female currents. Another meaning of the word Hatha is ‘forced’, but the term Forced Yoga would not do justice to the poised and gentle nature of most Yogic controls.

This is the Yoga best known and most widely practised in the West, and the subject of the majority of popular manuals on Yoga. Its best-known feature is posturing – in particular sitting with the legs crossed and the feet upturned on the thighs (Lotus Posture or Padmasana) and standing on the head (Headstand Posture or Sirsasana). Asana, which now means a Yogic posture, originally meant ‘seat’ or ‘sitting method’, an indication that the wide range of postures developed from a few basic positions for sitting in meditation.

Hatha Yoga exercises are practised extensively in the West for their practical benefits to the health of the nervous system, glands, and vital organs. When it is practised similarly in India it is sometimes called Ghatastha Yoga; but there physiological Yoga is less often separated from its over-all mystical setting and purpose.

Hatha Yoga may be viewed as a hygiene which takes into account the purification of the total organism. It may sound quotidian to some people to call this Yoga a hygiene, but there is a mainstream tradition that sees Hatha Yoga as a purificatory preparation for Raja Yoga, which is work upon consciousness itself. Such mental disciplining can best be effected in a healthy, relaxed body in which the energies have been equalized.

The French writer C. Kerneiz, writing under the pseudonym ‘Felix Guyot’, opened his book Yoga: the Science of Health (37) with these words:

Keep well, remain young a long time, and live to a good old age, such is the threefold wish that the men of every race and country have, at all times, formulated at the bottom of their hearts. This threefold wish is a very natural one, for it is simply the expression of the most powerful and the most tenacious of instincts: self-preservation. Live! We want to live with the greatest amplitude possible.

To fight against disease, when it comes, and to avert, as far as is possible, the threat of death which is in its train; to defer old age, and, by doing so, put off death itself, we have hygiene, which is only, it is true, an autonomous but not independent province of the medical kingdom.

But there exists a science, practised in India and Tibet, and more or less throughout the whole of China, which is somewhat mysterious, for it is not taught to all comers. This science is traditional and its origin is lost in the night of time. It has precisely the same object as hygiene in Western countries: to keep its adepts in health and strength and to ward off old age and death for the longest time possible. This science of Life, which is only a branch of the secret of the Yogis, is called the Hatha Yoga.

Raja Yoga

Hatha Yoga is the most practical of Yogas, with its emphasis on promoting vibrant health and tapping the organism’s latent energies. It has, too, an integrating and calming influence on the mind. But the direct work of mastering consciousness and stilling thought so as to become aware of the Ground of Being belongs to Raja or Royal Yoga. Raja Yoga is considered royal because the Yogin who practises this Yoga thereby becomes ruler over his mind.

Raja Yoga is closely associated with the systematization of Yoga techniques by Patanjali (who lived about the third or second century BC) in his Yoga Sutras. He lists asanas (postures) and pranayama (breath controls) among his ‘eight limbs’ of Yoga, and such classic texts as the Hatha Yoga Pradipika, the Gheranda Samhita, and the Siva Samhita follow Patanjali in seeing Hatha Yoga practices as providing a physiological hygiene that prepares the body for effective mental control. According to this view, Raja Yoga includes Hatha Yoga within its system.

Hatha Yoga works upon the body, purifying and perfecting it, and through the body upon the mind. Raja Yoga works upon the mind, refining and perfecting it, and through the mind upon the body. But just as some people practise the physiological Yogas with little or no thought for mental disciplines, so there are exponents of the mental Yogas who consider that the body will respond beneficially to control of consciousness without having to resort to anything more ‘physical’ than a stable posture in sitting for meditation. But a great number of Yogins combine the physiological Yoga of Breathing with the psychical Yoga of Meditation.

OVERLAPPING OF PATHS

From examination of the brief summary of the main Yoga systems just given, you will perceive that it would be difficult to practise any one of them without to some extent incorporating elements from others. Concentration, a central feature of Raja Yoga, operates in all the other paths in varying degrees. The devotion of Bhakti Yoga provides some motive power and affective feeling tone in performing the actions of Karma Yoga, the exercises of Hatha Yoga, the incantations of Mantra Yoga, the visualizations of Yantra Yoga, and so on – even the intellectual work of Jnana Yoga is not without this affective colouring. One could trace at some length this criss-crossing of Yoga paths.

THE CLASSIC TEXTS OF HATHA YOGA

The three main classic treatises on Hatha Yoga are the Hatha Yoga Pradipika (‘Light on the Hatha Yoga’), the Gheranda Samhita (‘Gheranda’s Compendium’), and the Siva Samhita (‘Siva’s Compendium’). The first-named is considered to be the standard work.

