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Introduction 

It is by a constant inner growth that one can find a constant newness and unfailing 

interest in life. There is no other satisfying way.” 

-Sri Aurobindo 

 

 Yoga is an ancient and powerful discipline; it is a tool to help us transform our awareness, heal our bodies 

and fill our hearts. It is the premier method to develop self-knowledge, a system designed to bring us 

towards liberation and to grant us freedom in the present moment. Developed over many thousands of 

years, it has become as diverse as the people that practice it; its techniques are many and varied. Some 

methods are subtle, some gross, some powerful and others ineffective, but it is all considered to be ‘yoga’. 

Hopefully we all have the urge, when we engage with yoga practice, that it is transformative and effective in 

helping us to grow. What we don’t know when we start, is how we go about getting what we need from the 

yoga. Every type of yoga has a different method and effect, but it is not guaranteed that these effects are 

what we really need. Someone seeking to find their way through the modern maze of yoga can easily 

become confused; there are so many differing and often conflicting methods. It can be very difficult to pick 

out the particular practices in any particular style which work well and are effective for the individual seeker.  

Just as every kind of food doesn’t suit every person, we must remember that not every practice created in 

yoga is appropriate for everyone or for every occasion. Each person has their own unique situation to 

explore in this life and thus we each need to create a special yoga for our own lives, a yoga uniquely our 

own. We can certainly do this, even if we are practicing in a specific style, but it takes knowledge and a 

subtle approach in order to use the yoga effectively. Certain practices and techniques we are not yet ready 

for; others, we no longer need, it all depends on our current state of energy, openness and awareness. We 

can come to know how to apply the tools of yoga at the appropriate time and place in our lives, by coming to 

know our own needs and the uses and effects of the different yoga practices more intimately. 

It can be difficult to fully understand the nature of a yogic practice, how it works and how to use it; often 

people perform a particular asana simply because that is what is usually done at that particular moment in 

their style of practice. Following tradition is important, for tradition has kept yoga as a living art for the 

countless years that it has existed. However, regardless of whether one follows a set tradition or not, it is 

essential for an intelligent yogini to understand the true nature of the tools they are working with so that 

they can use them both appropriately, and for the purpose in which they were intended. Applied in this way, 



 

 

yoga can hasten our internal development, evolve our consciousness and create health and happiness in our 

lives.  

There are two important yogic concepts which are our general guides for every step along our yogic paths. 

They must be engaged at every moment, even if it is only in the background of our awareness. These two 

concepts can form the foundation of our intelligent interaction with the yoga practice, and with all of life; 

they will be your ‘inner guru’.   

The first is the concept of jnana, the yoga of intelligence and knowledge. This is not simply a knowledge of 

facts and deduction, but of the higher intelligence (jnana) as well. It is the constant effort to clarify and 

deepen our understanding of all aspects of yoga and of life; this could include anatomy, philosophy, mind, 

posture, etc. We must use every asset and skill that we have if we are to truly develop ourselves; the human 

power of intelligence can be a great benefit and a most powerful guide if we use it appropriately.  

The second principle is that of viveka, or discrimination. It is not enough to simply know things with the 

mind, or even to have higher knowledge (jnana), unless one employs the power of discrimination (viveka) to 

engage knowledge properly. One must know how and when to use knowledge (philosophy, postures, 

breaths and so on) so that they can benefit our development. To know the methods and powers of the yoga 

is not enough if we do not know how to apply them and when and the proper and appropriate application of 

knowledge is viveka. This viveka is the clarity to know when to use certain techniques and when to leave 

them, when to stop or keep going, what to do next, etc. Basically, viveka is the guru which sifts through all of 

the things we know about the yoga and guides us on our next course of action. (Remember that action may 

mean not doing anything at all!) 

Our growth in yoga is primarily the development of jnana and viveka and their harmonious relationship, so 

that we can gradually connect with our own inner guide (svaguru). It is our inner self alone that know the 

true and proper course for our  yoga and the unfolding of our higher self.  

This book will explain one way that the yoga can be understood and used for our evolution. By knowing the 

general principles of yoga (the jnana), by knowing ourselves (svavidya), by knowing our current situation and 

where we hope the yoga will take us, we can then employ viveka to guides us to our goal. This book is – 

intended to bring the ideas that form the foundations of yogic practices into sharper focus, and help you 

connect with your svaguru, your inner teacher. 



 

 

 

Chapter 1: The Evolution of Life through Yoga  
To be born a human is a special gift. We could have been born into millions of different incarnations, but we 

have been blessed to appear on earth as we are today. However, this gift is not to be taken for granted; to 

truly appreciate this birth we must make the most of it. Some people feel that to truly live, is to live for one’s 

self and satisfy all of the urges and cravings that manifest in the mind. They try to gather riches and power in 

an attempt to maximize their time upon the earth. According to spiritual laws, this can only be the path of 

sorrow, despite the temporary pleasures it may bring.  

 In order to be truly grateful for what we have been given, we must live a life beyond our selfish urges. For 

many of us, a sense of appreciation can come from our yoga practice. When we immerse our lives in yoga, it 

is called the yoga marg, or the path of yoga - our own creative effort to manifest yoga in life, and live it as 

best we can. We attempt to live spiritual lives, meaning we try to maximize our lives to be the best they can 

be, but we are guided by different principles than those of purely self-centered action.  Yogic living is the 

effort to be positive, to benefit not only one’s self, but all the creatures and beings that surround us. A life 

guided by yoga seeks to realize its highest potential upon earth, today if possible!  

 Our yoga marg is unique to each of us, but it also adheres to universal principles of yogic living - a few 

simple and fundamental truths, upon which all of yoga is built – and which are integrated into our lives 

through our practice. The true work of yoga is to know these truths in our hearts, and not just believe them 

with our minds. The ancient yogis looked deeply into the nature of the self and the universe: not content to 

live the life of urges and disgusts, they thirsted to actualize human potential, and sought to discover a path 

where humans could make the most out of life. The system which they created for others to realize the 

truths they had discovered for themselves was called yoga. To follow this yoga marg is to follow the ancient 

path of the yogis: to live the truth of yoga, which, in their infinite grace, they left for us to explore.  

At the end of the yoga marg is the true manifestation of our highest potential in life - the realization that our 

essence is universal, limitless and without separation; that the essence of ourselves is one with the essence 

of the universe; that our innermost being is a slice of the universal absolute.  Our great challenge on the 

yoga marg is to recognize the unity of all things and live it as an ever-present truth. To accomplish this is to 

take our place as a part of the shining oneness of nature, something known as moksha or nirvana - 

enlightenment or liberation. If we put our hearts and minds and the energy of our lives into working towards 

this accomplishment, in whichever ways are right for us, we are living our yoga. It is up to us how intensely 

we wish to pursue this lofty goal of unity. The most zealous follow the creed: “Seek liberation like a man 

whose hair is on fire seeks a pond.” Certainly, this approach is not for every yogi; each of us must choose 

how intensely we want to seek the highest within ourselves. 



 

 

All of this is not to say that we are to neglect the external duties which we have been presented with in this 

life. Spiritual living is taking care of what needs to be done - in the right yogic ways - as we work towards 

fulfillment, whether it relates to our inner or outer worlds. In fact, the challenges we face in life are an 

essential part of the yoga itself; one cannot seek realization by running away from the things that need to be 

done. We must find the way of harmony in our yoga and in our relationship to the world at large. At first, 

those starting out on the yoga marg often see yoga as a refuge, and possibly an escape from, life’s 

difficulties. Eventually the yoga becomes more complete and integrated in the life of the seeker and the 

differences between yoga and the rest of life begin to fade. Then the two begin to work together; inner and 

outer join together to propel the yogi forwards with even more force and power than when they were in 

conflict.  

 Even in ancient times, the sages recognized that balancing the yoga with other parts of our lives is one of 

the most difficult challenges we face on the yoga marg. It was in response to the seemingly impossible 

conflicts between worldly life and spiritual life that the Bhagavad Gita was written. One of the most ancient 

and powerful texts that has been written on yoga, the Bhagavad Gita does not outline difficult practices 

such as swallowing cloth, standing on the head or holding the breath for long periods. Instead the Gita is a 

treatise on karma and action; knowing when to act and when not to. The Gita clearly illustrates that if we do 

not act according to what needs to be done, we are not acting in harmony with yoga, even if such acts seem 

to be in conflict with what one appears to want.  

 The ability to see a problem clearly and find the path to its resolution is one of the most important – and 

challenging - skills one can develop in the yoga. Hatha Yoga develops this skill through the work of the 

asanas and breaths in an essentially simple and basic way. However simple someone might find it to achieve 

some asanas with the body; they all teach essential lessons that are critically useful in daily life as well. Our 

most basic goal in developing the yoga in ourselves is the ability to take the lessons learned in the practice 

and apply them to situations outside the yoga, regardless of their nature. When this starts to happen, then 

the yoga is truly working, for the harmony between inner and outer is becoming established and life 

becomes a whole, not just a sum of various parts. 

What the ancient yogis realized is that in order to have harmony between our inner and outer worlds, we 

must make a connection to our true center. This center is the source of our being, and has countless names; 

it can be called the soul, the infinite, the jiva, the Tao, or the divine. Yogis seek this true center, and every 

practice in yoga – be it asanas, breath cycles or meditations – has its discovery as its fundamental goal. This 

is important to remember when you are practicing, for it is often forgotten. Students can become caught up 

in trying to accomplish some seemingly important goal and forget what the true aim of the practice is: the 

realization of balance which takes us to the centre.  

 

The World is Yoga 
“He who chooses the infinite has been chosen by the infinite.” –Sri Aurobindo 



 

 

 If we are to pursue our yoga marg as a means of transformation and growth, it is important to try to 

understand the nature of the universe. The ultimate realization of yoga is the complete integration of the 

individual with the universal, for this is the true and, ultimately the only, means of lasting happiness and joy. 

We use yoga primarily as a means to work on ourselves, integrating all of the parts of our being into a unified 

whole so that we can come into a more complete harmony with the external world around us. As we move 

towards accomplishing this individual work, our life gains meaning and direction as our internal world shifts, 

for seeking this union grants fulfillment in ways that no other pursuit can. When we begin to find it,  we can 

begin to truly live yoga.  

 Ultimately, all things are in yoga (union) because the universe in an indivisible whole - nothing exists in 

isolation. The cosmos is perfect in its way; every human, animal, plant and rock is functioning in an 

indivisible relationship to the whole. Realizing the cosmos as a perfect, unified, living organism is the 

ultimate goal for the seeker of yoga. In a way, nothing is created in yoga practice; we are simply trying to find 

a way to see the universe for what it really is - perfection in action. We do not become something that we 

are not already; we just clear the barriers to our clarity and find the harmony that already exists deep within 

us. Our true center is the source of our happiness; all we have to do is find a way to realize this in every 

moment of life. 

Since the dawn of time, countless spiritual philosophies have attempted to reveal the source and essence of 

our world (however big that may be). Yoga’s world-view gives meaning and direction to life, because it gives 

each and every aspect of the universe a place within the whole. Harmony and yoga (union) occur within 

ourselves when we realize that each and every thing (tattva) is in its rightful place. Disharmony only 

manifests when parts of us do not act in concert with the whole. We are not continually ‘in yoga’ because of 

our blinding, narrow and self-centered egos (ahamkara), which dominate our mind and actions and separate 

us from the realization of yoga. Yoga practice works to move our actions and thoughts away from the self-

centered importance of the ego, and bring us into a life that functions as a part of the whole. 

 

Purusha and Prakriti 

Basic yogic cosmology breaks the indivisible whole into two fundamental parts: purusha and prakriti. These 

two basic building blocks of the cosmos are in a constant state of play with one another: purusha forms the 

still and infinite essence of all the forms of prakriti, which are constantly changing and transforming. Prakriti 

provides form and movement to the limitless and formless purusha. The two are interdependent and 

indivisible. If we can understand how purusha and prakriti function and interact in the universe, we can use 

this knowledge (jnana) to move us towards the ultimate yogic goal of harmony and unity with the things 

around us. As this unity develops, it eventually takes us towards our own soul (jiva) and ultimately, the 

experience of the source, from which all life and form manifest. 



 

 

 Purusha is ‘the soul’, beyond time, space or causation; it is the limitless consciousness beyond all forms, 

behind all manifestation. It is the screen upon which the movie of life is played. Here, all potentialities exist 

but none manifest, for the purusha is without form or change. From the space of purusha, a source vibration 

emits (which is OM), and the universe comes into existence as prakriti. In other words, purusha forms the 

absolute and the limitless, and all matter plays out their life cycles as prakriti with purusha as its background 

and stage. Prakriti takes form as all the countless objects, beings and matter in the universe; Purusha is the 

guiding force behind all forms and all living beings; it is the light that illuminates the diverse and constantly 

changing prakriti. All forms have prakriti as their dominant essence, but are never fully devoid of purusha. 

Although all manifested forms of prakriti are in a constant state of flux and change, many people think of 

them as real and lasting. We live our mundane lives in a universe of our own creation; the constructs created 

by our ahamkara (ego) cause us to live in a narrow state of consciousness, unconnected to the whole, and 

we can often mistake the unreal for the real - in doing so we ignore the true infinite essence of purusha. This 

state is referred as maya or ‘illusion’ and creates a consciousness that is not in harmony with the universe.  

All things must pass away in time but, in their desperation to make them permanent, people grasp onto 

manifested forms like a drowning man will clutch at a straw. Yogis try to adjust their consciousness to reflect 

the truth of the universe. We can still treat the forms of prakriti as important and worthy of our attention, 

but we invest time and energy along our personal yoga marg to discover points of unity between the ever-

changing prakriti and the never-changing purusha. These points are instrumental in creating a new 

awareness of unity and harmony within us: through the yoga, our individual consciousness finds the points 

of harmony with the universal consciousness, between the infinite cosmos and our limited individual 

energies.  We manifest a new order in our internal universe, and come to the realization that behind it all, 

the only thing that will last is the true center. Our lives become infused with the happiness and fullness of 

the yogic spirit. 

This spirit can be described as:  

1. Satyam: “the true”. The yogini lives in truth when the lower individual mind is connected with the 

higher consciousness.  

2. Rtam : “the harmonious”. Perfect harmony is attained when one is in yoga. One lives in a rhythm 

that reflects the higher harmony of the cosmos. 

3. Brhat : “the vast”. Personal limitations disappear and the universe becomes infinitely vast when 

there is true yoga. (Svoboda) 

 

 Our yoga ritual is designed to reconstruct this cosmic order (rtam) within ourselves, and our lives. All of life 

is awareness, and yoga is designed to bring awareness to all our actions, thoughts and feelings. When there 

is personal harmony (which is yogic awareness on a lower level), then one proceeds to cosmic harmony, 

which is yogic awareness on the universal level. This awareness, and the life that manifests from it, is the 

ultimate goal of the yoga practice. 

The Definition of Yoga 

  The Sanskrit Dictionary definition of Yoga gives us a better sense of the vast number of meanings of the 

word. When any number of things is brought together, the result is a yoga. This could be as mundane as 

adding two sums together, or as profound as linking the individual with the source of the universe. Whatever 



 

 

the setting, a yoga is when two things are unified into a single energy or power; or, in other words, when the 

unification of things creates a power that is greater than the sum of the parts. 

Yoga: Yoking, team, vehicle, equipment, performance, employment, use, application, remedy, cure, 

means, expedient, device, trick, spell, magic, fraud, opportunity, undertaking, union, contact with, 

combination, mixture, connection, relation, acquisition, sum, fitness, propriety, strenuousness, 

exertion, endeavor, zeal,  occupation, mental concentration, systematic abstraction, unity of soul 

and nature, follower of yoga system, etymology, grammatical rule, conjunction of stars, 

constellation, stratagem, suitably, duly, in the correct manner. 

  Yoga is about relationship, for the essence of the word implies that two things are in some sort of 

interaction. The entire world is yoga, for nothing in the world exists independently of anything else; all things 

are in some sort of union (yoga) with all other things, even if the relationship is difficult to see. This is one of 

the spiritual laws of the universe.  

Most of us view the world as a group of independent and perhaps loosely linked forms. We may see a single 

tree, and how that tree is part of a forest, but often our connections do not go much farther. We cannot see 

how all trees are linked together, or how all trees are connected with earth, sky or water. Our minds love to 

make categories and definitions, but it is our spirit that makes connections and yogas: the mind separates 

and defines, the spirit unifies and universalizes. This is one of the reasons why the techniques of yoga 

demand that the thinking mind be suspended, so that a greater awareness can be realized. The habitual 

thinking mind keeps us in a deep well of awareness. It is hard to see the light from the bottom of a well. 

 Spiritual yoga is realized when one can play with the lines of connection between things, be it the physical 

body and the breath, the body with other bodies, the individual soul with the universal, etc. The spirit of 

yoga is awakened when we become aware of these relationships, and use our higher consciousness to move 

into a deeper connection (yoga) with the vastness of the universe and the depths of ourselves. The creation 

of connection is a fundamental goal of yoga; every posture and technique has, as its final aim, true unity of 

spirit and matter. We practice on a small scale at first; simply uniting breath and movement is often 

challenge enough. As we become comfortable in the smaller unions (yogas), we gradually enlarge the 

breadth of our spirit and our ability to remain in yoga. Step-by-step, we create larger and larger yogas until 

the spirit is immersed in the infinite. This immersion is called ‘moksha’, or the liberation from the delusion of 

separation. 

  We practice engaging in yoga on the mat, through postures and breaths and meditations. This isolated, 

concentrated time helps us to make yoga a reality in those moments. As we explore the many techniques of 

Hatha yoga, we must remember that our goal is yogic unity. If we can infuse every posture and breath with 

this goal, we will start to feel what it is to be in yoga. The more we experience the feeling of unity, the easier 

it will be to return to it and maintain it. Gradually, the yogic feeling will remain throughout the rest of the 

day, at least in a lingering feeling of peace and connection. Slowly, this feeling will become a more lasting 

one, and our lives will reflect this inner harmony. In the final stages of the quest, yogic unity becomes 

permanent and the yogini is yoked consciously and permanently to all things in the universe. 



 

 

 

The Systems of Yoga  

Yoga is a highly powerful and unique system of transformation. It is special because it unites a rich 

philosophy with methods of action and practice. Through the research of the ancient yogis, we have 

inherited knowledge (jnana) we can use for understanding our bodies, minds, hearts and souls. As a means 

to gain this knowledge they created systems and methods (tapas) we can use to gain this knowledge.  

The human being, like the universe, is made up of an indivisible whole, but since trying to comprehend the 

limitless vastness of the universe is a daunting, mind-melting task, it’s helpful to take various parts in 

isolation and investigate them closely. In the larger sense, the categories are artificial, but knowledge of the 

individual parts can help in our understanding of the whole, and give us the knowledge we need to create 

transformation. It is certainly part of our mental nature to divide things into comprehensible parts; what we 

must remember is to do is to put them back together afterwards, as the various categories only serve us 

when they are used to bring us closer to an experience of the center. 

Yoga philosophy is created for a very specific purpose: to bring us into svavidya, or self-knowledge. In the 

cosmological view of yoga, the indivisible limitless plays the host for the countless forms and energies which 

manifest to create the universe that we can see, feel and experience. Yogic philosophies group forms into 

categories to aid our understanding, the most fundamental of which is the two basic energies of the 

universe: purusha and prakriti.  There are countless others, such as the three divisions of the mind, the five 

koshas, the six chakras, the nine gates of the senses, the 84,000 asanas and so on.  

Breaking down different energies into their component parts enables us to look more closely at the role 

these energies play in our lives and how they influence us. This is essential work in the yogic journey of self-

knowledge and self-discovery; once there is understanding and jnana, there is the power to create 

transformation. Most of us, for example, have very little idea of how the mind really works. However, if you 

look closely at the categories of the mind as given to us in yogic philosophy, we can begin to see how it 

functions differently according to which part of the mind is activated, and this can lead us to  some 

understanding about the nature of our own minds. To know ourselves a little bit better is to have svavidya 

and naturally self-knowledge leads to harmony, connection and happiness. 

There are countless different systems and categories employed in the vast world of yoga to achieve the 

overall goal of unity and connection, which is generally the same for all systems. Some methods employ a 

philosophy of Tantra or Vedanta or Samkya to the yoga. These yogas can be different types such as Hatha, 

Nada, Jnana, Karma or Bhakti yoga amongst others. These different yoga types can then employ different 

categories of practice such as asanas (postures), mantra (prayers), or seva (service); or philosophical 

concepts such as koshas (layers), mahabhutas (elements), doshas (qualities of matter), etc. There are many 

forms and concepts behind the practice and knowing something about them is very useful to your 

development. Which ones you explore depends on you and on the system of yoga that you are involved 

with. 



 

 

  One of the most useful categories for understanding the makeup of one’s own being is the system of the 

koshas - the five layers (or sheaths) of a being. The concept of the koshas has been in use for over 3,000 

years, and has proven to be extremely helpful in comprehending the basic makeup of a person. Everything 

that we are, from the gross to the source, has its place in the system of the koshas.  

Koshas: The 5 Layers of Being 

The koshas are the 5 fundamental sections (or layers) of a person. The koshas span the entirety of their 

being, from the crude physical to the body of bliss. Every quality and energy that makes up a person exists 

somewhere inside of the divisions of the koshas.   All the sheaths work together to create one unified being, 

but it is helpful to also look at them individually for the sake of clarity. Each layer has a role to play in our 

lives, and each is essential in its own way. By knowing the role each kosha plays in our lives (and our yoga), 

we can refine ourselves and deepen our self-knowledge.  

The lower koshas 

¶ Annamaya Kosha. The ‘sheath of food’ is our physical body, our foundation. All of the tangible parts 

of the body are the Annamaya kosha, including muscles, organs, nerves, glands etc. Asana practice 

and the work with the breath (pranayama) purifies this kosha. Success in purifying Annamaya kosha 

is apparent when the body becomes vibrant, glowing and endowed with constant good health. The 

old texts say that when the physical kosha is purified, the body gives off a sweet smell. 

¶ Pranamaya Kosha. The ‘sheath of energy’ is the source of our life-energy. Prana is the root source of 

life, without which we could not live for a single instant. The nature of the prana influences both the 

functioning of the physical body, and the workings of the mind. This layer is the ruler of the entire 

lower being: it is essential to work directly with it for when the pranamaya kosha does not function 

well, the whole being falls into disharmony. Pranayama purifies this kosha, though asana practice 

and meditation also have some effect. When this kosha is purified, thoughts become clearer and 

there is more energy for living life and practicing yoga.  

¶ Manomaya Kosha. The ‘sheath of mind’ is the base of cognitive thought. The mind exerts a strong 

influence over the energetic and physical bodies, and plays an active role in guiding our choices in 

life. Yogic philosophy views negative and harmful thoughts as the primary cause of sickness in the 

body, so, although they are interconnected, the subtle yet powerful mental sheath has more 

influence over the body (and the first two sheaths) than the body does over the mental sheath. 

When the manomaya kosha is functioning well, we gain a sense of harmony in our lives. On the 

other hand, improper guidance from the mind leads to pain and suffering. Mantra and meditation 

have the most direct effect on this kosha, although Asana and pranayama can also help in its 

development. 

 

The higher koshas 

¶ Vijnamaya kosha. The ‘sheath of higher knowledge’ is the source of our intuition: it is our receiving 

station for signals from the universe. When this kosha is opened, we are given the gift of knowledge 

about the higher things in life; things that are less personal and more universal in quality. 

Experiences of yoga (union) often come from this layer, for it is much closer to the source (purusha) 

than the lower layers. This knowledge simply comes, without reason or cognition, and thus is often 

referred to as ‘intuition’, for it is beyond rational mind and thought. Profound dreams come from 

this layer, as do visions and experiences in meditation. The most common way to work with 

vijnanamaya kosha is through deep savasana and yoga nidra, as well as deep meditation. 



 

 

¶ Anandamaya kosha. The ‘sheath of bliss’ is the true source of our being. Ultimately, everything we 

are (all of the other koshas) is built upon this foundation of ananda. Our lives often contain 

suffering, but when we attain yoga (union) with the anandamaya kosha, we realize that ultimately 

all things are perfect,. To realize this is to live in bliss. Dedicated yoga practice can result in 

connection with our bliss body. Yogis who have opened anandamaya kosha are seen to have 

transcended suffering, and are living their lives in joyful and true harmony with the universe. 

   Most of us live lives which are shaped mainly by the basic needs of life, such as food, shelter and 

reproduction. Largely, these primal urges are the work of the lower koshas, which cause us to seek 

fulfillment of our basic survival needs. For most people, the fulfillment of these essential needs is their main 

goal, and there is no view to anything higher; the lower koshas rule the feelings they have, the choices they 

make, and actions they take. It is necessary, of course, to satisfy the basic needs and urges of the lower 

koshas for they help us maintain the survival of the body, and provide food and shelter.  

   For yogis and spiritual seekers, the basic maintenance and survival of body and mind is not enough. They 

know that there is more to life than only satisfying the needs dictated by the lower koshas; they therefore 

attempt to harmonize the lower koshas and seek to live instead guided by the higher koshas of intuition and 

of bliss. These extremely subtle layers influence our higher awareness in life, and connecting with them will 

bring the yogi into communion with the most profound states of consciousness. Thus, the yogi seeks to 

refine (or balance) the lower koshas so that there is space for an experience of the higher ones to be 

revealed and experienced. 

When the three lower koshas of our being are transformed through yoga, a higher unity is created that 

allows us to move beyond our obsession with our small selves. However, when our personal ego (ahamkara) 

remains in command of our lives, the three lower koshas of body, breath and mind tend to operate 

separately from (and often in conflict with) each other. This takes us away from the center and from 

harmony, causing us to remain in a state of ignorance (avidya) and perpetuating a state of ayoga (non-yoga; 

non-union).   

One can see this state of ayoga reflected in many parts of our lives. How often do you perform an action in 

life and feel truly there in body, breath and mind? To take a mundane example, when you are washing the 

dishes do you often find yourself thinking about other things?  There is no problem with this state, except 

when it comes to the attainment of yoga, and your own yogic development. If the thoughts are roaming and 

not united with the actions of the body, then it is quite likely that the breath is not united with either the 

body or the mind. The koshas will be functioning at different rhythms rather than in harmony with each 

other and there is ayoga.  

The Koshas in Action 

The yogis realized that harmony within was essential for happiness and fulfillment in life. One can easily see 

that a lifetime of ayogic (non-yogic and non-harmonious) actions will bring sickness and suffering to a 

person. The only true solution for suffering in life is the cultivation of unity within. Working with the koshas 

can help us cultivate this unity, even during the most mundane tasks such as washing the dishes! 

The concept of the koshas forms the foundation for our movement along the yoga marg, leading us from 

simple beginnings to the heights of bliss. It is not enough to simply read about the koshas, for this is only 

knowledge, however useful that may be. They must be studied and incorporated into our quest for 

fulfillment. We must apply what we have learned and use that knowledge (for experiential knowledge is true 



 

 

jnana) to glean information about which direction we need to grow into. Once we understand the nature of 

the koshas in general we need to then look at how each kosha affects us; we need to discover what role it 

plays in our lives, how it influences us and whether it seems to be in balance or not.  

As we have seen, the overall goal of yoga is the harmonization of the entire being, but each kosha must be 

harmonized within itself before this greater goal can be achieved.  Through working with the physical body, 

the breath and the mind, we begin to learn about our basic makeup and our current situation. Many yogic 

practices help us to look at each kosha individually so that we can learn more about it, and about our 

mental, energetic and physical situation. Using the system of the koshas, we can gradually create balance 

through the intelligent application of this knowledge (vikeva) in our own yoga practice. 

The simplest approach is to begin at the beginning, which is the physical sheath, annamaya kosha. Since a 

good portion of our yoga focuses on this physical layer, it is a natural starting point, and the asanas used in 

hatha yoga are specially designed to take us, step-by-step, towards our source, the Anandamaya Kosha (the 

bliss body). By concentrating on the postures and the movements, we create jnana (knowledge) about the 

physical body, which allows us to work with problems or imbalances that may exist in the annamaya kosha. 

The conscious breathing that is a part of deep asana practice puts us in touch with the energetic body 

(pranamaya kosha). This layer is gradually engaged through pranayama and, as we will see, also through the 

swara cycles. Bringing the energetic body into balance naturally leads on to working with the mental layer 

(manomaya kosha), largely through meditation, mantra and contemplation. Harmony in the mental layer 

will lead to the deeper experiences of intuition in the vijnanamaya kosha - the gateway of realization and 

freedom. The bliss body opens without any effort by the yogi; it is the natural result of intelligent application 

of yoga (viveka).  

 

The Trident: A Three-Pronged Approach to Yoga 
The trident (or trishul) is an ancient symbol of the yogis, sadhus and seekers of wisdom. Its three prongs 

symbolize many different things which help the seeker to remember yogic concepts. Here, the trident will 

represent the three lower koshas – the sheath of the physical body, the sheath of energy, and the sheath of 

mind. The three have individual elements to them, as they are separate from each other, just as our physical, 

energetic and mental bodies are in a way separate. They can be approached and investigated individually to 

increase our jnana about the three lower koshas.  

They are, however, not truly separate but actually emerge from the same source, the unified one, which is 

the shaft of the trident. We can think of the single shaft of the trident as the purusha, the origin of 

everything and the prongs as the various manifestations of prakriti. The trident is a unified whole, just as the 

universe is a unified whole (for the trident is a symbol of the whole universe in all its aspects); we can learn 

much through the separate part of the trident, but must never forget that there is no actually separation. 



 

 

Yoga practice aims to bring the three individual prongs of the trident back to their original state of oneness 

though the proper application of yogic tools. These tools include the intelligent application of jnana, or self-

knowledge, through practice and exploration. By applying information gleaned using the system of the 

koshas, we can move towards a greater sense of integration and harmony. 

The First Prong: Annamaya  Kosha 

The first prong of The Trident is the ‘sheath of food’, and the investigation of it concerns the physical body, 

how it functions, its strengths and weaknesses, its alignment and so forth. The physical layer is the most 

accessible and obvious of the koshas, and provides an excellent starting point to begin the yogic journey.  

This prong can also be symbolized by a temple, the physical structure from which we live our lives and 

conduct our worship of the divine. If this temple is badly constructed, it naturally has an adverse effect on 

other parts of our lives. Physical disharmony (ayoga) is the most basic cause of ignorance (avidya) and pain 

(dukha). In this state, one is forced to concentrate the energy of life on the physical body, and there is little 

energy left for other pursuits, particularly spiritual ones.  

In order to take care of our temple and create a healthy and powerful foundation for spiritual development, 

Hatha yoga works with the physical body using yoga asanas. A well-rounded approach is essential to success. 

There must be consistent and correct practice, but there must also be continual self-awareness and self-

inquiry. One cannot fall into comfortable patterns, but must continue to cultivate an atmosphere of 

challenge and growth within our lives and practices.  

For most of us, it is important to spend time creating openness and strength in the physical body. This 

preparation gives us an increased amount of vital energy (prana), which helps us to intensify our practices 

and bring us to a place where we can grow and expand. Through dedicated and effective practice with the 

physical body, the energy channels (nadis) begin to open so that prana can move into the higher centers and 

elevate the consciousness - the way is effectively cleared for us to approach the higher levels of experience 

in yoga if we balance the physical body first. 

The second prong - Pranamaya Kosha  

The second prong of The Trident is the ‘sheath of energy’, and its work concerns the development of the 

breath and vital energy through an increase in prana. Prana is the basic life-force of all living being. If you 

look at any living being on this planet, you will see that the most essential function of life is respiration. 

Breath is life and breathing supplies us with prana; it provides the symphony of life with its rhythm and 

energy. Without prana, we will cease to exist. Yogic and tantric practices only work when there is an 

increased intensity of the prana within us. It is only natural that many practices would work with breath and 

thus with the pranamaya kosha so that the pranic life-force can be increased. Working with the breath 

addresses the life force (prana) directly; it is the straightest line to the source of our physical existence. The 

commander and ruler of all of our lower koshas is the pranamaya kosha, for it is the source of all the 

functions of physical body, mind, emotions, etc. 

 All hatha yoga practices depend upon solid foundation of breath for  their  effectiveness; to neglect the 

breath is to neglect our most effective tool for transformation. There are countless techniques to work with 

the breath, but we will concentrates on two main areas: basic pranayama and swara cycles. Pranayama is 

the more traditional way to work with breath and prana. It is generally done from a seated position with a 

straight spine and can be very difficult to practice. Swara cycles are more diverse; they mix the breath 

development of pranayama with the physical shapes and movements of asana, allowing the breath to be 



 

 

approached and refined in countless ways. These Swara cycles are extremely effective in creating a 

continuous, regular connection with conscious breathing, while also working on the opening of the physical 

body and the energy channels (nadis). 

The third prong ɀ the Manomaya Kosha 

The third prong of The Trident is the ‘sheath of the mind’. The mental layer is the most subtle of the three 

prongs, for its work concerns the mind and emotions. The mind can be a great help in our quest for wisdom, 

like when it functions to increase our jnana, or it can be our greatest obstacle, like when it creates problems 

and complications for us.  

In the very old approach to yoga, the physical body and the breath were either ignored or treated very 

lightly; the mental body was the primary focus of the work. The ancient yogis have proven that there is an 

immense power of the mind and consciousness if it is trained in the proper way and thus focused most of 

their energy on the manomaya kosha. By contrast, most contemporary yoga practices tend to focus the 

work on the physical body and sometimes the breath, rendering the mental body the most neglected of the 

lower koshas. 

We must seek to create a balance between these two approaches. As the most subtle of the three prongs, 

the mental body is difficult for most of us to work with. Progress is slow and it takes far more time to realize 

any change. Mastering the physical and energetic bodies through asanas, pranayama and swara cycles is 

easier, and although transformation there is markedly less powerful than when the mind is transformed, it is 

extremely important to work with the first two prongs of The Trident, for it is not possible to train our minds 

if the body and breath are not steady. 

When we look at the mental body, we most often consider the thinking mind. However, the emotions that 

form part of the mental body play an important role in yoga practice, as they do in life. Generally, our 

emotions cause us to focus on our individual desires (raga) and aversions (dvesha). Driven by our personal 

ego (ahamkara), our mental body becomes fixated on the constant fluctuation of the emotions. The 

emotions and thoughts form the bulk of our perceptions and ‘reality’, making us think that our own personal 

dramas are the most important things in our lives. In actuality, the very dramas that consume our attention 

are simply fluctuations of the consciousness, neither real nor unreal. If we attach great importance to them, 

they will captivate our energy and attention. If we can learn to solve the problems and move on, we will 

gradually become free of the domination of the manomaya kosha. This freedom gives us balance and 

through balance, we get space to shape our own reality and focus on the larger parts of our being as well as 

the smaller ones. 