These texts – like Patanjali’s guide to Raja Yoga – were written tersely and in such a way that expansion and elucidation by teachers was required. Until recent times a teacher was essential, but now books (such as this one) can act as instructors in practical Yoga suited to the needs of the majority of men and women who have no desire to withdraw from the customary activities of living in the modern world.

It is hardly surprising that these old texts, representing a tradition older still, should contain much that to modern eyes appears unscientific, superstitious, incomprehensible, magical, bizarre, and outmoded. The language is at times exaggerated, and as with so much of this type of literature, scholars have fun disputing among themselves over what was intended to be taken literally and what symbolically. Much of the instruction today’s readers will wish to discard: for example, the injunction to rub the ashes of dried cow’s dung on the skin.

SANSKRIT – CLASSIC LANGUAGE OF YOGA

English belongs to an extensive family of languages that includes most of the languages of Europe and of India, and so is given the name Indo-European. A subfamily of the Indo-European group is the Indo-Iranian, or Aryan. The people who spoke these languages thought so highly of themselves that they called themselves Aryans, or ‘noble ones’. The Aryans seem to have invaded India from the north-west, from Afghanistan or Iran. The oral tradition of their ancient Vedic hymns in time gave way to a form of language called Sanskrit, and this was standardized about 300 BC. It is the language of the sacred texts of Hinduism and the classic texts of Yoga. Its place in Indian learning could be said to correspond to that of Latin in Europe.

The relationship between English, Latin, Greek, and Sanskrit can be gathered from these few examples:
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Sanskrit words abound in Yogic literature – the many postures (asanas), for example, have Sanskrit names. But English speakers should restrict their use of Sanskrit to the written word: otherwise they may receive a nasty shock one day on hearing a native Indian pronounce the Yogic terms correctly.

BENEFITS FROM THE YOGA OF BREATHING

Mr Archie J. Bahm, in his book Yoga for Business Executives (5), devotes no less than sixty-two pages to discussing the immediate, long-range, and comparative values of Yoga. Not even a summary of the benefits will be offered here. They are touched upon here and there in this book, and will be detailed further in dealing with each group of controls and exercises. It may have been necessary a few years ago to ‘sell’ Hatha Yoga, but it is not necessary now. The West has got the message – Yoga works.

This book will tell the reader what it is that Yoga asks him to do – in a word, practice. As the Hatha Yoga Pradipika (77) says:

Whether young, old or too old, sick or lean, one who discards laziness, gets success if he practises Yoga. Success comes to him who is engaged in the practice; for by merely reading books on Yoga, one can never get success. Success cannot be attained by adopting a particular dress. It cannot be gained by telling tales. Practice alone is the means of success.


II Yogic Relaxation

CORPSE POSTURE (Savasana)
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Corpse Posture: Savasana

The Yogin’s head, shoulders, back, buttocks, leg and feet must rest on the ground in this posture of relaxation.

ALL TECHNIQUES OF Yoga aim to produce tranquillity. Postures, breath controls, mind-stilling meditation, the bodily, mental, and spiritual purifications – all have a relaxing influence that is widely acknowledged as probably Yoga’s greatest advantage for Western man. For he lives at a pace unknown to his forefathers and his nervous system has to cope with a bombardment of stimuli that would have been intolerable to earlier generations. Those who embrace Yoga practice in its full range – that is, Yoga of Breathing, Yoga of Posture, and Yoga of Meditation – will achieve the maximum body-mind harmony and relaxation. But even those men and women who practise only the postures, perhaps at evening classes or at home, report: ‘I am more relaxed,’ ‘My emotions are under control,’ ‘My nerves are calm,’ or ‘I feel more tranquil.’ This frequently is acknowledged after only a few weeks of Yoga practice.

Among the postures are several which aim directly at relaxation. Here we will describe only one – but far and away the most important: the strangely-named Corpse Posture (Savasana or Mrtasana). It is customary to spend a few minutes ‘playing dead’ in this posture immediately before and immediately after a programme of asanas. Readers fully involved in the hurly-burly of modern civilized living should ensure that a few minutes relaxation are taken in this pose each day, because of its great restorative powers.