Over time, as we become more experienced with the openings created by the physical yogic practices, we 

will eventually come face-to-face with darkness and resistance in our emotional body. Just as we encounter 

problems or resistance in our physical bodies, so too does the ever more subtle effects of physical yoga 

practice lead us to places where we have emotional blockages. We all have emotional scars and places 

where we find it difficult to visit, whether due to memories of the past, current pain, or fear of future 

problems. We can bring lightness to these places just as we can heal the physical body, but the work is more 

challenging than simply ‘stretching’ or by breathing, because we are dealing with some of the root causes of 

our actions, thoughts and feelings, not just their manifestations in the physical body. Indeed, in many cases 

of physical problems, the cause can be traced back to imbalances in the emotional body.  



 

 

Gradually, as this third prong – the manomaya kosha - is purified and liberated, our petty fixations drop 

away and we begin to see beyond ourselves. Our higher mental body comes alive (the vijnanamaya kosha), 

which then liberates the heart; so that it is free to expand beyond the personal, ego-bound self. Expansive 

emotions and a sense of connection with our true selves and to other creatures begin to dominate our 

consciousness. We are then able to live in the lightness and joy that is our true state of being, which is our 

anandamaya kosha, the body of bliss. Yoga, when simplified of all its thousands of practices, is simply the 

seeking of ananda. Our true nature, when cleared of all complications and conflicts, is that of bliss. Deep 

contemplation of this truth can change the way we approach life and yoga. Think about it! 

Working with the emotional body as a tool for growth is recognized as one of the authentic and necessary 

paths towards true yoga. Dedication to cultivating a connection to the Divine as a means to transcend 

personal limitations and immerse oneself in the higher consciousness is part of bhakti yoga, or the yoga of 

devotion. Or it can simply be called love. 

 

Chapter 2: The Work of the Body 
“Certainly, this is no short cut or easy Sadhana. It requires a colossal faith, an absolute courage and 

above all an unflinching patience.” P. 41 (Aurobindo, The Synthesis of Yoga, 1996) 

The Three Fundamentals 
As we have seen, the work of the body will lead us to the more profound work eventually, but at first we 

simply address the imbalances of the physical. Good, solid physical purification (tapas) will set the 

foundations so that we can eventually go deeper, towards the source of our selves.  

 To be able and ready to reach these new heights we must work well with the physical body. It is important 

to know the asana practice intimately, so that the body and mind will be prepared when the time comes for 

the advanced work. Part of this knowledge is the understanding of just how the asanas are done, their 

qualities and the principles behind them. The asanas can be our guides towards bliss, but only if we know 

how to use them correctly. 

As with all things that we want to do well, we must begin at the beginning In yoga, we start with the first 

sheath of our being, the annamaya kosha. Many lessons can be learned through the practice of the physical 

body but we must use the tools correctly to create balance within us. To use them properly, we must 

understand not only how to make the physical shapes but also be clear about the energetic nature of the 

postures. The correct way of practicing is an ongoing investigation for the yogi. It is essential to understand 

how the tools at our disposal work. Our basic tools in Hatha yoga are the asanas, pranayamas, mantras and 

meditations. 



 

 

Before we can work with the tools creatively, it is critical to know how the basic mechanics of the techniques 

function. We will start by investigating our primary tools: the asanas. To aid in our understanding, the 

postures can be broken down into three essential elements which we will call The 3 Fundamentals. These 

three basic elements will help us to see the asanas in groups so that we can know their essence and not just 

the individual shapes. The essentials of every posture involve the position of the spine, the position of the 

limbs and the connection of the posture to the earth. 

The most important of the 3 Fundamentals is the shape of the spine.  The shape of the spine establishes the 

most basic energetic and physical elements of the posture. Variations on this spinal shape are then created 

by the positions of the arms and legs, which add subtlety and diversity to the spinal shape. Lastly, one must 

look at what part of the body forms the root of the asana; this has a tremendous impact on the effects and 

intensity of the pose.  

If you apply this formula to an asana, and look at the basic elements with comprise the posture, it is easier 

to understand not only how to practice it, but also when to practice it. When the basic nature of a pose is 

understood, then it can be used wisely and with the greatest effect. Often postures are not effective because 

the posture is not performed well. By knowing how to approach each spinal shape and how to hold the 

positions of the limbs, the posture can be more effective. Combine these elements with the position of the 

root, and the energetics of the pose is established. This system helps one to categorize the poses not only by 

shape but also by energy, so that effective sequencing of the asanas can be created. Sequencing is 

essentially the overall energetic flow of the practice. 

 The Three Fundamental Shapes 

The Sanskrit term for the physical shapes of yoga is the word asana, which means ‘seat’ or posture. There 

are many thousands of asanas; some texts say 84,000 and others say 350,000. Regardless of the exact 

number, the possible number of shapes the body can make is vast. To try to understand the asanas posture 

by posture would be a daunting task, but if we group them together in certain ways, we can understand how 

each posture has a relationship to the whole. These categories can help us understand how each posture is 

unique and how it is similar to certain other postures, as well as helping us to understand the energetic and 

physical qualities of the asanas. All the postures fit into simple categories which have 3 fundamentals 

attributes. When one looks at a posture, it can be difficult to understand its nature. If these 3 Fundamentals 

are applied to a pose, then understanding that pose becomes simple. The categories are as follows: 

1. The Spinal Shape. 

2. The Shapes of the Arms and Legs. 

3. The Position of the Root. (The Relationship of the Root to the Ground) 

These 3 Fundamental shapes help to define the postures more exactly, but also give us a broad view of the 

asanas in general. Every asana has elements which make it an individual and also elements which give it a 

relationship to other postures which share similar qualities. Humans have basically the same physical bodies 

as all other humans, but we also have many characteristics which set us apart from the rest and define us as 

individuals, and the asanas work in very much the same way. It is important for us to grasp the nature of the 

3 Fundamentals so that we can both understand the postures as a whole and as individuals. To know the 

basic nature of the asanas is to possess a solid comprehension of the basic tools of yoga. 

 These tools are particularly useful if you have some idea of what you want to accomplish in the physical 

practice. Intimate knowledge of individual poses is very helpful because, in certain ways, each asana is 



 

 

unique and has a unique effect. Sometimes it is only one specific posture which can accomplish the physical 

or energetic opening which is needed. At other times, it is useful to work with a certain, more general shapes 

to create more general openings. Working in this way creates a broader and more dynamic relationship to 

the asanas. If one wanted to expand the upper chest, the emotional body and the breath, many poses could 

be practiced which have the common shape of upper spine opening, but certain postures would be more 

effective than others, depending on the level of the practitioner. By studying carefully the postures as they 

relate to the 3 Fundamentals, the qualities and uses of the asanas become clear. 

   We must know how to apply the postures, both alone and in groups, to make the most effective use of the 

postures. The repetition of certain themes in the practice is what allows us to grow and deepen, for 

repetition of certain shapes gives us familiarity, comfort and depth. By repeating certain shapes over the 

course of a practice we can more easily take the next steps in intensity and depth.  It is commonly said in 

Tantra that ‘All of life is relationship’ and this applies to yoga as much, if not more, than any other part of 

life. If a person can understand the 3 Fundamentals of a posture, then not only does the nature of a single 

posture become clear, but the relationships between the postures also become clear. This relationship 

between asanas is a vital part of transformative and effective yoga practice.  

Sequencing 

  When the asanas are placed together in relationship during the practice, it is called sequencing. The 

postures’ sequence is often the deciding factor in determining whether a practice will be powerful or 

shallow, balancing or imbalancing. By placing the postures in an intelligent order and doing the right posture 

at the right time, even a simple practice and be profound, deep and effective. More intense practices which 

are aimed at transformation must involve good sequencing. The more intense a practice, the more critical is 

the order of the poses and their relationships. If one is going to create transformation in the yoga practice, it 

is the sequencing which is going to bring one to depth, prevent injury and encourage transformation. 

Difficult and intense postures can actually cause harm to us when performed in the wrong places in the 

practice. If the postures are placed in a sequence which is not harmonious with the direction of the practice, 

injury and imbalance can result. 

  A clear comprehension of the nature of the poses will allow the yogi to access the true subtle power within 

the practice. Creating the right relationship of the yogi to the yoga and the yoga to itself (i.e. sequencing) is 

the way of making the practice truly transformative. This, of course, takes effort, long practice and 

experimentation to get a good feeling for.  In time, as one tries different combinations in one’s own practice, 

it will be easier to understand how the poses can fit together in harmony. We will discuss more on 

sequencing in a later chapter, after the discussion of the 3 Fundamentals. 

The First Fundamental Shape: The Spine 

 The yogis have been aware of the importance of the spine for centuries; they discovered that a properly 

balanced spine gives not only good health but is also a critical factor in developing the higher yogic 

consciousness.  Thus, many yoga systems are focused on both the physical shape and structure of the spine 

and its energetic flow. Hatha yoga is dedicated to the activation of the primordial energy (kundalini) which 

originates in the spine. All practices have this goal at their root; in the larger picture of Hatha yoga, every 

movement, breath and meditation are moving the yogi towards this awakening of the spinal energy. 

Eventually, spiritual enlightenment manifests when the spinal energy (Kundalini) rises through the center of 

the spine, from the tailbone to the top of the head. The subtlety and power of the spinal energy is 

impossible to grasp, but it can be experienced if yoga is practiced carefully. Every yogi can improve their lives 



 

 

and elevate their consciousness by searching for the center of their own spine, regardless of whether they 

awaken kundalini or not. 

The first category of the 3 Fundamentals is the shape of the spine. The shape of the spine is the most basic 

element in defining a pose, and also the most important. The spine is the foundation of the physical body. It 

is the foundation of the skeleton and basic physical support of the whole body as well as the primary 

conductor of nervous impulses. The shape and position of the spine and its energetic flow are the most 

important factors in determining the overall health of the entire body and mind. A healthy spine is the 

primary cause of good functioning in all the other systems of the body. 

  Regardless of whether we can attain Kundalini yoga or not, the spine is the primary focus of the physical 

yoga practice. If we neglect the attention to the spine, we are guilty of wasting our energy and time. Without 

profound and continual attention to the spine, the yoga will not be effective. The spinal shape is the most 

important factor in determining the depth, quality and effectiveness of any pose. Looking at the shape of the 

spine is the best way to understand the alignment of the pose and the type of breath necessary for that 

asana. It is generally the spinal shape that determines whether a pose is more or less difficult (which is part 

of its energetic essence), and this intensity will help to determine which poses should be done next. Thus, 

the spine’s direction is essential to the creation of good sequencing, because the physical and energetic 

balance of the spine is very important in the practice. 

If there is any one factor in the poses which is most critical to look at, it is the position and direction of the 

spine. If the spine is working well, the pose will be effective. Without good work in the spine, the asana will 

not be truly effective. For example, in a forward bend, it could be that the legs are straight and the face is 

quite close to the legs. This is an excellent forward bend if the spine is working in the correct way. If, 

however, the spinal shape is collapsed or imbalanced, it does not matter if the legs are straight and the face 

is near the legs. The pose will not be truly powerful, even though it may look so. The quality of the spinal 

work is the primary determinant of quality in an asana. All other factors are secondary. 

 There are a number of different categories employed to define the spinal shape, and most common asanas 

will fit easily into one of the following categories. 

 

The Mountain: Neutral Spine  

“Nothing can be taught to the mind which is not already concealed as potential knowledge in the 

unfolding soul of the creature…. We know the Divine and become the Divine, because we are That 

already in our secret nature. All teaching is a revealing, all becoming is an unfolding.”  P.48 

(Aurobindo, 1996) 

  In the Tantric approach to yoga, symbols are often employed to aid in the absorption of concepts and ideas 

which can be beyond the grasp of the ordinary mind. Symbols are widely used in spiritual development 



 

 

because of the universalized, non-personal nature of them. We have already explored one symbol in yoga, 

The Trident. The three prongs originating from the One help us to grasp the meaning of the triple work 

(body, energy and mind) in yoga practice. There are many, many other symbols used in Tantra to help us in 

our spiritual development. Many of these symbols are taken from the natural world which surrounds us. As 

we comprehend the nature of symbols we realize that they are around us at all times and their existence 

helps to remind us of the spiritual nature of life. Symbols are simply accessible forms of the universal. 

  One of the most ancient and powerful natural symbols is that of The Mountain. It is one of the oldest 

symbols used in mythology and yoga; and can have a deep significance to the person seeking the path of 

yoga. We can utilize this symbol to help us deepen our practice of yoga and give it clarity and direction.   The 

essence of Tantra and yoga can be understood when the concepts of The Mountain symbol are brought into 

our internal realities.  The Mountain is a symbolic representation of our personal universe. The Mountain 

has its roots deep in the ground; it has, as its source, a solidity and power which is fed by the very essence of 

earth. The forces of shakti (the essence of all energy) flow from below, from the earth, into its root, giving it 

energy and growth. 

  From this earth-base, the mountain rises towards the sky. The sky is the source of higher consciousness, 

and the mountain rises up from the lower earth to meet the upper energies. The mountain is, in fact, the 

bridge between the lower, earth-based shakti and the higher, celestial energies. The mountain also exists 

within each of us. Humans are, like the mountain, a bridge between the lower and the higher. We are rooted 

in, and created from the earth, living our lives mainly through the body energy and mind.  This is not all we 

are, however, for we also reach up towards the sky and seek the bliss of connection to the source.   Yoga is 

the attempt to be the mountain, to truly become a link between heaven and earth. When we develop this 

link between the higher and the lower within us, it is called yoga. When we are in yoga, we are a fully 

functioning being, at one with all things both above and below, complete and undivided.  

Many symbols are used to describe this divine mountain in the ancient texts. It is often called ‘Mount 

Kailash’, ‘Mount Meru’, ‘danda’ (staff) and the ‘axis mundi’ (the center of the world). This mountain is a 

symbol for the universe; all things that in the universe are found upon this mountain. It is the axis of the 

world. Within this universe exists all rivers, all oceans, the sun and moon, all the stars, and everything in the 

natural world. All riches and wealth are found here too; all suffering and all healing is likewise contained 

within this symbolic mountain. The universe of the mountain has within it all possibilities, great and small, as 

well as all karmas (actions) and all events, and all forces and all creatures.   

 The symbol of Mount Meru illustrates the limitless potential of the universe, but it is not simply an external 

form. Within us is also the limitless potential, contained inside our limited, human form. Yoga is built upon 

this basic premise, that we are limitless as well as limited. We are sky as well as earth, we are the essence of 

the universe both higher and lower. It only takes the practice of yoga to unlock this truth within us.  

The spine is our personal Mount Meru. Each and every person has within them, embodied by the spine, the 

limitless potential of the universe. This spine rises from the earth (the base of the spine) and reaches 

towards the sky (the top of the head). The spine is our axis mundi: the true center of our own personal 

world. If we can, through yoga, work with our spine in the correct way, we can attain harmony between the 

above and below within ourselves.  The spine is our personal microcosm which is simply a reflection of the 

larger, universal macrocosm. Within us, every type of shakti exists as it does in the cosmos. There is no 

difference between us and the universe, except in scale. We are truly in yoga, united with all things; it is 

simply our limitations which keep us from experiencing this as a reality.  



 

 

See if you can apply the symbolic concepts of The Mountain when you practice, and make the symbol a 

reality. Through this method, you begin to embody more true and universal aspects of life. In fact, it is this 

universality which makes symbols so powerful to the seeker; through the realization of a symbol’s truth we 

understand that within us is a slice of the universal truth. It is one of the fundamentals of Tantra, that all 

things that exist are in some way contained within us. Every energy and every form exists in some way 

within us, and symbols help us to unite our personal selves with the universal self. Danielou states that 

symbols are “… the form in which the nature of the abstract is manifest.” (p.28. Siva and the Primordial 

Tradition) 

 The Neutral Spine 

 In the practice of yoga, we can work with the essence of the mountain by working with what we will call a 

neutral spine. The neutral, straight spine is both the beginning and the end of the yoga practice. It is the 

most direct and perfect way to unite the lower, earth energies and the higher, divine energies. The 

perfecting of the straight spine is the ultimate goal of Hatha yoga, not only because it unleashes the forces of 

kundalini. On a day to day, moment to moment level, it encourages our personal universe to exist in 

harmony with the macrocosm of the larger universe.  

Practicing Neutral Spine Postures 

The performance of neutral spine postures is the simplest and least technical of all the asanas. This is the 

spinal shape that we use for most of our daily movements and activities, and thus the one we are most 

comfortable in. All neutral spine postures maintain our natural spinal curves which we have when we are 

simply standing upright and balanced on our feet; these are called the ‘primary curves’. These primary 

curves are what define the neutral spine category; when there is a more drastic change in the curvature of 

the spine the pose is no longer a neutral spine pose. Thus, to practice neutral spine postures, one must work 

to maintain these spinal curves, even if a particular pose is pulling the body out of neutral. Often we do not 

hold ourselves in a truly balanced neutral spine posture, our spines can be out of alignment and not be 

encouraging the good flow of prana.  Even in the seemingly simple neutral spine postures, we must often 

work with awareness to create and maintain the proper primary curves of our spine. 

The headstand (sirsasana) posture is an example of a neutral spine asana. People who have not refined the 

neutral spine enough often allow the spine to ‘banana’ and form more of a backbend spine than a neutral 

spine. If the asana is being practiced as a neutral spine pose, the position of the spine must be adjusted to 

return it to the neutral position, where it has its natural curves. One can do a backbend in this pose, but it 

must be a conscious effort to move into back-bending, not simply a backbend due to sloppy alignment. 

Remember, it is critical to be conscious of what type of spinal shape one is doing. If it is supposed to be a 

neutral spine shape, the most critical work is to maintain that shape and not stray into a grey area where it is 

neither one nor the other. 

The Anatomy of the Neutral Spine 

As we have seen above, the position of the neutral spine is a human’s most natural and comfortable shape. 