HOW TO RELAX

The Hatha Yoga Pradipika says: ‘Lying down on the ground like a corpse is called Savasana. It removes fatigue and gives rest to the mind.’ And the Gheranda Samhita says: ‘Lying flat on the ground (on one’s back) like a corpse is called the Mrtasana. This posture destroys fatigue, and quiets the agitation of the mind.’ In the general living conditions prevailing in India through the centuries little more instruction was required. Western writers tend to make more of the technique. To do so, most of them draw on Western medical knowledge, in particular the progressive relaxation methods first promulgated by Dr Edmund Jacobson in the 1920s.

To perform the posture, lie flat on your back, the legs outstretched so that the heels are a little apart and the feet have fallen limply outwards. The arms lie alongside the body, resting on the floor, the palms of the hands turned up, with the fingers limp and slightly curled. Thin cushions may be placed below the neck and each knee.

Now observe your breathing, which should be through the nostrils, not the mouth. Do not interfere with the in-and-out flow of the breath: just observe. Take two successive deep abdominal breaths, fully exhaling. The abdomen swells out on the inhalation and draws back towards the spine on the exhalation. Then let go with the abdominal muscles and return to observing the rise and fall of respiration. Soon you will notice that your breathing has become quiet, smooth, and of even rhythm. Occasionally during relaxation you may experience an involuntary deep intake of breath, followed by a sighing exhalation. This should be welcomed as a sign that tension is being dissolved somewhere in the musculature.

Having established your breathing in a quiet, smooth, and rhythmic pattern, you next employ your attention like a torch beam to play over your body from feet to scalp, looking for tension, and letting go from it. Relaxation is a letting go from tension. The postures and breathing exercises of Yoga will help to put you on intimate speaking terms with your body muscles in a way you are unlikely to have experienced since childhood. Look upon the various sections of your body listed below as listening muscles ready to obey your silently spoken command – which is simply two words: ‘let go.’ As a muscle or muscle group lets go, you should instantly feel it become heavier: like the sleeping baby or cat, it rests with its full weight. Think of tension draining away like a dangerous poison from the muscles and body parts listed below. Note carefully the feeling of relaxation.

STAGE BY STAGE RELAXATION

Stage by stage, the relaxation sequence is as follows:

i. Lie flat on your back in the Corpse Posture.

ii. Observe your breathing, without seeking to control it, for a few minutes.

iii. Make two successive deep inhalations and exhalations, swelling out the abdomen on breathing in and drawing it in towards the backbone on breathing out. Relax the abdominal wall fully at the conclusion of the second breath.

iv. Observe your breathing again. When it has become quiet, smooth, and of even rhythm, direct your attention like a torch beam in sequence over the parts of the body listed below. Look for tension in each part and let go from it, so that the muscles rest with their full weight. Note carefully the sensations of tension, then of absence of tension (relaxation). The sequence is: left foot; left calf; left thigh, front and rear; right foot; right calf; right thigh, front and rear; pelvis; abdomen; lower back; chest; upper back; left hand; left forearm; left upper arm, front and rear; left shoulder; right hand; right forearm; right upper arm, front and rear; right shoulder; throat; neck; jaw; lips; tongue; eyes; brow; scalp. In relaxing the feet and hands, do not forget the toes and fingers, each one of which should be drained of tension and feel limp.

v. Observe your breathing again for a minute or two; then repeat the sequence of letting go with the muscles from feet to scalp. Continue in the manner just described for as many minutes as you are giving to relaxation. Fifteen to thirty minutes is a good average.

At the conclusion of each wave of relaxation from feet to scalp, the whole body should rest with its full weight and feel drained of tension. The mind also should be at peace.
 
RELAXING THE FACIAL MUSCLES

In view of the importance of relaxing the facial muscles, I suggest a few aids that will be found effective:

To help relax the jaw: yawn slowly, resisting evenly all the way with the muscles of the jaw. Hold the contraction for six seconds; then let go, close the mouth, and let the jaw sag.

To help relax the lips: purse and push forward the lips as though to kiss, taking note of the sensations of tension. Hold the kiss position for six seconds; then relax the lips fully.

To help relax the tongue: keeping the teeth together, touch the roof of the mouth as far back as you can with the tip of the tongue. Keep the tongue immobile in that position for six seconds; then let go fully, so that the tongue ‘floats’ in the mouth with its tip behind the lower teeth.

To help relax the eyes: without moving the head, look as far to the left as possible; as far to the right as possible; as far upwards as possible; as far downwards as possible. Thinking of this in terms of the Clock Exercise, you look at nine o’clock; three o’clock; twelve o’clock; and six o’clock. Take note throughout of the sensations of tension in the muscles that move the eyeballs; then give equal attention to the feeling of relaxation as you let go and close your eyes.

To help relax the brow: frown strongly, contracting the muscles of the brow. Hold the contraction for six seconds; then let go fully. This is a useful technique to combat worry, which registers in forehead tensions.

To help relax the scalp: without moving your head, move the scalp forwards and backwards a few times by conscious control. Then let go fully with the scalp muscles.

AIDS TO RELAXATION

Many imaginative techniques are suggested by writers on Yoga to aid relaxation in the Corpse Posture. One idea is to imagine that you are lying on a beach, listening to the soothing sound of the sea and feeling the caress of a gentle breeze and warm sunlight on your flesh.

Another suggestion is to imagine a tiny hole in the small of the back from which tension drains away. This has the effect of flattening the back along the floor and encourages lying with the full weight.

Yet another imaginative technique could be described as the Water Method. You think of a current of water slowly flowing through the body, cleansing it of all tensions and impurities. You think of it flowing through the neck, in the shoulders and along the arms, into the chest, on to the abdomen, down the spine, through the buttocks, filling the thighs, knees, calves, and feet. Finally the purifying water – which is best thought of as warm – trickles away from the fingers and toes. This can be imagined as happening several times.

As skill in relaxation develops, you will find that you are able to let go from tension in sitting as well as in supine positions.

All Yogic practice counters stress, recognized by doctors as one of the greatest threats to health and life faced by modern man. So the Corpse Posture, being specifically intended for relaxation, should not be neglected by any Western practitioner who wishes to protect himself (or herself) from this contemporary killer.


III Yogic Posturing

THE YOGI AS A FREAK

DURING THE WINTER of 1896–7 Bava Luchman Dass, a Punjabi, described as ‘a Brahmin of the highest caste,’ performed the postures or asanas of Hatha Yoga in a side-show at the Westminster Aquarium in London, giving between sixty and seventy performances a day for forty days. Outside the show was displayed a framed cheque for £500 ‘which anyone can claim who emulates the Yoga’s [sic] fearful and wonderful contortions.’

The performances evoked merriment and humorous comment from the paying viewers. When the Yogi adopted a Kneeling Lotus Posture, a Cockney voice remarked: ‘It’s a fine mode of pedomotion for a man cursed with corns.’ Reporters from newspapers and magazines quoted such remarks, and had their own more sophisticated fun in commenting on the Brahmin’s ‘contortions,’ his diet of goat’s milk and dried fruit, and his strange appearance – he was dressed in a woolly leotard and large baggy drawers to meet the requirements of Victorian modesty.

If the Yogin had been a yeti, he could not have occasioned more astonishment or rude and ignorant comment from the general public and journalists alike. No understanding was shown of the lofty aims of Yoga or of the significance of the postures so expertly performed (there is the evidence of photographs) by the unfortunate Punjabi. Unfortunate, because he had been brought to England under false pretences. Thinking he was to demonstrate the ancient art and science of Hatha Yoga exercise, held in almost sacred regard in his own country, to leading citizens of London who might have an interest in perfecting body, mind, and spirit, he found himself stranded in a foreign city, thousands of miles from his homeland, and being exhibited as a freak.

The editor of the Strand Magazine, (168), who adopted a humorous style in a report of the Yogi’s performance, observed:

From what I gathered, I came to the conclusion that when the ghastly consciousness that he was a side-show dawned upon the Yoga [sic], he didn’t like it at all, and nothing would induce him to go through his sixty or seventy performances a day but the near prospect of a return to his own native land.

THE CURRENT POPULARITY OF YOGA POSTURING

For today’s counterparts of Bava Luchman Dass it is a different story. They can set themselves up as respected teachers of Yoga in London, Paris, Amsterdam, New York, and even the smaller cities in Europe and America, and instruct men and women, drawn from multifarious walks of life, in body control – that same body control which was mocked and occasioned such merriment in the London of 1896–7. Yoga continued to attract more mockery and derision than respect and understanding in Western countries until the rapid acceleration of its acceptance which began in the 1950s. Today there is a waiting list for membership of classes in Yoga posturing. What was once thought by many to be a short-lived craze has been established unshakeably for more than two decades. Only one conclusion can be drawn from this: Yoga posturing is worth doing – it brings worthwhile results.

THE AIMS OF POSTURING

‘There is not a single asana that is not intended directly or indirectly to quiet the mind,’ wrote Dr Theos Bernard, an American who underwent in India the most austere and far-reaching disciplines of Hatha Yoga, which he mastered to a remarkable degree. He continued (7):

The teacher emphasizes that the primary purpose of the asanas, is the reconditioning of the system, both mind and body, so as to effect the highest possible standard of muscular tone, mental health, and organic vigour. Hence stress is put upon the nervous and glandular systems. Hatha Yoga is interpreted as a method that will achieve the maximum results by the minimum expenditure of energy. The various asanas have been devised primarily to stimulate, exercise, and massage the specific areas that demand attention.