It is the true center from which all human movement starts and to which it returns, which is why it is called 

the neutral spine. The expression of that neutral shape varies from person to person, but the fundamentals 

are the same. The spine has four basic sections of curves; the shape and alignment of these curves are 

critical to our posture and to our health. These curves must work in harmony if we are to be comfortable and 

healthy. Remember that the balance, shape and alignment of the neutral are some of the most fundamental 

influences on the health of our body, energy and mind.  



 

 

The spine has four curves in two different directions and understanding these curves is essential knowledge 

for working with the spinal shapes. The spine is divided into four different areas according to their curve:  

1. The pelvic curve, which includes both the sacrum and the coccyx. 

2. The lumbar curve, or lower back. 

3. The thoracic curve, or upper back. 

4. The cervical curve, or neck. 

There are two types of curves in the spine: the lordosis curve is in the lower back and neck, its peak of its arc 

is forwards towards the front of the body, which is called concave posterior; the kyphosis curve is in the 

pelvis and upper back, its arc points towards the back of the body, which is called a concave curve. 

There are normally 33 vertebrae in the spine (a vertebra is an individual bone or the spinal column), with 

some variations according to the individual. The upper 24 vertebrae are able to move and sift their positions 

to a degree, these 24 are called the articulating vertebrae. The 5 lower vertebrae in the sacrum are fused 

and more or less fixed to their places (referred to as S1-S5), and the tailbone consists of 3 to 5 small 

vertebrae (Co1-Co5); together they form the pelvic curve, or kyphosis. The lumbar curve includes the 1st to 

5th lumbar vertebrae (L1-L5) which forms the lumbar lordosis. The upper back, called the thoracic spine has 

12 vertebrae (T1-T12) and forms another kyphosis, similar to the pelvic curve. Finally, the neck forms 

another lordosis, having 7 vertebrae (C1-C7), which shares the same type of curve as the lumbar spine. 

It is interesting to realize that the kyphosis curves (appropriately called ‘primary curves’) 

are formed while the child is in the womb, while the lordosis curves (called ‘secondary 

curves’) are formed as we learn to crawl and walk. This shows that the general energetic 

nature of the spinal curves is established from the very beginning of life itself. 

Energetically, the kyphosis curve is calming while the lordosis curve is stimulating. 

Together they form an energetically balanced spine, but taken separately each curve has 

very distinct energetic qualities. When we are in the womb, we are nurtured and 

comforted and our bodies are in the fetal position, which is a forward bend (kyphosis). 

Only after we are born and begin to sit up, crawl and walk does the spine develop the 

lordosis curves, which are stimulating. This has very profound implications for the practice 

of yoga, for we can see that the energetic qualities in our spine are set from the very 

beginning of our lives. We will look more at the energetic qualities of spinal shapes later 

on. 

Exercise:  

These curves can easily be seen when the human body is viewed from the side. Each 

person has a different degree of curve in the spine and a unique way of holding themselves, often called 

‘posture’. First, look in a full-length mirror at your own curves, as viewed from the side. Stand naturally in 

neutral spine position, without trying to change the shape of the spinal curves or the posture. See if you 

have pronounced spinal curves or flat ones and simply get familiar with looking at the curves of the spine 

and their relationship. Many important things can be learned about the body and the general nature of the 

pranic flow when one observes the spine carefully. 

 After you have observed your own spine, go out and observe the people around you when they are holding 

a neutral spine. Try to observe their spinal curves and how they hold themselves. Actively engage your 

powers of observation to observe not only the spine and posture, but also the general energetic qualities of 



 

 

the person. See if their spinal curves are flat or pronounced and look at the general energetic qualities of the 

person. Do they look stimulated or depressed, in balance or out of balance, aligned or misaligned? This is an 

essential skill if one is going to teach yoga to others, for the position of the spine has everything to do with 

the flow and movement of prana in a person. It is also important because the yoga postures affect the spinal 

curves and it is largely the spinal curves which create the general energetic quality of an asana, whether 

calming, stimulating or balancing. 

Physical Effects 

The importance of the spine’s shape is well known to both the yogis and to modern medical science. On a 

structural level, if the spine is not balanced and aligned, it becomes uncomfortable to stand or maintain the 

neutral position for long. When the spine loses its natural balance (when the curves become over or under 

pronounced) more drastic effects are noticed. Due to the fact that the spine carries impulses which affect 

essentially every area of physical, mental and emotional functioning, its shape is critical. Many illnesses and 

problems can be traced back to imbalances in the spinal shape; to heal the spine is to heal the entire being. 

A spine which has strayed from its balance can cause many problems related to the feet, legs, arms and 

hands as well as much more profound problems of the nervous system, organs, breath (prana and energy), 

and nearly every other system of the body. Careful refinement of the spinal shape is the key to attainment of 

health in every system and process of the physical body, and this is the first and most fundamental work of 

yoga practice. 

The Energetic Effects of Neutral Spine postures 

A correctly held neutral spine creates a feeling of harmony and integration within a person. It is the most 

perfect of all the spinal shapes, for it allows the prana within the spine to flow freely and feed the tissues, 

organs, nervous system, and other processes. Naturally, when the physical body is functioning well, there is 

a greater feeling of comfort and happiness. When the spine is not held in balance when we are in neutral 

position, we can become over- or under-stimulated in the nervous system and pranamaya kosha and this 

throws us out of energetic balance. We know that the pranamaya kosha is the overall ruler of the 3 lower 

koshas. The position of the spine determines whether prana circulates well through the pranamaya kosha or 

not. Too much lordosis or kyphosis in the neutral spine will tip the pranic balance of the neutral spine away 

from the center and thus throw our entire physical, energetic and mental layers out of balance.  

Ultimately, the proper flow of energy liberates us from obsession with the lower koshas which are so often 

the cause of suffering and spiritual ignorance. The neutral spine encourages the lower energies to rise 

upwards and become purified. As they rise up the balanced spine, they make their way towards the higher 

centers in the heart and head; the elevated prana creates a unity between the personal and the universal 

energies. It is this unity which is the end goal of yoga practice. When the prana circulates in the spine with 

power and balance, the higher koshas are activated and spiritual consciousness is awakened. 

Cautions 

Many spinal shapes can be highly intense or even dangerous, but the neutral spine is always safe to practice. 

There is little risk in attempting to put the spine back to its most harmonious position; it is a highly beneficial 

position for all yogis and should be carefully cultivated in every practice. The major problem with this shape 

is a lack of perspective when refining the curves of the spine; often we can hold our spinal curves in ways 

which are not actually balanced. It is best to get the guidance of a teacher as you work towards the 

perfection of the neutral spine shape. 



 

 

Esoteric Elements  

  The elements of The Mountain are made a reality when one works with the neutral spine. The Mountain is 

rooted into the earth and our postures must also be strongly rooted as well, if we are to embody the 

mountain’s power. Likewise, The Mountain rises up into the sky; our asana, too, must rise upwards towards 

the sky. Physically, what is important when one is working with the neutral spine is the activation of a strong 

and connected root (whether it be the feet, hips, back, etc.). There must be a firm foundation, because this 

feeds us with the solid pranas of the earth. From this root, one must rise up through the spine and activate 

the top of the head away from the tailbone. It is this tension between the two extremes of the spine which 

will create the movement of subtle energy in the spine.  

  It is very important to incorporate the neutral spine postures into the yoga practice. Be sure to work 

carefully with neutral spine postures in every asana practice, not simply as resting poses, but as the source 

from which all other postures derive. Treat the neutral spine postures as worthy of deep attention and 

focus, for they are the starting point for the more advanced practices. Spend some time every day sitting 

upright with the spine lifted, for this will activate the spine in important ways that the other postures 

cannot. At first, the neutral spine postures do not seem to do anything. There seems to be no challenge to 

the physical body or concentration. Most people cannot see the usefulness in this because they do not grasp 

the subtle work which must be engaged if the neutral spine is to have any effect. 

  This type of work takes great patience and cultivation over time to realize any results. The effects are not 

obvious in the beginning, but the continual development of the neutral spine will eventually bear wonderful 

fruits. It is impossible to describe the feeling one gets when the spinal energy circulates through the whole of 

the spine. One must experience it to understand. Begin your work with the neutral spine immediately. 

Practice constantly, putting the neutral spine work into the yoga as often as possible. As the T’ai Chi Classics 

say: “Don’t force it, don’t forget it.” 

Examples of neutral spine postures 

Poses such as Tadasana,(mountain) Padmasana (lotus)and Sirsasana (headstand) are powerful asanas which 

refine our performance of the neutral spine, but there are many others. Other common asanas in this 

category include, Vrksasana (tree pose), Virabhadrasana II (warrior II),Virabhadrasana III (warrior III), 

Dandasana (staff pose), Savasana (corpse), Navasana (boat), Utkatasana (chair) and, perhaps most 

importantly, Adho Mukha Svanasana (downward dog) and Chaturanga Dandasana (pushup). 

 

Going Inwards: Forward Bends 

 After the neutral spine, the second most natural spinal shape is the forward bend. Forward bending is the 

most familiar and commonly used spinal shape in our lives (after neutral spine); everyone bends forward 

many times throughout the day, so it is generally comforting and familiar to people. As we have seen, our 

first 9 months of life are spent in the fetal position, which is a forward bend. Elementary yoga practice 



 

 

focuses on forward bending as a general preparation for other postures, for they encourage comfort, ease 

and calm and create openings which will be essential to later sections of the yoga practice.  

Anatomy 

A forward bend is essentially a kyphosis of the whole spine; the entire spine forms a single arc that 

intensifies the spinal curve, shortening the front body and lengthening the back body. Due to the shape of 

the back body, many of the muscles of the back (including but not limited to the muscles along the spine) 

must lengthen, this lengthening could also include the backs of the legs and the arms as well, depending on 

the asana. The forward bend shape also performs an essential function for the spine, lengthening the spaces 

between the vertebral bodies (the discs) and improves the nervous impulses that go between the spine and 

the organs. The organs in the front of the body, particularly those in the area between the top of the pelvis 

and the lower ribs, are pressed and compacted due to the forward bend. This can be uncomfortable at first, 

but ultimately has a detoxifying and healing effect upon the organs. 

Alignment: The 3 Stages of Forward Bends 

Forward bends are common postures, found in every section of the asana practice. As we know, a posture is 

called a forward bend when the spine takes an overall kyphosis; the upper body and the legs move towards 

each other and the muscles of the back lengthen. This is quite simple in some postures such as balasana 

(child’s pose) but extremely difficult in others such as eka pada sirsasana (foot behind the head). Proper 

preparation of the spine’s alignment, the spinal muscles, as well as the more subtle actions, is essential if 

forward bending is to be effective. The approach to performing forward bends is divided into sections to 

help the pose develop the correct physical and energetic balance. 

  Forward bends are divided into 3 sections which we will call: 

1. Neutral, where the posture moves from and moves back to at the end. 

2. First Stage Forward bend, the gentle preparation to create the correct movement. 

3. Second Stage Forward bend, the full pose. 

The movement through these 3 stages helps the yogini create the proper alignment of the spine and limbs in 

the posture. The first stage is simply a preparation of the body to accept and move into the full posture, 

which is the second stage. The first stage gently cultivates the correct alignment of the body which one will 

try to maintain when the posture deepens, it is a preparation.  

Hopefully we know by now that the shape of the spine is the primary focus of alignment in an asana. When 

the 3 stages of the forward bend are cultivated, the spinal energy and the balanced energetics of the pose 

are activated. As we discovered in the neutral spine discussion, we want the posture to embody the 

essential elements of the mountain. We must root of the pose firmly and let the top of the head gently 

lengthen away from the root.  This action is also important when we perform forward bends, equally 

important as it is in neutral spine postures in fact. It is easy to forget the spine when we are trying to go 

deeper into the pose. Remember that deeper actually means that the spinal prana is working, not that the 

outer physical shape is more intense! 

   Before one even tries to move into the pose (or any pose), the Root must be set and the basic position of 

the asana must be created. This is the shape that we start and end the performance of the pose in; it is 

called the Neutral position. In many ways, this position is as important as the pose itself, because it sets the 

alignment of the pose carefully from the very beginning. If the initial creation of the pose is incorrect, the 



 

 

pose will probably be out of alignment at every other stage. Thus, we must create the position of The Root 

correctly, whether it is the hips and legs, the arms or the spine. (More about The Root will be discussed 

below.) For example, if we are doing pascimottanasasa (straight leg forward bend) we start the pose with 

the Neutral Position Dandasana. In dandasana, the legs are in the same position as you will have them in 

the forward bend, but the spine is still in the neutral. The legs are activated downwards and the hips are set 

evenly on the floor; this position forms the root and will ensure that we have begun the posture well, even if 

we cannot move deeply into it. By starting in the Neutral Position, we can be sure that our poses will 

develop in the right way over time. It is important to pay careful attention the how the pose begins. Do not 

rush a pose; it is never too early for awareness! 

  From the Neutral, a forward bend then moves into the First Stage by making a specific movement with the 

waist and spine. The performance of the first stage is a simple but essential movement to make for doing a 

good forward bend. In order to set the spine in the correct shape for the second, complete stage of the 

forward bend, we must make a subtle but important movement. Often, people are desirous of achieving the 

full pose but do not maintain good spinal extension as they bend forward. The back over-arches in the 

thoracic (upper) spine and collapses in the lumbar (lower) spine, creating an imbalanced alignment. The best 

way to prevent this is to perform the First Stage of the forward bend by moving the lumbar spine into a 

position where it is lengthening which takes some of the forward bend out of the thoracic spine and 

balances the work. 

 So, from the Neutral position, one begins by moving the belly forward towards the leg (or legs) and lifting 

the ribs up so that the lower back lengthens and the belly becomes long and hollow. The upper body moves 

a little bit forward, but most of the Neutral Spine position is maintained. At this stage, there is still very little 

forward bend (kyphosis) in the upper spine and the posture does not look much like a classical forward 

bend. The most important elements of the pose have already been set, however.  As the first stage is 

entered, one will probably feel a pull in the backs of the legs as the lower back engages and actively pushes 

forward. The critical elements of the first stage are the overall lengthening of the spine by drawing the top of 

the head away from the root and the forward and lengthening movement of the belly and lower back. 

One can practice in this position for as long as one feels to and it can certainly be a position you can practice 

as an asana in itself, to great benefit.  One can spend some time in the First Stage or simply move through it 

to get to the Second Stage, which is the classical, full posture. Remember that the spine is first in importance 

when we are developing any asana. If we can make a balanced and aligned spine in a pose, we can be sure 

that the overall work is correct. The arms and legs can be easily balanced if the spine is correct and the root 

is strong, which are the basic elements.  As one moves towards or into the full pose, generally one will 

encounter the greatest challenge not only to flexibility but also to the pranic flow. If a person becomes 

extremely uncomfortable in a pose, which could mean physical pain, losing the flow of breath or the 

composure of the mind, this means the something is missing in the dynamic of the pose. It is too deep. One 

needs to back up and compose themselves in the neutral and first stages of the posture in order to do the 

full pose well. 

Taking the full pose with a set root and a lengthening spine will create a comfortable (relatively speaking) 

and absorbing pose. The full pose (second stage) will be where the most intense physical, energetic and 

mental effects occur. This is why we do the full pose, but it is not appropriate for everyone; we must prepare 

ourselves to journey there. Once we can stay in the pose for some time with comfort and breath, we can 

truly experience the depths of what that asana has to offer. 



 

 

Practicing Forward Bends  

The three stages of the forward bend ensure that we are keeping the spine engaged and activated while we 

are in the pose, regardless of its depth.  It is important to do the neutral and first stage mindfully in the 

beginning years of practice until the forward bends are mastered. When people go straight into the full pose 

(into the second stage and skip the first stage), they often neglect important movements which will help 

them go deeper. For this reason, always do the first stage, no matter whether you take time in it or move 

through it more quickly. When performing a forward bend, one must do all of the stages, but it is up to you 

how long you want to spend in each. Do not rush into the pose, but try to remember what is truly important 

and cultivate those things. People also often gloss over the setting of The Neutral Position in their haste to 

reach the full pose. Do not acquire this habit! Work carefully and with full attention, then your practice will 

be deep and effective.  

It is important to create the correct alignments in the postures, but it is equally important to cultivate the 

right internal attention in the practice, which is basically the pose done with the pranamaya and manomaya 

koshas. As we are trying to a yoga which is integrating as many of the koshas as we can, at minimum the 

anna, prana and manomaya koshas, we must do the pose with more than just the physical body. This triple 

engagement is assured if we work with attention and breath as we do our asanas. 

Physical Effects 

In general, forward bends are good postures to cultivate in the early years of yoga practice, for they create 

important openings of the physical body, the nervous system and the mind.  Remaining in a forward bend 

for some time will help to lengthen the back side of the body, including the back muscles and connective 

tissues as well as the backs of the legs, hips and neck. This lengthening can cure small problems in the spine 

and back muscles as well as helping to lengthen tight muscles which pull our neutral spine posture out of 

alignment. Neck pain, headaches and other problems in the head can also be relieved through careful 

forward bending; the nervous impulses and blood circulation to the head are improved because the spaces 

between the cervical vertebrae are lengthened. 

The organs are positively affected by forward bends due to the pressure exerted on them by the body and 

the movement of the breath. This pressure on the organs squeezes them, relieving them of toxins, and 

strengthens their functioning, as they are required to work under gentle stress due to contraction. 

Due to the shape of forward bends, the breath is pushed towards the back body which encourages a greater 

internal spaciousness in the back lungs and related muscles. This space allows the breath to be more open 

and free which allows for the more complete use of the lungs in breathing, which energizes the whole body. 