A balanced programme of postures works upon every muscle, nerve, gland, and organ in the body. ‘Being the first accessory of Hatha Yoga, asana is discussed first,’ says the Hatha Yoga Pradipika (77). ‘It should be practised for gaining steady posture, health and lightness of body.’ This quotation points out the rewards accurately and succinctly, and is free from the fantastic claims of occult and magical powers found elsewhere in this and other classic texts.

THE UNIQUE CHARACTER OF THE ASANAS

You will find nothing like the asanas in Western systems of body-culture, and they are also distinct in character from other Eastern exercises. They are not movements, but postures to be adopted and held; most are relaxing rather than effortful, refreshing rather than fatiguing; they are non-competitive; they require no special equipment or clothing; they can be performed by men and women, and persons in all age groups. They take into account the well-being of the whole human organism; their aim is to bring body, mind, and spirit into harmony and equilibrium.

THE ORIGINS OF THE ASANAS

Asana is a posture or pose. It is pronounced with the emphasis on the first ‘a’ – really ā, diacritical marks having been omitted in the printing of this work. The original purpose seems to have been to provide rock-like steadiness in sitting for meditation, for asana originally meant ‘seat.’ The forest sages of old sat immobile for hours, and modern masters do the same. Naturally a compact stable sitting position was needed, in which one would not sway about or fall asleep. A straight back and a low centre of gravity, just below the navel, with unimpaired deep abdominal breathing, were also found to be essential. It looks as though out of this beginning developed a great system of postures, to be held for seconds, minutes, or hours, whose aim was bodily mastery and health. Some asanas are copies of the characteristic movements or poses of the animals, birds, reptiles, and insects after which they are named. The Surya Namaskars group (see Yoga of Posture) would appear to have been originally salutations or prayers to the sun. The term asana, which began as the name for one of the sitting postures, is now applied also to standing, supine, prone, and balancing postures.

Yogic postures are depicted in the earliest Indian carvings, and, later, members of the army of Alexander the Great wrote of the gymnastic philosophers they saw in India.

PRE-REQUIREMENTS OF POSTURING

A few commonsense rules should be observed before performing a group of postures. Let at least three hours go by after a main meal, and one hour following a light snack. Empty the bladder, and the bowels too if you can, shortly before exercising. Sponge over the face and body to give a feeling of freshness. Wear loose-fitting clothing, or none at all. Posture in a room that is well-ventilated and free from extremes of temperature. Posture on a firm level floor covered with several thicknesses of blanket.

THE MOST POPULAR CLASSIC ASANAS

A study of the now considerable literature of Yogic posturing reveals that of the several hundred Yoga poses, there is a central group of traditional asanas held in high regard which can form the base or foundation on which to build varied programmes. We will describe them concisely here, so that a start to posturing can be made without delay; for further development the reader should refer to Yoga of Posture. Over four hundred postures are described, including the warm-up exercises and the modifications and simplifications of asanas that most Western practitioners find essential.

SITTING POSTURES

It is necessary that the student should become acquainted with some of the sitting postures at an early stage. Besides being valuable exercises in themselves, limbering the legs, hips, and pelvis, strengthening the back and improving posture, they provide the sitting position for practising breath control (pranayama) and meditation. One cannot start too early learning to sit immobile for several minutes with the back straight and the head poised in line with the spine. The vital energies are gathered and conserved.

The Easy Posture can be adopted immediately by most occidentals; the Egyptian (or Chair) Posture by all. The more difficult sitting postures may take some months to master, but provide maximum seated stability. In these meditative postures the centre of gravity should be felt in the abdomen, a little below the navel. Breathe freely and deeply, using the lower lungs, diaphragm, and abdomen. The postures facilitate deep breathing.
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Easy Posture: Sukhasana

Easy Posture (Sukhasana)

This is the most practical cross-legged posture for beginners. The ankles are crossed, tailor’s fashion, and the knees taken down as low as possible – in time the knees may actually touch the floor. The most important thing is that the head, neck, and spine should be held in a straight vertical line. Vary the ankle crossing, sometimes right over left, sometimes left over right. The right hand should rest on the right knee and the left hand on the left knee. Breathe freely.