Energetic Effects 

  Every posture and spinal shape has a basic ‘flavor’ of its prana; some asanas are stimulating, some relaxing, 

and some are neutral. We will look at the general energetic action of the spinal shapes, but knowing what 

the energetic effects of individual poses are is up to your own practice and experience.  

The energetic flavor of most forward bends is quieting and relaxing. They soothe the nervous system and 

encourage a sense of calm and peace, just as they did in our first 9 months of life. For most people, forward 

bends are a good first step in yoga practice, because too often we are distracted and agitated in mind and 

body and need calming and inward focus, which are both attributes of forward bends. The state of mind and 

heart during yoga should be of calm and centered attention and present focus. If the mind is overly 

distracted or agitated, it makes concentration and cultivation of yoga very difficult. Thus, calming forward 



 

 

bends are a natural beginning due to the fact that they cultivate internal calm and feelings of safety. They 

also help to turn the focus inwards towards the internal world and away from the distractions of the external 

world. This creates a connection with the inner consciousness and develops the awareness necessary for the 

approach to the transformative spaces of yoga. 

Cautions 

Forward bends are generally fairly safe postures; it is hard to create an injury of lasting damage unless 

forward bends are done badly for long periods of time. The most common effect of badly aligned forward 

bends is a negative effect on the shape of the spine. Since forward bends create a kyphosis in the whole 

spine, it can overly accentuate the natural curve in the thoracic spine. If a person is already prone to 

‘slumping’ or forward bending in the upper spine in neutral spine, forward bends can magnify the problem 

and throw off the balance of the whole organism. Pulled muscles and strains in the hamstrings or back 

muscles may also be felt if a yogi moves too deeply into forward bends or does them without attention to 

alignments and their own personal limits. 

Energetically, people with depression or low energy may be negatively affected by forward bends if they are 

approached without sensitivity. Forward bends are naturally calming and can be harmful if one is prone to 

depression or lethargy; if this is the case, if one is going to forward bend, more stimulating forward bends 

should be done, such as ones which require concentration, balance and some effort. 

Esoteric Elements 

Forward bends do more than stretch the spinal muscles or compress the organs: they have a profound effect 

on the operation of the mind and consciousness. We have seen that forward bends are relaxing to the 

nervous system, and this is the one of the physical effects which yoga is cultivating, but yoga goes yet further 

than the nerves. If one does quality forward bends, the nervous system is soothed and the whole being 

moves into a mood of peace and calm, which is called shanti. This shanti feeling helps the yogini put away 

worries, troubles and distractions which plague the normal, habitual consciousness. When distractions and 

discomfort are done away with, there is freedom in the consciousness and space for growth and 

introspection. When there is constant mental agitation due to fear, worry or pain, one cannot find spaces 

within. One’s world seems full and silence seems to be an abstraction. This state is what the yogis call dukha, 

which is pain of any type (mental, physical, emotional, spiritual) which plague us and keep us from 

happiness. It is precisely this internal spaciousness and ease that forward bends cultivate which will take us 

towards the classic goal of yoga: the connection with the vijnana and anandamaya koshas, our centers of 

intuition and bliss. 

Examples of Forward bends 

Forward bends are easy to find in most asana practices; there are perhaps more forward bends than any 

other type of spinal shape. Most common forward bends include: uttanasana (standing forward bend) and 

variations, Balasana (child’s pose), Baddha Konasana (cobbler’s pose), Sarvangasana (shoulder stand), 

Paschmottanasana (straight leg seated forward bend), Janu Sirsasana (bend leg forward bend), and many 

others. Look at books which have pictures of asanas and look for forward bend shapes. Also notice whenever 

you do a forward bend in class or in your practice and try to do the pose as best you can; then observe not 

only the physical but the energetic and mental effects as well. Through this method of observation and 

personal experience, you will know the subtleties of yoga first hand. 



 

 

 

Creating More Length: Lateral Bends 

  When the body moves towards the left or right and the side body is lengthened, we call it a lateral bend. 

The position of the body is kept in the lateral (left/right) plane without too much movement forward or back, 

for this would diminish the effectiveness of the shape. True lateral bends keep the upper body in the same 

plane as the hips, without protrusion of collapse in the torso or hips. This can be difficult and once again, 

people tend to break the alignment guideline to try and ‘go deeper’ but only succeed in diminishing the true 

power of the pose. 

There are fewer lateral bend postures compared to the other spinal shapes, for the possibilities of 

movement laterally is quite limited and thus there are fewer variations. Fortunately, certain lateral bends 

are quite commonly done, so the shape is not overly neglected. These postures help to activate and lengthen 

the side body, and stretch many muscles in the legs and shoulders as well. Lateral bends open the breath 

nicely by creating openness in the sides of the lungs and are generally energizing in nature; they also tend to 

compress the organs in ways that aid in improving health. 

Practicing Lateral Bends  

One should try to maintain a lengthening of the spine (the mountain again), as one should do in any and 

every pose and set the root. In the case of lateral bends, we do this so that there is space between the 

vertebrae to move into the lateral bend. If we simply drop down into the posture, the vertebral bodies press 

down into each other too much and movement becomes limited. Generally is lack of spinal space causes 

students to then leave the good alignment when they try to go deeper. 

Again, as in forward bends, there is a three stage process to getting into the asana: 

1. The Neutral, starting position. 

2. First Stage Lateral Bend, or preparation stage.  

3. Second Stage Lateral Bend or Full Pose. 

 As usual, we start in the pose we are going to move into the lateral bend from. Often but not always, this is 

a neutral spine pose, but for the sake of argument let’s assume that it is neutral. We set the root and breath 

and prepare to move towards the First Stage of the pose.  

The basic principles of lateral bends are fairly simple. One brings one side of the body towards the leg on the 

same side, such as the left side body towards the left leg. Trikonasana is a good example. Since one side of 

the body is being strongly lengthened and the other side neutral or compressed, we need to make sure we 

have balance. Often people over-stretch the top side of a lateral bend and overly compress the lower side. 

This approach can lead to injury due to over-lengthening active muscles or to energetic imbalance, though 

this is rare.  



 

 

To avoid this problem, a balance must be created between the top and bottom sides of the pose, which are 

always the left and right sides of the body We are always trying our best to avoid over-stretching the active 

areas of the asanas; for too much lengthening can create injury in connective tissues, joints or cause over-

stimulation of the area.  To avoid over-stretching the side body in lateral bends, it is important to create the 

alignment so that the short side of the body works to lengthen a little extra. This movement takes some of 

the intensity out of the top side of the pose and creates balance between the two sides. The adjustment 

brings the body just a little closer to the neutral center; it takes some energy out of the intense side and puts 

it in the quiet, bottom side. Some of the quiet energy is then placed into the activated, top side and balance 

is achieved. 

So to set up the asana so that we don’t over work the top side of the lateral bend, we prepare the shape by 

doing the first stage of the pose. Here the first stage is similar to that of the forward bend except that now it 

is the side ribs and side abdomen of the short side lengthening instead of compressing. Basically it is an 

attempt to lengthen the bottom side of the pose before the compression really starts in the full pose. In a 

pose like Trikonasana, the first stage can be as simple as pulling the bottom arm as far forward as possible 

before when drops the side body towards the leg. If you do it, you can feel how more space is created in the 

lower side of the body but most importantly in the lower side of the spine, for it is compression in the spine 

which will be the real limiting factor in the lateral bend. 

After the bottom side is lengthened, one can then move freely into the second stage, the full pose, and gain 

the benefits of the asana. As usual in a full pose, the root is engaged well and the spine is working to 

lengthen, so that the fundamentals of the asana are always present.  

Anatomy 

Lateral bends lengthen essential muscles and connective tissues in the side body, an area which is not 

commonly stretched. This can help correct imbalances in the alignment of the arms and legs, but more 

importantly they lengthen muscles in the torso and on the left and right sides of the spine. These side 

muscles in the torso are some of the essential muscles used in respiration and can limit the depth and 

quality of the breathing if they are not awakened and freed. The spaces between the spinal vertebrae on the 

sides are opened if the lateral bends are done correctly; the intervertebral discs are given space on the long 

side and slightly compressed on the short side.  The spinal ligaments are also lengthened; all of these factors 

help in the flow of prana through the spine and to the rest of the body and also positively influence the 

position of the neutral spine. 

Alignment 

The range of motion in the lateral direction is very limited due to the narrow range of side to side motion in 

the spine.  The upper body should remain in the side to side (lateral) plane, in line with the lateral position of 

the hips. The natural limitation of spinal movement causes some yogis to drop forward in an attempt to 

deepen the pose; this should be avoided even if it means that the upper body does not go so close to the 

leg. The upper legs should also remain in general alignment with the position of the hips; the arms also 

remain in the lateral plane, unless one is doing a variation on the classical pose. 

A common mistake made in the alignment of lateral bends is often found during the performance of 

Trikonasana (triangle pose). In triangle, the legs, hips, torso, arms and head should all be aligned in the 

lateral plane. People often break the lateral plane alignment because they think it is necessary to put the 

hand on the floor. If the hand goes down, but the spine and side-body muscles are not open, the pose will go 

out of alignment: the hips will twist forward and break the lateral plane, the upper body will drop forward. 



 

 

The arms and head will drop with it. Triangle pose done this way is no longer a lateral bend, but it is not a 

forward bend either; the pose has entered a grey area where it is neither one nor the other and thus the 

effectiveness of the pose has diminished.  

Physical Effects 

Essential, but often neglected, muscles in the side body are activated through lateral bends. This helps with 

general freedom of movement and relives stiffness in legs, hips, ribs, shoulders and neck. These asanas 

create space in the joints due to the intense lengthening from the root to the fingertips. The left and right 

sides of the intervertebral discs are given space (on the long side of the pose) and this can cure minor 

problems in the lumbar and thoracic regions of the spine. The kidneys are also positively affected by the 

compression on the short side and the space on the long side of the pose. The muscles of the side body are 

important for complete breathing; these muscles are stretched and activated by the lateral bends. 

Cautions  

Lateral bends are fairly safe in general, if the alignments are maintained, but due to the extreme lengthening 

some poses can pull on the hamstrings where they connect to the hips, mainly when the legs are straight. 

This spinal shape can also be a problem for those people with sacroiliac joint problems, due to the intense 

pressure put on that joint by the lateral movement. Certain types of spinal problems such as herniated discs 

can also be aggravated by lateral bend asanas. 

Energetic Effects 

These poses are exhilarating in general, as they activate the movement of prana through the whole body. 

The lengthening of the physical and energetic lines extending from the foot to the fingertips circulates the 

prana through the torso, spine and into the limbs, which tends to invigorate the body. Due to the unusual 

direction of movement in lateral bends, the breath moves deeply into the side lungs, opening underutilized 

pathways of energy. There is generally a sense of intensity and challenge in these poses which also 

encourages mental concentration and presence of mind.  

Esoteric Elements 

Lateral bends are some of the ‘longest’ asanas in the practice, meaning the poses lengthen the body from 

the fingertips all the way to the bottoms of the feet. This intense lengthening has an effect on the mental 

functioning, for it tends to melt the limits which people tend to put on themselves. We all have certain 

limitations in our minds which can keep us stuck in specific physical or mental ruts; we do not move beyond 

these limitations because we have no experience of life outside these constraints. Lateral bends can help us 

break through these self-imposed limitations because they stretch us to our limits and force us to engage the 

very limits of our bodies and then go beyond them. This has a profound and expansive effect on the mind, 

giving us a wider perspective of what we are capable of and expands the world-view in general. 

Examples of Lateral Bends 

Common lateral bends are Trikonasana (triangle), Parsvakonasana (side angle pose), Parighasana, and 

Ardha Chandrasana (half moon pose). There are not many others, but twisting forward bends work the body 

in similar ways to lateral bends.   

 

 



 

 

The Balance of Opposites 

  The first and second stages of a pose are cultivating an essential principle 

of both Tantra and yoga which we will call The Balance of Opposites. The 

basic principle of this balance is fairly simple: two forces which have 

opposing energies are consciously adjusted to bring them into a greater 

harmony. A little bit of each force is placed in the opposite force, so that 

each has a little of the other within it. The easiest way to picture this is to 

look at the Chinese symbol for it, the Yin/Yang circle. The circle is 

symbolizes the endless, limitless unity, but there is moving play of forces 

between black and white. Some of the black extends into the field of the white and vice versa. Furthermore, 

there is a spot of white in the black and a spot of black in the white. There is no pure black or white, there is 

always a mix between the opposites. These opposites play out in countless ways all around us, especially in 

the yoga practice.  

Thus we need to create a conscious unity between the two opposites and thus create a harmony and 

relationship between them. In the case of the physical postures, if one part of the body is working strongly 

and the opposite side is hardly working at, adjustments are made to create balance between the two, to mix 

some black into the white and some white into the black.  It is much easier and more comfortable to stay in 

an asana when we have a more profound balance between opposite actions or forces. When the body is 

balanced, then the prana deepens because there is more harmony. Staying longer in a pose (with comfort 

and calm) increases the prana in the body and this kind of prana moves us to a deeper integration and unity.  

The physical body is not the only place in which The Balance of Opposites is applied, but it is the simplest 

place to begin the practice of it. Eventually it must also be made also in the mind, the prana, the emotional 

body, and everywhere else in our being. Tantra and The Balance of Opposites will be discussed in greater 

depth in later chapters of this book. 

Compression and Space: Twists 

The next stage in the opening of the spine is the spinal shape called twisting. Twists are very open and 

dynamic category of poses which can be practiced at any time during a yoga session. Twisting postures can 

be done easily from standing, sitting, or lying down and are very effective during inverted poses. The only 

position that one does not twist from is when the body is prone (lying on the front). The great variety and 

versatility of twists make them one of the largest categories of all the spinal shapes; often a basic pose has a 

twisting component to it which adds a greater intensity and difficulty to the asana. 

Two Types of Twists 

 Twisting postures have two general categories: the axial twist and the forward bending twist. The axial 

twist maintains the vertical integration of the spine, meaning that the top of the head maintains its 

relationship with the base of the spine, just as it is in the neutral spine. Forward bending twists are exactly 

that: a twist combined with elements of forward bends.  Axial twists tend to be easier and better for 

beginners while forward bending twists demand a much greater opening which is often only available to 

intermediate and advanced students. Twists should be explored in their many forms and in as many 

different settings in the practice as possible once there is basic comfort with the yoga: more experienced 

students should (in general) be adding the twisting variations to most of the basic poses. The twisting 

postures not only prepare the body for some of the most difficult asanas in yoga, but also prepare the body 

for pranayama and set the foundations for higher work as well. 



 

 

The first steps of twisting are the same as they are for any other pose: the root must be set and the spine 

should be lengthening. These two preparation movements are actually more critical to the performance of 

good twisting than they are to any other type of posture. Without rooting a twist before moving into it, the 

posture will have very little effect because one will not get the wringing (like a sponge) action that is such a 

powerful part of twisting. Without the lifting of the top of the head away from the hips, the spine will not 

twist very far around, due to the compression of spinal vertebrae and discs. The lifting of the spine helps 

make the space in the spine with is necessary for taking a twist deeper. 

Successful twisting must involve an applied mechanical (muscular) force, because the body naturally wants 

to uncoil from the twist and revert back to the neutral. In all twists, some mechanical force must be applied 

to get the body to twist away from the center; often this force is applied by the arms, but sometimes also by 

gravity. This mechanical force is called ‘torque’, and it can be felt as one roots the pose and applies effort to 

twist away from the neutral. It is this torque which makes twists such effective postures for lengthening the 

physical body and activating the pranic flow. In twists, one side of the body is lengthened while the opposite 

side is compressed. It is yet another example of the Balance of Opposites; intense compression is balanced 

on the opposite side by length and openness. The compression creates an important effect in these 

postures, and it is difficult to make without some kind of torque applied. Twists are actually more about 

contraction and compression as they are about lengthening, for it is the contraction which has the most 

influential action on the body. 

Forward bending twists tend to be much more intense and difficult than axial twists, due to the fact that 

there must be great length in the muscles and joints if one is going to both twist and forward bend at the 

same time. It is good to practice forward bends, lateral bends and axial twists before setting out to practice 

deep forward bending twists.  
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We have seen from the nature of the mountain that there are two elements involved in this yoga: the 

rooting of the base into the earth and the rising of the opposite side away from that root.  

The practice of twists requires more careful attention to the ‘root and rise’ than many other spinal shapes, 

but with dedicated attention the effects can be quite transformative. The establishment and maintenance of 

The Root connection is essential in any pose, but even more critical when the posture is a twist. More than 

any other postures, twists need a strong base to grow out of. If the root of the posture does not make firm 

connection to the ground, the effects of the twist will not be powerful. Often a student will move into what 

seems to be a deep twist, but in fact is not a deep twist at all because they have lost The Root. People often 

forsake the root to reach for the fruit: they sacrifice the fundamental ground connection in the root to make 

what seems to be a more complete twist. In actual fact, this approach is less potent, even though it looks like 

the twist is deeper. The better approach is to strongly establish the root and keep it as you move deeper into 

the pose. The rooted base of the pose will be what actually makes the twist effective, for any twist needs 

movement in two directions to be effective, just like wringing a sponge. One part of the pose roots and 

connects with the ground and the opposite part lifts and draws away from the root. 

With the root firmly established, it is essential to lengthen (rise) the spine away from that root, drawing the 

top of the head away from the tailbone. This is a fundamental physical action of twisting which should be 

done even before the body begins to twist around. If the pose is an axial twist, the top of the head stays over 

the hips, just like in the neutral spine postures and lifts actively away from the root. In the forward bending 

twists, the upper body moves towards the legs as in a forward bend, but one side of the torso is also twisting 



 

 

and dropping towards the leg(s). There will only be space for the upper body to move forward and twist if 

the spine maintains as much length as possible while the twist is activated.  