Every opportunity should be taken to sit for several minutes in the Easy Posture – watching television, listening to the radio or records, sewing, feeding baby, and so on.

[image: Egyptian (or Chair)]

Egyptian (or Chair) Posture

Egyptian Posture

Even simpler than the Easy Posture is the Egyptian (or Chair) Posture, but it should only be employed if the Easy Posture proves too uncomfortable.

Sit on a straight-backed chair, the head and spine in vertical line, the feet and knees together, the palm of the right hand flat on the right thigh and the palm of the left hand flat on the left thigh. Breathe freely.

Preparation for Perfect Posture (Siddhasana)

This limbers the ankle, knee, and hip joints for performance of Perfect Posture (Siddhasana).

[image: Preparation for Perfect]

Preparation for Perfect Posture: Siddhasana

Sit on the floor with the legs outstretched and well apart. Fold the right leg and draw the right heel in against the crotch so that the sole of the right foot rests against the inside of the upper left thigh. The right knee rests on the floor and the left leg remains fully extended. Keep the head and back in a straight vertical line. Rest the right palm on the right knee and the left palm on the left knee. Breathe freely and deeply. Stay at least thirty seconds in the pose; then repeat, folding the left leg and keeping the right leg extended.

Perfect Posture (Siddhasana)

Siddha means ‘adept’ and siddhas are ‘perfected’ Yogins.

As in the preceding Preparation, the right leg is folded and the heel brought in against the perineum (the soft flesh between genitals and anus). But this time the left leg is also folded, the left heel is pulled back against the pubic bone, and the outer edge of the left foot, sole upturned, is inserted in the fold between the calf and thigh of the right leg. The thighs and knees of both legs are kept flat on the floor. Place the right palm on the right knee and the left palm on the left knee. Sit firmly on the buttocks and legs, keeping the head and backbone poised in a vertical straight line. Breathe freely and deeply. Stay motionless at least one minute; then repeat, reversing the roles of the legs. The pose has great stability and is frequently used for sitting in meditation by master Yogins.

[image: Perfect Posture: Siddhansa]

Perfect Posture: Siddhansa

[image: Preparation for Lotus]

Preparation for Lotus Posture: Padmasana

Preparation for Lotus Posture (Padmasana)

Sit on the floor with the legs extended and wide apart. Bend the right leg at the knee, grasp the right ankle, and pull in the right foot so that it rests, sole upturned, on top of the left thigh, as high up it as possible. Keep the back erect and the head in line. Place the palms of the hands flat on the floor, the left hand beside the left hip and the right hand beside the right hip. The problem is likely to be that the right knee is off the floor – gentle pressure from the right hand may be applied to make the knee lower. After at least thirty seconds in the pose, during which you should breathe freely and deeply, straighten the right leg and repeat to the other side, lifting the left foot on to the right thigh.

[image: Lotus Posture: Padmasana]

Lotus Posture: Padmasana

Lotus Posture (Padmasana)

This is probably the best known pose in Yoga. It is sometimes called the Buddha Pose. Few occidentals achieve it immediately; some achieve it after weeks or months of practice; many never do manage to upturn each foot on the opposite thigh and keep both knees on the floor. There are always the easier alternatives. It provides rock-like stability for advanced practice.
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Yoga Posture: Yogasana

Yoga Posture (Yogasana)

The Lotus Posture has a role in several advanced postures. We give one example here. In Yoga Posture you sit in the Lotus Posture, exhale, bend forward, and lower the forehead to the floor. Stay in the pose at least twenty seconds, breathing freely. The hands may be clasped behind the neck or the back.
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Thunderbolt Posture: Vajrasana

Thunderbolt Posture (Vajrasana)

This is worth learning now, for it provides the starting position for many beneficial postures. It is a favourite sitting position of the Japanese. Kneel on the floor with the knees together and sit back on the inner edges of the upturned feet. To do this the toes may be together, but the heels should be spread apart to support the outer edges of the buttocks. Place the right palm on the right knee and the left palm on the left knee, and keep the head and back erect. Breathe freely and deeply. Stay motionless in the pose for at least one minute.

[image: Cowface Posture: Gomukhasana]

Cowface Posture: Gomukhasana

Cowface Posture (Gomukhasana)

This is one of several poses based on the preceding Thunderbolt Posture.

Keep the back erect as you sit on the inner edges of the heels and soles of the feet. Now flex the right arm, raise the right elbow high and lower the right hand down the centre of the back. At the same time bend the left arm and bring the left hand up the spine from below until the fingers of the right hand and those of the left hand hook together. The palm of the right hand faces the back and the palm of the left hand faces outwards. Breathing freely, stay in the pose at least six seconds. Reverse the arm positions and repeat.

If you find that you cannot lock the hands together, hold a handkerchief, towel, or belt so that it is pulled taut, shortening the grip as suppleness increases.

Viewed from the back the pose is said to resemble a cow’s face. It improves posture, limbers the shoulder joints, and strengthens and tones the muscles of the shoulders, upper back, and rear upper arms.

A TYPICAL PROGRAMME OF POSTURES

Corpse Posture (Savasana)

First, spend a few minutes lying quietly on the back in the Corpse Posture, fully described in the chapter on Yogic Relaxation. You should commence the programme of postures feeling relaxed and composed. Each of the poses should be given total attention, an essential feature of Yogic posturing.
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Spinal Rock

Spinal Rock

In Yoga of Posture you will find forty-four warm-up or limber-up exercises, from which several should be selected to prepare the body for the main postures to follow. The muscles and joints benefit greatly from these few preliminary movements. The Indian Yoga masters tend to omit them, but for the majority of occidental students they are important. Many of the warm-ups are valuable exercises in themselves. This could be said of the one selected for inclusion here – the Spinal Rock, also known as the Limbering-up Rock.

Lie flat on the back, bend the legs, and bring the knees together against the chest. The ankles may be together or crossed. Clasp the hands behind the knees or on top of the knees. Now rock gently forwards and backwards on the rounded back: on the forward rock the heels should almost touch the floor and on the backward rock the upper back touches the floor. Breathe in as you rock forward and breathe out as you rock backward. Continue for at least thirty seconds.

A useful variation can be added. Rock gently from side to side for at least thirty seconds. This is called the Cradle Rock.

[image: Shoulderstand Posture: Sarvangasana]

Shoulderstand Posture: Sarvangasana

Shoulderstand Posture (Sarvangasana)

The point behind Yoga’s inverted poses is that they enable venous blood to flow easily to the heart, brain, scalp, and facial tissues; at the same time blood flows out of the legs and lower abdomen, which tend to become congested. The effect of reversing the normal directional pull of gravity on the body is refreshing.

The Shoulderstand is suitable for beginners, whereas the full Headstand Posture (Sirsasana) needs to be worked up to in stages, as taught in Yoga of Posture. Even then, the full unsupported Headstand is not for everyone – it is too severe for many persons. The Shoulderstand is the simplest and least strenuous of the inverted poses of Yoga.

Lie flat on the back, the legs outstretched together. Bend the legs and bring the knees backward over the chest. Using the elbows and the backs of the upper arms as props, support the lower back with the palms of the hands, the thumbs outspread. The elbows should not be wider than the shoulders. Now raise the trunk to a vertical position and straighten the legs together so that the trunk and legs form a straight vertical line. The chest is brought against the chin, never the chin to the chest. Breathing freely and deeply, stay steadily in the pose for at least twenty seconds.

The Shoulderstand is unsuitable for persons suffering from high blood pressure or ailments of the neck and head.

Incline-board or Tilt-chair

The benefits of the topsy-turvy poses can be combined with those of relaxation by lying full length on an incline-board placed securely at an angle of thirty-five to forty-five degrees. A sturdy ironing board will serve. For a milder effect one may purchase and use a ‘Relaxator’ chair, manufactured at West Molesey, Surrey, England, which can be adjusted so as to place the feet higher than the head, at the same time supporting the curvature of the spine in a hammock-type structure. For incline relaxation, follow the stage-by-stage method taught in the chapter on Yogic Relaxation.

Plough Posture (Halasana)

This graceful posture can be performed as an extension of the Shoulderstand. Keeping the legs straight, lower the feet overhead from the Shoulderstand position until the toes rest on the floor. The legs should fall to the floor of their own accord: if they do not at first, they soon will with practice. Breathe freely. This is the Supported Plough Posture. More advanced versions are described in Yoga of Posture.

This is a superb exercise, stretching the whole body, activating the circulation, and toning the abdomen, hips, and legs. It is said to improve the health of the endocrine glands, liver, spleen, and reproductive organs. It is not suitable, however, for persons with weak vertebrae.
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Supported Plough Posture: Halasana

[image: Modified Fish Posture]

Modified Fish Posture: Matsyasana

Fish Posture (Matsyasana)

This is a complementary position to the Plough as the spine is stretched in the opposite direction. In the advanced version the legs are crossed and locked in the Lotus position, but the Fish Posture can also be performed in a simpler version with the ankles crossed in the Easy Posture.