 It is essential to maintain both the length of the spine as well as the balance between long and the short 

side, being careful not to over-stretch the long side nor over compress the short side. Always try to apply the 

ideas of the Balance of Opposites during practice. ‘Root and Rise’ is of course another example of this 

Balance; in this case the rooting provides the stability for the opposite action, the rise of the spine. Working 

them together creates a Balance of the two opposing forces.  

Anatomy 

Twists create a unique lengthening action for the muscles, ligaments and tendons on one side of the body, 

and contract those same tissues on the other side; this makes twists naturally asymmetrical shapes: long on 

one side and short on the other. Asymmetrical poses must be done on both sides to ensure that there is 

balance between the lengthening and the contraction of muscles, joints and organs. This asymmetrical 

situation in the body squeezes the lungs on the contracted side and opens them on the long side; they also 

naturally contract the diaphragm, which can make deep breathing difficult. Compression also takes place in 

the organs, which is another factor in making twists useful postures, but this compression can also make the 

poses very uncomfortable. 

Twists are not just about the muscles, for the rotational nature of twists also involves the joints which must 

move in their synovial (fluid) capsules. Some of these joints are compressed while others are opened, which 

is another factor in the challenge and difficulty of twisting for some people. These joints are strongly 

challenged in deep twisting, especially by their compression.  

The spine is strongly affected by twists, for complete spinal twists involve all 24 moveable vertebrae. The 

lumbar spine is the activated area of forward and backward bending, but twisting is done in the thoracic and 

cervical spine with some stress on the sacroiliac joint. There is a deep effect on the neck as well. The atlas 

(C1:the first cervical vertebra), through to the first thoracic vertebra (T1) all can be exercised, lengthened 

and activated in twisting.  The spinal ligaments, which connect the vertebrae to each other, are also tested, 

due to the rotational nature of twists. 

Cautions 

Twists can put great strain on many areas of the body, especially joints, and caution should be exercised if 

one feels pain or undue stress on problem areas. People with spinal disc problems can be helped if careful 

twisting is performed, but great care and attention must be placed on the spine. Otherwise, twists can make 

existing disc problems worse. The torque (mechanical action) for twisting in the lower body begins at the 

sacroiliac (S.I.) joint, which can be a tender or painful area in some people. Whole body twists create severe 

torque in this joint which can cause aggravation to those with S.I. joint problems. Thus, people with S.I. joint 

problems must be careful when twisting if they are going to twist at all.  

   Most twists are created and supported by muscles; but some twists are deepened through gravitational 

force. One such pose is Jatara Parivartanasana, a twisting pose done from laying on the back, where the legs 

are drawn towards the floor (and thus deeper into the twist) through gravity and not muscular effort. These 

gravity twists can be more dangerous than muscle-induced twists because the body is pulled deeper into the 

twist by the force of gravity and one must resist the deepening movement. This may mean that gravity takes 

one is too deeply into the asana and puts the body at risk of injury. For people with back problems it is safer 

to twist with muscular action, as opposed to doing gravity-based twists. 



 

 

Physical Effects 

As with any well performed pose, when the body moves back to neutral from the extreme (i.e. a full 

posture), it naturally returns to a more centered alignment, the pose hopefully encouraging a physical and 

energetic balancing. Twists are particularly effective asanas for balancing the muscles and the spine. Twists 

create a deeper symmetry in the body because they work on one side at a time, which helps to create a 

more perfect left/right balance. Greater balance of course helps to move the body more perfectly into its 

center.  

The body naturally becomes more soft and supple through twisting because these asanas have a releasing 

effect on the connective tissues in the joints, particularly in the ligaments of the spine. Softening these 

tissues gives greater elasticity and flexibility to areas deep in the body, often to places that are not affected 

by the stretching of the muscles alone.  

Tensions in the upper body are best addressed through twisting. Due to the effect of twists on the neck, 

headaches and other tensions in the head can be cured.  Problems due to tightness in the shoulders and 

upper spine can also be solved through practice of the appropriate twists.  

Twists tend to have a purifying and cleansing effect on the body, more than any other poses except 

inversions. Twists are the postures which most directly purify the organs, particularly those organs in the 

area between the pelvis and the neck; this includes the intestines, liver, stomach, pancreas, kidneys, lungs 

and heart. The shape of the body created by twists creates compression on the organs in the torso. This 

compression squeezes the tissues of the organs and causes them to release toxins which are trapped there. 

The pressure on the organs also strengthens and stimulates them. Stimulation and purification of the organs 

is one of the ways yogis stay healthy and vibrant throughout their lives. Iyengar describes the effects of the 

straight-leg forward bending twist, parivritta pasimottanasana: 

“This invigorating posture tones the abdominal organs and keeps them free from sluggishness. It 

also tones the kidneys and rejuvenates the entire spine, while the digestion is improved. The lateral 

twist stimulates blood circulation in the spine and relieves backaches. Due to the stretch of the 

pelvic region, more oxygenated blood is brought there and the gonad glands absorb the required 

nutrition from the blood. This increases vitality, helps to cure impotency and promotes sex control.” 

(Iyengar, 2005)  

Although these effects are written about a specific pose, they could apply to nearly any other twist.  

  Poses such as parsva-halasana (twisting plough pose) squeeze the intestines and lower digestive tract, and 

relieves the accumulation of gases there. For this reason, it is called the ‘wind relieving pose’. Doing inverted 

twists is even more effective in creating detoxification of the organs, for the combination of being upside 

down with that of twisting is uniquely powerful.  Again, B.K.S. Iyengar describes the effects of a twist; this 

time he writes about parsva-halasana: 

In this asana, the spine moves laterally and becomes more elastic. The colon, which is inverted 

during the movements, is exercised properly and elimination will be complete. People suffering from 

acute or chronic constipation which is the mother of several diseases derive great benefit from this 

asanas. If rubbish is dumped outsider our house we feel sick. How much more when waste matter 

which creates toxins is allowed to accumulate in our own system? If this waste matter is not 

eliminated, diseases will enter the body like thieves and rob us of health. If the bowels do not more 



 

 

freely, the mind becomes dull and one feels heavy and irritable. This asana helps us to keep the 

bowels free and thereby win the prize of health. (Iyengar, 2005) 

The ancient wisdom of yoga holds that twisting is one of the premier spinal shapes for promoting health and 

detoxification. Other poses which are particularly effective in detoxifying the organs are: parivirtta 

janusirsasana, matsayendrasana, pasasana and jatara parivartanasana.  

Energetic Effects 

The effect of twisting the spine also has an opening and activating effect upon the energetic body, the 

pranamaya kosha. The effect of twists on the pranic body is due to the activation of certain nadis (energy 

channels) which have their origins in the spine. Many of these nadis lead directly to the organs, controlling 

their functions and energizing them. The most important nadis travel from the base of the spine to the top 

of the head. Drawing the top of the head away from the tailbone and twisting is one of the special ways in 

which yogis activate these nadis.  

Axial twists are powerful postures; they require not only a twisting movement in the spine and torso, but a 

firm connection of the root and the lifting of the top of the head away from the base. In Hatha yoga we are 

always working to draw energy upwards towards the upper spine and head, and twists help us do exactly 

that. Twists cannot be done well if we are not drawing the top of the head away from the base of the pose. 

In order to twist properly, there must be space between the vertebrae of the spine. Without this space, the 

torso simply won’t have the mobility to twist because the spine is too compacted. The twisting postures 

teach us to consciously lift the spine away from the root. This not only improves the quality of the twists, but 

slowly encourages the upward movement of prana through the spine. It is this movement of prana which 

will be the foundation for the later stages of yoga like pranayama and meditation.  

Esoteric Elements 

The performance of asanas often has subtle effects on us which go relatively unnoticed, but the effects are 

there none the less. Twists an reach deep into the subtle body where memories are stored. Memories and 

recollections are something which defines our mental and physical patterns, keeping us in specific modes of 

self-definition and limitation. If these patterns can be broken down, our potential for growth increases 

dramatically; the action of twists reach into this body of memories and brings it closer to the surface, where 

we can deal with what arises more consciously. For this reason, intense dreams may come after a session of 

twisting, for these dreams are an expression of the subtle, memory body which is deep within us. Thus, 

twists can help us move forward and process some of our deeper, unresolved psychological situations. 

Examples 

There are so many twists in so many different positions, that it is hard to make a comprehensive list. 

Common axial twists include: Jathara Parivartanasana (supine twist), Bharadvajasana (seated twist), 

Marichyasana I-IV and Matsyendrasana.  

Common forward bending twists include: Parivritta Trikonasana (revolved triangle), Parivritta 

Parsvakonasana (revolved side angle pose), Parivritta Janusirsasana (revolved head-knee pose) and 

Parivritta Paschimottanasana (revolved straight leg forward bend). 



 

 

 

 

Forward Bending Twists  

A combination of two earlier spinal shapes creates a new category of asanas called twisting forward bends. 

These postures combine elements of two simple shapes: forward bends and twists, but the combination 

creates a shape that is powerful enough to deserve its own category. These poses are probably the most 

challenging and difficult of all the shapes, second only to backbends. Twisting forward bends are some of the 

most powerful asanas for opening the nadis of the spine and for creating health and harmony in the organs, 

but most of these poses fall into the intermediate to advanced level of difficulty. 

Practicing Forward Bending Twists 

Twisting forward bends are not truly accessible to the sadhaka (the seeker) until the preliminary work has 

taken place through the practice of forward bends and simple twists. The basics of all postures must be in 

place before trying to move deeply into these asanas. The more difficult and advanced a posture is, the more 

critical it is to maintain these basics, particularly the root and rise, and the flow of the breathing. Of these, 

the most important is the maintenance of the root, for it has a tendency to peel off the floor and lost its 

connection when the posture deepens. It may be some time before a person is comfortable in the twisting 

forward bends due to the general resistance of the tissues, which appears to us as stiffness. Since these 

asanas lengthen certain areas which are not treated in any other shapes, it is not surprising that there is 

some difficulty going deeply into them. Therefore, take these poses step by step and work slowly towards 

them. Do not force yourself into the shapes, but breathe into them and relax. Good breathing, softness and 

patience are important qualities when doing the twisting forward bends. Add them to the sequence after a 

number of axial twists and forward bends are done, when the body feels warm and open. 

Anatomy 

The anatomy of forward bending twists is very much a combination of forward bends and twists, but adds 

another element which does not apply to the simpler shapes. These poses not only activate all the muscles 

and connective tissues which the more difficult forward bends, lateral bends and axial twists challenge, they 

also open another line across the back body. When one goes into a twisting forward bend, a section of 

tissues across the back body from the hip to the opposite shoulder become fully lengthened. This diagonal 

line can be one of the most challenging lines to open, for it demands more length from the tissues of the 

back than any other postures. It is a highly complex shape which activates not only the larger muscles in the 

lower back, upper back and along the spine but also lengthens ligaments and tendons in the spine itself. The 

only way to reach into these deep and subtle areas is through time spend in lateral bends.  

Alignment 

As in the axial twists, the root of the posture is critical to its success; without establishing the grounding of 

the root, the posture loses its effectiveness. It is much easier to twist deeply and move forward when the 

root is sacrificed, but the yogi must resist this, for the loss of the root happens easily and naturally. One must 



 

 

concentrate on the establishment of the root in the early stages of the pose to avoid this. There is just as 

much work to be done on the root as there is on the movement around and forward; lack of awareness of 

the root is often the cause of improper alignment or injuries and at the very least will take away the positive 

effects of the asana. 

The alignment guideline for both twists and forward bends apply also to twisting forward bends as well. First 

the grounded root must be established before the full asana is attempted; the spine must also be lifted and 

lengthened, with the top of the head drawing away from the hips. This spinal length must be maintained as 

the asana moves forwards and twists, and it also must be cultivated as one is in the full pose. The forward 

movement tends to pull the root off the ground, so maintain the root connection as the asana deepens. 

During the stay in the full pose, also try to create the balance of opposites in the sides of the body, as the 

short side of the pose tends to become overly compacted and the long side tends to overstretch; take some 

of the length of the long side of the torso and try to put that length into the short side. This approach will 

keep the two sides in harmony which makes the asana easier and more beneficial. 

Physical Effects 

The twisting forward bends lengthen the tissues of the torso, hips, legs and shoulders more than forward 

bends or twists alone, as these asanas penetrate deep into the physical body. Many problems of the joints in 

hips and shoulders will be relieved through these postures due to the intense rotation and length created. 

The neck is also strongly stretched which can cure headaches and tension in the upper body. The muscles 

and connective tissues in the torso and spine are also strongly affected and this tends to help to open the 

breathing, relieve pressure in the spine and refine the alignment of the spine in general. 

Energetic Effects 

Part of what keeps us in certain non-yogic states of awareness is the energy held in the tissues of the body, 

particularly in the organs. We all have an accumulation of toxins in our tissues, not only due to diet but also 

toxins due to experiences, which are also stored in the tissues among other places.  When viewed in the 

yogic way, toxins are not simply pollutants which reside in our bodies and make us sick, but residues of past 

actions (karmas) as well. These residues tend to keep us locked into certain states of body and mind, certain 

attitudes and habitual reactions. It is these subtle residues which the yogi tries to get rid of so that 

transformation can occur. Many of these toxins reside in the soft tissues of the organs and the muscles, but 

there are deeper places as well. The greatest storehouse of toxins, residues and karmas is the spine. The 

organs must be cleansed first, but eventually the spine must be freed of its old toxins, patterns and 

accumulations as well. 

  When these toxins remain in the tissues, we find it very difficult to create new patterns of healthy actions 

and feelings. When we are freed of these toxins, we have the space to grow into whatever type of people we 

want to become. One of the reasons for the practice of Hatha yoga is to cleanse ourselves of the subtle 

residues within us. The relatively simple postures of forward bends and twists both serve to create the basic 

detoxification of spine and organs through compression, squeezing and release. Howevver, the most 

effective poses for detoxification and the promotion of pranic movement in the organs are the twisting 

forward bends. 

Due to the extreme opening in the spine and tissues, one can often feel a strong surge of energy when 

coming out of twisting forward bend postures; this is quite common. It shows that the prana is truly moving 

in new ways. Eventually, these twisting forward bends have a very strong effect upon the subtle movement 

of prana in the spine. They tend to compress the energy in the lower body and gently force it upwards 



 

 

towards the heart and head.  When this happens, the yogi begins to move into the more internalized 

practices and away from the outward expression of the asanas. This inward movement then provides the 

opportunity to work on the more subtle movements of prana and consciousness which is the key to the next 

levels of work in yoga. 

Cautions 

There are some dangers to the body in twisting forward bends, but they are generally safe for people who 

work carefully and maintain good alignment. Of course, those with problems in the spinal discs must be very 

careful when doing these asanas, for they tend to compact the discs very strongly. Those with neck 

problems may find the poses to be uncomfortable due to the stress in holding the head while twisting and 

awareness on the problems areas must be maintained if one is going to attempt these asanas.  

For dedicated and enthusiastic yogis, there are other dangers in these poses. Probably the most common 

problem for people who practice a lot of asana is the overstretching of the attachments of the hamstring 

muscles in the backs of the upper legs. There is an intense lengthening of the backs of the legs during both 

forward bends and twisting forward bends; instead of lengthening the hamstrings, the pose can put stress 

on the tendons where the hamstring connects to the hips just under the sitting bones. This is quite a 

common injury for yogis and can be very hard to heal due to the fact that the injury is in the connective 

tissue and not in the muscle itself. If you do feel soreness or pain in these areas just under the sitting bones, 

back off on the forward bending poses which stress the hamstrings or bend the knees to relieve the stress on 

the hamstrings. 

Esoteric Elements 

The movement and nature of the subtle energy in the body is strongly affected by these asanas; as we have 

seen above, stuck energy can be freed and circulated through the intense twisting. Yoga is not simply trying 

to open the physical body, but also attempts to influence the deeper koshas within us, and this especially 

includes the third one, the mental body (manomaya kosha). We all have patterns of thoughts and feelings 

which, in some ways, define who we are or who we think we are. In order to grow, these patterns must be 

broken up and replaced with more holistic, yogic patterns of peace, harmony and balance. Many of our 

energetic memories reside in the deepest layers of the pranamaya and manomaya koshas which, in the 

physical body, dwell in the spine. The twisting forward bends work the spine in such a way as to break up 

these ingrained patterns of prana that move in the spine; when these are broken up, new expressions of 

thought and feeling can form and the yogi feels more freedom and openness in life itself. 

Examples 

There are many types of twisting forward bends, for they are a natural extension of simpler postures, many 

twists and many forward bends can easily be turned into twisting forward bends. For example, Trikonasana 

(triangle) turns into a twisting forward bend when the upper arm goes down instead of the lower one and 

Parsvakonasana (side angle pose) turns into a twist when the arms are exchanged, which turns it into 

Parivrtta Parsvakonasana (revolved side angle pose). These spinal shapes can also be explored in Sirsasana 

(headstand) and Sarvangasana (Shoulderstand) variations and from many seated poses. Some of the most 

intense twisting forward bends are parivritta janusirsasana and parivritta paschimottanasana. 