Lie flat on the back and cross the legs. Keep the knees spread wide apart and held low to the floor. Now cross the wrists behind the neck and rest the head on the arms. Breathe deeply into the abdomen and hold the pose for at least thirty seconds.

In the full version, the legs are crossed in the Lotus position, the back is arched, and the head is thrown back so that the crown of the head is on the floor and the shoulders and back are off the floor. The right hand grasps the left foot and the left hand grasps the right foot. Breathing freely and deeply, stay in the pose for fifteen to thirty seconds. The position is a good one for floating easily in water – hence the name Fish Posture.

In this posture the legs and hips are limbered, the thorax is expanded, the pelvis and abdominal viscera are toned, the spine is strengthened, and the spinal nerves are nourished with blood.
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Back-stretching Posture: Paschimottanasana

Back-stretching Posture (Paschimottanasana)

Sit on the floor with the legs fully extended together. Take a deep breath; then, exhaling, lower the face towards the knees, at the same time reaching out and down to grasp either the ankles or the feet, as suppleness permits. In advanced practice the face may actually touch the knees and the chest press down on the thighs. Stay down for ten seconds, and then sit up slowly.

The muscles of the back, arms, and legs are stretched, and the spine is stretched and strengthened. The hamstring muscles at the backs of the thighs may protest at first, but they let go and lengthen with practice. The abdomen is massaged as you bend forward, aiding digestion and correcting constipation.

Cobra Posture (Bhujangasana)

Following the Back-stretching Posture, you now turn over and bend the spine in the opposite direction in the Cobra Posture, which resembles a cobra rearing to strike.

Lie full length on the floor, face down, legs together. Bend the arms, keeping the elbows in against the sides, and place the right palm flat on the floor five or six inches in front of the right shoulder (beginners’ version) or underneath the shoulder (advanced version). Place the left palm similarly in relation to the left shoulder. In the beginners’ version the fingertips are in line horizontally with the chin, which rests on the floor. Inhaling, slowly raise the head, neck, and upper back successively, slowly straightening the arms. Rely as far as possible on the lower back muscles. Hold the pose for at least ten seconds, the pelvis and legs staying in contact with the floor. Return slowly to the starting position, exhaling.
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Cobra Posture: Bhujangasana



The Cobra Posture exercises the spine vertebra by vertebra, nourishing the spinal nerves with blood. The front of the body is stretched and the circulation stimulated.
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Bow Posture: Dhanurasana

Bow Posture (Dhanurasana)

In the Bow Posture the head and trunk are raised up and back as in the preceding Cobra Posture, but the arms are stretched back so that the right hand grasps the right ankle and the left hand grasps the left ankle. The arms are pulled taut like a bow-string. The beginner will need to spread the knees apart to raise them off the floor; the advanced practitioner brings the knees together. The spine, trunk, and legs take the shape of a bow. Balance on the stomach, breathing freely, for at least six seconds.

In the Bow Posture the whole body is strongly stretched and breathing and circulation are stimulated.

Corpse Posture (Savasana)

Complete the programme, as you began, with a few minutes’ relaxation in the Corpse Posture.

PROGRAMME PLANNING

The above short programme is based on some of the most highly regarded Yogic asanas, each with a history going back for centuries. The sitting postures may be practised separately. The programme may be summarized as consisting of:

Corpse Posture (Savasana), for relaxation

Spinal Rock, a warm-up exercise

Shoulderstand Posture (Sarvangasana)

Incline-board or tilt-chair

Plough Posture (Halasana)

Fish Posture (Matsyasana)

Back-stretching Posture (Paschimottanasana)

Cobra Posture (Bhujangasana)

Bow Posture (Dhanurasana)

Corpse Posture (Savasana)

Readers should go on to plan individual and carefully graduated programmes from the 418 postures described in Yoga of Posture, where they are divided into Warm-ups, and Groups A and B. The two groups are based on the difficulty of the postures, and each of the three sections is subdivided into standing postures, sitting and kneeling postures, supine postures, prone postures, inverted postures, and muscular locks. The advanced Group B has an additional section on balancing postures. Each of the three sections – Warm-ups, Group A and Group B – concludes with instructions on how to plan programmes to suit individual needs. Many variations on the main traditional poses are given and an additional section summarizes the therapeutic powers claimed for the asanas.

[image: Three advanced poses]

Three advanced poses, whose performance is described in Yoga of Posture: Tree Posture: Vrkasana; Cock Posture: Kukutasana; Shooting Bow Posture: Akaran Dhanurasana.
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