 

 

 

 

Backbending: Opening the Breath and the Heart 

The final category of the spinal shapes is the back-bending shape. Backbends require more energy, effort 

and openness to perform than most other types of asanas; in fact, some of the most challenging poses in the 

practice are backbends. Light back-bending is less difficult, and helps to strengthen the spine and open the 

lungs. Deep back-bending can be very intense, for it requires attention, effort and time to practice. More 

than any other type of posture, backbends demand a slow buildup in the practice (proper sequencing) 

before the more difficult levels can be reached. They are generally also the slowest shapes to see progress 

in, although much depends upon the strengths and weaknesses of the individual yogi. These shapes are 

essential to a complete and well-rounded approach to physical yoga, and are the natural balance to forward 

bending. Like other poses, there are a few different general types of backbends which will help us 

understand how to use and practice them. We will call them ‘upper spine back-bends’ and ‘full back-bends’. 

Practicing Backbends  

In a balanced approach to a yoga practice, lighter backbends are done to ensure a comprehensive treatment 

of the spine and muscle groups. Certain backbends are integral parts of many types of yoga; these include 

urdhva mukha svanasana (upward dog), ustrasana (camel pose) and urdhva dhanurasana (upward facing 

bow, or full backbend, often mistakenly called ‘bridge’). It is well to practice backbends in every yoga 

session, but this approach does not really take us to the depths of the back-bending practice. Rarely are 

backbends approached in a more complete and well-rounded way which will allow progress in these difficult 

postures. For progress in backbends, one must dedicate more time to opening the sections of the body 

which prevent us from going deeper.   

 So, back-bending can play two roles in a practice: they can serve to create the basic openings necessary for 

a complete practice, or they can be a practice in and of themselves. In every practice, a yogi should do some 

back-bending postures for the sake of evenness and general development; every so often, one should 

dedicate the entire practice to deepening backbends. In this way, one can eventually find mastery of these 

challenging postures and push the practice to new levels.  

Upper Spine Backbends 

There are basically two types of backbends, and they differ in effect and intensity. The first type we will call 

upper spine backbends. These are lighter types of backbends which involve mainly the activation and 

opening of the upper (thoracic) spine. If one investigates how the spine and muscles work in back-bending, it 

will become clear that the lower spine (lumbar spine) has much more mobility and freedom of movement. 

The upper spine (thoracic spine) is surrounded and supported by the rib cage; the entire area serves to 

protect the vital organs of lungs and heart.  This natural protection makes the opening of the upper chest 



 

 

much more difficult. The potential for movement in the upper part of the spine is much less than in the more 

mobile lumbar spine. 

 As difficult as it may be to create openness in the upper chest, the rewards are great; the physical posture 

improves, the breath expands and the emotional body opens. There are certain yoga postures which are 

dedicated to creating flexibility and strength in the thoracic region of the spine; it is these postures which we 

call upper spine backbends. Good examples of this shape are matsyasana, the fish pose, and salabasana, 

the locust pose.  

Practicing Upper spine backbends 

In general, these poses develop strength and stability in the muscles along the spine and develop muscles in 

the torso, including the diaphragm. The most common upper spine backbend is probably matsyasana, the 

fish pose. It is a wonderful pose for opening the upper spine and lungs, and is often used as a counter-pose 

after Shoulderstand (sarvangasana). More important than matsyasana for the development of the thoracic 

spine are: bhujangasana (serpent pose) and salabhasana (locust pose). In these poses, the upper body must 

be lifted away from the floor using the power of the spinal muscles, intercostals and most importantly, the 

diaphragm. These happen to be the main muscles which are used in conscious respiration exercises like ujjaii 

breathing and pranayama. 

  If we are forward-looking in our approach to yoga and wish to cultivate now what we will need later, these 

upper spine backbend postures are essential. Eventually we will reach the stage where we need the control 

and power of these respiratory muscles so that we can sit for conscious breathing practice (pranayama). This 

control is difficult to create and must be developed slowly over time. Even if we are not at the stage where 

we are doing long cycles of seated pranayama breaths, we must take the time now to develop the ability 

and physical power to do so. Putting in some upper spine backbends in every practice will gradually develop 

our connection with the muscles of respiration. Conscious, steady breathing (ujjai breath) during the 

performance of upper spine backbends will greatly aid in the development of good breathing. The physical 

effort necessary to do upper spine backbends strengthen the muscles which we use in pranayama practice, 

muscles which have to be strong if they are to support us in the pranayama. 

Anatomy  

In general, upper spine backbends do not use the great mobility of the lumbar spine, but work to activate 

mainly the thoracic spine. During an upper spine backbend, the muscles and tissues of the back body must 

contract and shorten, while the muscles and tissues of the front body lengthen. The front body is gently 

lengthened, with the muscles and connective tissues being lightly stretched. The whole back body is 

stabilized and strengthened due to the strong contraction of the muscles. Likewise, the back sides of the 

vertebrae compress and the front sides lengthen which creates space in the spinal discs at the front, 

particularly in the thoracic spine. 

Alignment 

All backbends move the upper body backwards towards the legs without any side to side movement; the 

spine should remain in an even line between the top of the head and the tailbone. The arms and hands 

should maintain in line with the shoulders (or closer) and the legs should maintain a hip width (or closer) 

alignment. The position of the arms and legs is critical, for this is what will protect the lower back from 

injury. The head should also follow the integrity of the spine and not drop to the left or right sides, nor push 

too strongly backwards and thus over-stretch. 



 

 

Physical Effects  

Wonderful effects can be had from simply making sure that some upper spine backbends are done in every 

practice. At first, they can be unpleasant, but eventually the strength and openness will come and the spine 

will be greatly benefited. In order to prevent or cure any unnatural curves in the thoracic spine (especially a 

pronounced kyphosis), yoga uses the upper spine backbends. The postures give more support and strength 

to the spine, most importantly to the thoracic spine which tends to be weak in many people. A weak upper 

spine causes a forward collapse which extends beyond the spine’s normal kyphotic curve. This collapse is the 

most typical example of ‘bad posture’ in the neutral position.  

It is common with people who do not cultivate yoga that the upper back collapses and rounds forward; the 

shoulders also drop forwards and the head projects away from the center of the spine. This postural 

imbalance is called a kyphosis; the thoracic spine holds a more pronounced curve than is normal or healthy. 

With a kyphosis of the spine, the body is no longer held (when upright) in the neutral spine position. This has 

a detrimental effect on health of the nervous system, organs and body in general, for the nervous impulses 

and energetic flow cannot move freely through the spine. The emotional body is also negatively affected, for 

the collapse of the upper spine tends to protect and block the openness of the heart center (Anahata 

chakra). The breath, which has an intimate connection with the emotional body, is also negatively affected 

by the kyphosis of the spine. The breath cannot flow deeply, and is generally restricted to movement in 

limited areas of the lungs. This has a negative effect on the depth and movement of prana and thus on mind, 

health and emotion. Even minor collapse of the upper chest can cause feelings of isolation, anxiety, fear and 

constriction. Upper spine backbends give more power and support to the upper spine so that it can hold 

itself comfortably and maintain good alignment. 

Energetic Effects 

   These postures have energetic effects which are essential to the development of the yogic consciousness. 

The most important of which is the effect on the breath, which is the most important single function of the 

human body. Normal life does nothing to develop and cultivate good breathing; after some years the quality 

of the breathing can diminish greatly and the entire being is affected negatively. Good health, quality of 

mind and openness of heart are all strongly dependent upon the quality of one’s breath. Many people do 

not naturally breathe well or deeply (from the yogic point of view). These poor habits of breath can cause all 

manner of illnesses both physical and emotional. 

 At some stage in the development of one’s yoga, the breath must be refined. The openness of the breath is 

dependent upon both the openness of certain muscles in the chest and their strength. The shape of the 

spine is also an important factor. All yoga postures have a certain effect upon the breath and its dependent 

muscles, but none more directly than the upper spine backbends. All the upper spine backbend postures 

widen the space in the lungs (and thus open the breathing) and promote a more complete breath pattern, 

particularly in the upper lungs. These asanas lengthen the muscles which often stifle deep breathing through 

their shortness.  

The development of these primary muscles of respiration must be addressed if one is going to do 

pranayama or even breathe well during the asana practice. The great 20th century yogi, Sri Krishnamacharya, 

held that salabasana is one of the most important poses in the practice due to its effects on the nadis and 

the muscles of respiration. Coulter writes that bhujangasana is the only posture which is done almost purely 

with the muscles of respiration and thus does more to develop them than any other asana.  



 

 

 The upper spine backbends are not only powerful in their own right, but cultivate important features of the 

yogic body which will be critical in more advanced parts of the practice. The upper spine also gains strength 

so that it can support the breath and remain in the proper shape when one is in neutral spine postures. 

Often people cannot sit up properly in meditation (neutral spine) postures because the upper spine does not 

have the proper strength and openness. It is the neutral spine which is the gateway to the more advanced 

practices; without its support and stability, the neutral spine will be a blockage to our progress. 

Cautions  

As long as good alignment is maintained, the upper spine backbends are quite safe. They are difficult to do 

incorrectly, as these asanas do not move terribly far from the neutral position. Moving into the upper spine 

backbends requires a strong contraction, which is safer than a deep stretch for most people. Once again, 

caution should be used in cases of herniated disc, to keep from aggravating the issue. People with neck 

problems also may avoid some of these asanas (particularly ones done from lying on the back), because they 

can place undue strain on the neck muscles and cervical spine. 

Esoteric Elements 

More than any other type of pose, backbends are transformative. Rarely in everyday life does a person make 

a back-bending shape; it is the least common of all the spinal shapes to use in common movement. This is 

true because backbends are the most extreme departures from the neutral spine. When the backbends are 

cultivated by a yogi, it creates new energetic openings and experiences (partly) due to the uniqueness of the 

shapes and their effects on the spinal prana. Backbends are, in a very real sense, like travelling to a new and 

unknown country. Our common patterns do not take us to these unknown regions; we remain in our zones 

of safety and comfort.  Backbends help us to break these habitual patterns of life and expand into new 

places. Generally, back-bending is practiced in earnest when the yogini has become comfortable with the 

transformations created by the other spinal shapes. Only when one is ready to break into a new mode of 

experience do backbends become appropriate. 

Examples 

Common upper spine backbends include Salabasana (locust), Matsyasana (fish pose) and variations, and 

smaller versions of Urdhva Mukhasvanasana (upward dog). Small expressions of these spinal shapes can be 

put into many poses from the neutral position, to work on the simple opening. 

Full Back-bending  

Full backbends require a more complete and general opening of the body if they are to be done well. Large 

muscle groups must be lengthened and strengthened in order to do the complete pose. This requires not 

only activation of the muscle groups along the spine, but also in the front body, hips, legs and shoulders. One 

of the reasons backbends are so challenging is due to the fact that one must be open and strong in such a 

wide range of areas throughout the whole body. Good and thorough preparation of these areas is critical to 

safe and transformative back-bending. Not only do the muscle groups need to be opened in the early part of 

a back-bending practice, but careful alignment must also be cultivated. Only when the preliminary work is 

done well can the heights and depths of back-bending be approached. 

Full Backbends in General 

  This type of asana demands an intense level of both strength and flexibility to be done well. Most of the 

time, we are prevented in our attempts to do full back-bending because one, some or all of the parts of the 

body resist. This resistance could be a lack of length, a lack of strength or other types of energetic or mental 

resistance. All the other spinal shapes help to prepare us for climbing towards the final summit of full back-



 

 

bending. Standing poses create the general openness and strength which is needed for intermediate and 

advanced postures. In particular, virabhadrasana I (warrior I) is helpful for developing the back-bending 

practice. Twisting postures are also important shapes for opening and lengthening the spine as a preparation 

for back-bending. Many asanas also build essential heat in the body which will be important as one moves 

towards the backbends. Some upper spine backbends should also be done as one prepares to move into the 

full back-bending asanas. There are also certain, more specific types of postures which should be practiced 

before full back-bending to ensure that the back-bending muscle groups are opened. 

Commitment: the Full Back-bending Practice 

  If we are going to develop depth in the full backbends, we must dedicate nearly the whole practice to it. 

This type of practice will be in three general parts: isolations, full backbends and counter poses. The first 

section (and probably the longest) will be dedicated to doing gentler backbends and also practicing in 

isolation certain areas of the body which need attention and activation. This section will then lead you to the 

Peak where you will practice the full back-bending asanas. Once you have had enough of that, the third 

section will re-balance the body with a series of counter-poses and calming asanas. 

The beginning sections of the practice create a general warm-up of the body, but also must focus on specific 

areas which need to be activated. The backbends are built up gradually. Not only does the openness of the 

spine need to be addressed, but other critical areas such as the hips and shoulders need to be opened as 

well. For many of us, it is difficult to work into the depths of full back-bending because specific parts of the 

body (apart from the spine) are preventing it. In the lower body, it is the fronts of the legs (quadriceps) and 

the iliopsoas group of muscles which prevent deep back-bending. In the upper body it is generally the 

openness of the shoulders and upper spine which makes full back-bending difficult. Thus, much of the early 

practice needs to be dedicated to the opening of these areas before the full postures should be attempted. If 

the proper preparation is done, then the completeness of the full postures can be explored. Otherwise, one 

is likely to cause injuries due to over-stress of certain areas which take too much strain. If there is any 

situation where the evenness of work between all the parts of the body must be developed, it is in 

backbends. 

There are many different types of full back-bending asanas, some of which are extremely difficult. The most 

common of the basic backbends is Urdhva Dhanurasana, the upward facing bow pose. This is considered an 

intermediate level backbend; beyond this pose there are many more which prove difficult if not impossible 

for most people. Certain backbends are beyond the reach of average yoga practitioner and are suitable only 

for a very few of the most flexible. Remember that your ability to backbend (or not) does not make you any 

more or less of a yogi. Much of the ability to backbend depends upon your type of body and the inherent 

nature of your muscles and bones. Some postures are, plain and simple, impossible for certain people, so do 

not worry if you cannot reach these heights. Simply try your best, and nature does the rest. 

The preparation must include three aspects: creating flexibility, developing strength and practicing 

alignment. One of the reasons backbends are so difficult is that it takes a delicate balance of all three of 

these factors to do the asanas well. We must make sure to lengthen the fronts of the legs, including the 

deeper muscles like the iliopsoas group. The shoulders also must be lengthened; in particular the armpit 

area and triceps which one can feel if the arm is brought up and over the head. Many backbends also require 

strength in these same areas, so some postures must be done to bring heat and power there. Equally if not 

more important to back-bending is the alignment. Simple postures must be practiced to develop your 

awareness and ability to maintain good alignment in the backbend asanas. Preparation is an effort to break 



 

 

down difficult postures into their parts and practice them individually before you try to put them together 

into the full pose. Through this method, you can do the most difficult postures well and deeply, with less risk 

of injury or damage.  

Exercise 

Try to discover which asanas create length in the front of the legs and in the armpits and backs of the arms. 

Go through the postures that you know (or consult a book) and look at them in terms of what areas they 

effect and whether they have a direct influence on the areas you want to work on. Collect the best ones in 

your mind or on paper. Use them next time you are working into a deeper backbend practice and feel if they 

are appropriate or useful poses to help you get into the backbends.  

Do the same investigation for the strength you need to develop in legs and shoulders/arms for urdhva 

dhanurasana and other similar backbends. Remember that not all preparation postures will apply to all 

backbends, but the general opening is what is important.  

Do the same exercise for the alignment. Look and see which poses help you explore the alignment of 

backbends without too much stress. Don’t forget that these are just preparation poses, so they should be 

comfortable and allow you some space to explore.  

The Peak 

Once the preparations for the full backbends are made, then the full poses can be explored in many ways. 

During the Peak (the section of highest intensity or difficulty) of the full back-bending, explore the postures 

that you know, push yourself a bit and try to do the pose more than once. Build up the deep poses as you 

would the simpler ones. As the preparations have led you to the section of greatest difficulty and intensity, 

the full poses can help you to go deeper. At first, a full backbend such as urdhva dhanurasana will be the 

farthest you can take the backbends, but through regular practice this will change. Gradually, you will be 

more comfortable in the full pose and be able to do it a few times, going deeper each round. Eventually, 

these poses will take you into other shapes and possibilities such as variations of the arms and legs or other 

back-bending shapes of great intensity. When your prana becomes stronger, you can be more comfortable 

with a longer stay at the Peak and your yoga will develop depth and intensity. 

Examples 

There are quite a number of backbends, but only a few that are used commonly in yoga classes. In the sun 

salute cycles, Urdhva Mukhasvanasana (upward dog) is quite common, as is Ustrasana (camel pose), 

Dhanurasana (bow pose) and the full backbend, Urdhva Dhanurasasna. There are many variations on these 

and other shapes, which can be explored by more advanced yogis. Especially useful are poses that backbend 

from inversions, such as those from handstand, headstand and full arm balance (Pinchamayurasana). These 

postures require careful guidance from a teacher if they are to be done safely. 

Common Errors 

There are some common errors which people make during the full back-bending section of the practice. As 

in any asana, the breath is the foundation. To lose the breath is, in a way, to lose the true yoga entirely. The 

great intensity of the full backbends can cause a loss of good breathing; many people attempt the physical 

part of the pose but forget the fundamental principles of good practice.  Often, people forget to cultivate 

regular, even breathing when they are doing full backbends. If you cannot breathe well in a deep backbend, 

you have gone too far. Certainly it can be difficult to breathe slowly and evenly in the intense postures, but 



 

 

you should try your best. If the breath is labored and terribly uneven, then you should back up and practice 

more of the simpler postures. Once more preparation is done, then try the intense postures again. 

   Good breathing keeps us safe in the postures, for it is the simplest way to determine whether the posture 

has quality or not. Steady, even breathing in an advanced posture is a sign of real accomplishment in yoga. 

So, put aside your ego and work carefully on all the elements which make up good back-bending and you will 

surely advance. Just be patient, cultivate the postures day by day, and you will reach the goal. 

Many people also sacrifice good alignment in the full poses. The alignment, like the breath, keeps us safe 

and practicing well in the poses. Make sure that you dedicate some of your attention to how the shape is 

held, for the alignment determines whether the pose will have good effects or not. 

Counter Poses 

After you have done as many backbends as you feel like doing, it is crucial to counter-pose to bring the body 

and prana back into balance. Backbends are an intense and extreme departure from the neutral and are 

highly stimulating to the nervous system. Thus you must bring yourself consciously back from backbends 

towards the neutral again. Just as when you climb a mountain, the journey is not over when you reach the 

top. You must go carefully and mindfully back down again to where you began. The descent can be just as 

dangerous as the climb but for other reasons; one can be tired or careless after the ascent and stumble and 

fall, just when it seems the danger has passed. Be mindful in every section of the yoga practice and you will 

stay safe and see great benefits. 

The asana practice moves from the neutral towards an extreme of intensity and concentration, and then 

back to the neutral. This is the journey of transformation; the yogi climbs the mountain (of the spine) and 

then returns to the beginning, with a new perspective. Certainly backbends are some of the most extreme 

shapes in the asana practice and these postures are, in a sense, the summit of the mountain.  The intensity 

of full backbends is very great and the effects on the spine and limbs are extreme. When a person moves so 

far away from the neutral spine through back-bending, it takes some special effort to return to balance. The 

postures one uses to return from the extreme are called counter-poses. It is critical to practice the counter-

poses after an extreme back-bending practice. This ensures that you will bring the spine back into balance 

and harmony after such an intense journey. It also helps to avoid over-stimulation and other negative effects 

of heavy back-bending by cultivating the Balance of Opposites. 

  The techniques of counter-posing are simple. After the back-bending has reached its conclusion, one 

gradually moves into poses which re-balance the physical and energetic balance of the spine. The most 

effective poses for this work are simple twists and forward bends. Twists are the traditional counter-poses 

for backbends and forward bends are the opposite of backbends.  It is simple, intuitive logic that practicing 

some of the poses which are opposite to what you have been doing would bring you back to the center.  

Twists form the bridge between the two opposites of backward and forward bending. After the backbends, 

do some simple twists and elementary forward bends. Make sure to perform the gentle, easy shapes before 

doing the more intense ones. Practicing the simple poses first will ensure that the muscles and spine are not 

shocked by an intense change in direction. 

 Backbends are opposite of forward bends; the muscles that resist one shape are the ones which activate 

and pull in the other. Therefore, forward bends are natural counter-poses to backbends. Go slowly. Do not 

skip these counter-poses. Gradually, after the simple twists and forward bends, one intensifies these poses 



 

 

and moves into the more difficult ones. The best asanas to move towards when you are counter-posing are 

the twisting forward bends. More on counter poses will be discussed later on. 

Anatomy 

As we have seen, certain areas of the body must be opened if we are to approach the full backbending 

asanas. Essentials of the postures are: 

¶ Hip flexibility. The Quadreceps femoris muscles (in the front of the upper legs) must be lengthened 

before the deeper muscles can be opened. The rectus femoris, with its origin in the pelvis, can 

greatly limit the movement of pelvis and lower spine in backbends. The Psoas and illiacus muscles 

are much deeper and eventually must be opened also. The iliopsoas muscle group is perhaps the 

greatest limitation when it comes to back-bending, if it is not very long and open. For many people, 

it is very difficult and painful work to open the iliopsoas muscle group. It may take many years. Until 

this is done, the deep backbends will never truly come. Special attention must be placed on the 

opening of this area in every single practice if there is tightness of the Iliopsoas or related areas. 

¶ The front of the body in general must be lengthened. The Abdominal muscles must be loose and 

long, especially the rectus abdominus. Light backbends generally prepare this area adequately.  

¶ The spine must be opened and activated. Full back-bending demands flexibility in the lumbar spine 

mainly but there is also intense backward movement in the cervical spine (the neck). The amount of 

movement is least in the thoracic spine, but that does not make it any less important. Do plenty of 

thoracic (upper spine) backbends before the full backbends. For many people, the limits to back-

bending are in the discs themselves and the physical limits of the vertebral arches. There are certain 

limits within each of us; the skeleton itself can prevent some of us from doing certain postures. This 

is just an anatomical reality which we have to accept. It is a situation in the individual makeup of the 

body and nothing can be done about it. Don’t make this simply an excuse for not trying the deeper 

backbends, though! 

¶ The torso can limit back-bending due to the tightness of the rib cage, and the intra-abdominal 

pressure (in the lower part of the abdomen) of the diaphragm. The pelvic diaphragm can also play a 

role in limiting back-bending. Look at your anatomy books to learn more. 

¶ The shoulders cause limitation in full backbends if they are not flexible. Tight shoulders can force too 

much of the action of a backbend into the spine; this can create injuries over time due to bad 

alignment and over-stress of the vertebral discs. If the shoulders are tight, special postures must be 

done (every day) to loosen them before the full backbends can be successful. 

If these anatomical terms are unfamiliar to you, look in books on yogic anatomy to become more familiar 

with them. Then apply what you have learned to the practice itself. In this way, you will learn through the 

application of knowledge and gain experience.  

Alignment 

  Not only is the openness of the muscles and connective tissues important in backbends, but the alignment 

is equally (if not more) important. Correct alignment keeps the body in the proper shape, so that the asana 

can be effective and not create injury. This is more important in back-bending than in any other shape. In the 

early stages of working with the related muscle groups of back-bending, one must be quite careful to 

maintain the alignments which will be so critical later on. Keep the alignment carefully in the simple poses 

and they will train you to keep the alignment in the more challenging shapes. Without good alignment, the 



 

 

backbends lose their inherent power and become simply gymnastic tricks. With good alignment, the 

backbends can take you to the next level of depth in yoga. 

Physical Effects 

Deep backbends are some of the most energetic and stimulating asanas in the yoga practice, they require 

intense effort, but these efforts are rewarded in time. Comfort in the intermediate backbends leads to a 

greater freedom in the spine, the deep muscles of the shoulders and in the hips. This freedom is not only a 

release from tension but also a more complete circulation of prana through these areas. The moving prana 

can cure minor problems in these areas and help to integrate them into the body as a whole. Tight and 

resistant ligaments and tendons in the joints (particularly in the spine) are also activated and loosened. The 

blood circulates more completely through the whole body and the organs are stimulated into better 

functioning. The kidneys in particular benefit greatly from the back-bending postures. A deeper and more 

intense strength is built up in the certain muscles and a greater overall muscular power develops. In general, 

the whole body is stimulated and lethargy, low energy and dullness disappear. 

Energetic Effects 

The asanas gradually create a different body, energy and mind in the yogi, depending upon which postures 

one does and how they are done. If a person only does postures which are easily within their range of 

motion and comfort, there will be little in the way of internal transformation; only when we reach beyond 

ourselves through the practice do we truly grow. The backbends are postures which increase the speed of 

internal transformation. This is not to say that one must practice heavy back-bending to make progress in 

yoga, certainly not. However, in the Hatha yoga method, taking the body to certain physical extremes 

creates the pranic openings which are necessary for transformation and balance. 

Through regular practice of backbends, the prana of the body builds up and one experiences greater overall 

levels of energy. Even though backbends require great effort to perform, they actually give more energy 

than they take, provided the approach to the postures is balanced. We all have a certain amount of prana 

which is stored within us, which we could call our ‘pranic reserve’; backbends tend to increase the amount of 

stored energy in this reserve. These postures also break through energetic blockages in the nadis (channels) 

and this increased flow of prana invigorates the body, mind and emotions. Through this increased prana, the 

yogi has more energy for all activities in life and experiences increased confidence and self-assurance. The 

heightened prana can also eliminate depression and dark moods in the emotional body and create 

enthusiasm and happiness. Of course, in the classical methods of yoga, this increased prana will be 

channeled into the energetic pathways which take the yogini into deeper states of meditation and self-

knowledge. 

Cautions 

Full backbends are some of the most intense postures in Hatha yoga, and can be tools for transformation, 

but only if they are used correctly. They demand a deep concentration of prana, attention and openness; 

they can take the yogini to new heights of intensity and deepen the pranic reserve, but can also be the 

source of unpleasant injuries and pain. Just like any other powerful expression of prana, full backbends must 

be approached with respect and care. One does not approach a tiger hastily (if one approaches a tiger at 

all!), but carefully, knowing that it can be tamed if done in the right way. Approached in the wrong way, of 

course, backbends can lead to nagging injuries or other imbalances. This may be an extreme view, but it is 

important to emphasize the need for respect and care when working with these powerful asanas. If we want 



 

 

the postures to serve us and not destroy us, there is a need for the right approach, which includes careful 

treatment of breath, alignment and sequencing.  

Improper preparation for full backbends can cause the postures to stress the spinal ligaments and 

intervertebral discs and create injuries in these places. Once there are injuries in the structure of the spine, it 

is very difficult to fix them. An old adage reads: “An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure.” and this 

is especially true of one’s approach to back-bending. As these postures are highly stimulating, they can also 

disrupt the energetic balance is a person is struggling with high levels of imbalanced energy. If a person has 

trouble sleeping or concentrating or has an overactive mind, too much back-bending can aggravate the 

problem. If one prepares thoroughly, maintains good alignment and breath and pays close attention to the 

signals from the body, backbending will be a positive and beneficial experience. 

Esoteric Elements: Will Power and Focus 

  Back-bending has a special effect upon the yogi who develops a connection with it. To do deep back-

bending requires a large amount of energy and determination; an essential (and ancient) characteristic of a 

yogini is a highly developed will-power. Simply to build up the practice to the point where you are at The 

Peak of your back-bending requires energy and intensity beyond the normal asana practice. It is certainly 

easier to not do another backbend, especially since they get harder as you do more of them! This will-power 

is the ability to envision what is to be accomplished and then see it through to completion, even if 

sometimes one feels like quitting before the end. The practice of back-bending not only requires 

concentrated determination for the yoga but is also very helpful in developing a stronger will in general. 

With a stronger will-power, a person can set their mind to a task and accomplish it, even if it takes great 

effort: this is the deeper yogic development which back-bending encourages.  

  If the yogi’s internal desire is strong enough, anything can be accomplished; this has been proven countless 

times throughout history. The yogi, heedless of barriers and limitations, sets their goal and accomplishes it 

due to a firm and solid will-power. Probably the greatest barrier on the road of yoga is not stiffness or lack of 

ability; it is a lack of will-power. How many times have you said to yourself ‘Oh, I want to practice some yoga 

this morning.’ but another distraction takes you away to do something else, like the wind blows a leaf 

around this way and that. A dedicated will-power to practice yoga would not allow simple distractions to 

prevent it. If you allow distraction to rule you, it will certainly take many lifetimes for you to accomplish 

anything. Perhaps there are more important things to do, but if you really want to be able to grow and 

develop consciously, you must develop your will-power. 

  There are, of course, countless ways to develop this dedication and focus. The ancient yogis often used 

various types of tapas (austerities) to create this intensity of purpose; some would hold one arm over the 

head for 7 years, meditate in difficult places, or set goals for themselves which would seem impossible to 

average people. To the outsider, this seems like pure craziness, but to the yogi the development of the will-

power is an essential step. The ability to accomplish one’s goals through determined action creates a large 

amount of personal prana This prana can be developed on a simple level through back-bending and asana, 

through austerities, or any other exercises of personal concentration. Later on, as the yoga develops, the 

will-power will be essential for maintaining high levels of intensity which the advanced practices require. 

Without this personal prana, when you are faced with a daunting and challenging task, you will certainly give 

up without achieving your aim (or without starting at all!) There is no better tool for accomplishing your 

desires in life (be they spiritual or otherwise) than a firm will-power and high levels of prana. It is extremely 

satisfying to envision your aim, make and effort and see it through to the end. In this way, yogis takes charge 



 

 

of their lives, guiding their development towards the higher things in life instead of being victims of 

weakness and distraction.  

Other ways to understand Backbends 

  There are a number of other categories which play a factor in the difficulty and effects of backbends. There 

are ‘strength back-bends’, ‘flexibility back-bends’, ‘passive back-bends’ and ‘gravity back-bends’. Truly, the 

backbend shape is very diverse and dynamic! Knowing these different types of backbends can help a person 

work with them more intelligently and integrate them into the practice for maximum effect. 

  Some backbends require an intense effort to move into and retain. When strong work of the muscles is 

required to get into and hold the pose, they are called strength backbends. Urdhva Dhanurasana (upward 

facing bow) is an excellent example. You begin the pose lying on your back and must push up into the pose 

using the strength of the muscles; strength is also required to maintain the pose. Whenever one has to push 

intensely against the pull of gravity to make the asana, it is a strength backbend. 

   Backbends change in intensity when their relationship to gravity changes. A posture may have nearly the 

same physical shape, but will differ greatly when you change the effect of gravity on the body. When a pose 

starts from above, meaning that you move into the pose by moving down towards the floor (with gravity), it 

is called a gravity backbend. The neutral position of the pose is above the full pose and through the help of 

gravity one goes into the backbend. In gravity backbends, it is gravity itself which takes the pose deeper, not 

muscular strength. In strength backbends, the pose works against gravity. Thus, in gravity backbends the 

body must resist the pull of gravity into the pose. This action can cause great strain on the body, because the 

weight of the body must be held against the pull of gravity. It is easy to go too far in these poses, due to the 

fact that the body can be pulled farther into the pose than is healthy. For this reason, gravity backbends are 

somewhat dangerous and more liable to cause injury than other backbends. They should be approached 

with caution and only cultivated by intermediate and advanced yoginis. 

  Be extremely careful when practicing or teaching this type of backbend. Often you don’t know you have 

injured yourself until it is too late. Fortunately, this type of backbend is less common and can easily be 

avoided. The most common of this type is ustrasana, the camel pose (when approached from standing on 

the knees). Do the pose and see how gravity pulls you down into it. Ustrasana can be very difficult and 

uncomfortable for beginners and can safely be avoided; there are better poses for creating this type of 

opening. Other examples of gravity backbends are the poses that are called ‘drop-over’ backbends. These 

are generally started from standing and the backbend is done as one drops the upper body backwards 

towards the floor. Most often, this involves some type of free-fall into the pose. For most people, a more 

dangerous pose could not be done. Where is the wisdom in surrendering conscious control and dropping 

into one of the most intense poses in yoga? Unless you are extremely flexible, strong and careful in your 

practice, drop-over backbends should be avoided. 

  There are other backbends which require deep flexibility but less strength; these are called flexibility 

backbends. These poses are generally some of the most advanced backbends and take great time and 

patience to perfect. Generally, these are the asanas which move the feet towards or onto the top of the 

head, or the hand is holding the foot over the head and behind the body. The muscles and connective tissues 

must be incredibly long and the spine very supple if these postures are to be done. The action and 

cultivation of these poses is beyond the scope of this book, but they may develop naturally as backbends 

deepen, or can be learned in advanced classes. One example of a flexibility backbend is kapotasana, the 

pigeon pose. 



 

 

  A very small number of backbends can be called the passive backbends. Most backbends require an effort 

to perform, but a few are more relaxing. The only real example of this type in classical yoga is parsva 

dhanuranasa, the side bow pose. The feet are held behind the body as one lies on the side. There is little 

effort to remain in the pose, so there can be extra relaxation, but the effects and power of the pose is 

minimal. It is not a very important pose. Passive backbends are more common when working with 

restorative and therapeutic yoga. The use of props can create passive backbends which encourage relaxation 

in the pose but allow one to stay in the pose longer. In this way, the backbend shapes can be done without 

strain but the effects can still manifest. Backbends with props can be a wonderful way to work on the 

essential openings required before the full poses are attempted.   

 

Masala Postures: A Mixture of Shapes 

  Many postures are not pure representations of the above categories, but have elements of more than one 

shape. We call these postures masala postures, for masala means ‘mixture’. If one looks closely at the spinal 

shapes of various postures, you will find many which are not pure forward bends, twists, backbends or 

lateral bends. Many postures have characteristics of two or even three spinal shapes. For example, there are 

lateral bending twists, postures which combine forward and backward bends, twisting forward bends, etc.  

 In the masala postures, it can be hard to understand how to create the proper shape and alignment. 

Sometimes the different shapes seem to be in conflict with each other. Knowing which elements of a pose to 

cultivate is part of the art of yoga practice. Art is a creative expression where one uses their skills and a sense 

of exploration to find the way forward. The masala postures are like art; use what you know about the 

simple postures and explore the different possible combinations until you find a shape which feels right. In 

these postures, you must use everything you have learned about the other postures to make them work. As 

in any other art, there is no ‘correct’ way; there is only investigation and exploration. These can be some of 

the most exciting postures to practice because they are so dynamic and interesting. Generally, if you follow 

the basic wisdom of the alignments and your instincts, you will be safe in the masala postures. 

   The only masala posture shapes which are to be avoided are the twisting backbends. There are precious 

few shapes which combine backbends with twists in the classical practice. Some of the modern styles have 

improvised such shapes, but often in ignorance of their dangers. Fortunately, the traditional wisdom of yoga 

remains in most modern styles. One could, for example, try to look backwards over the shoulder in upward 

dog, but it is almost never done. Something about the movement in twisting backbends just feels wrong; we 

are lucky that the preservation instincts of the body are so strong. 

  The alignment of backbends should be very carefully treated, due to their intensity, power and potential for 

injury. When one attempts a twisting backbend, all alignments disintegrate and the health of the spine is at 

great risk. The spine was not designed for such movements; painful and lasting injuries can result from the 

slightest mistake in a twisting backbend. This knowledge is given to you from my own personal experience; 

you don’t need to learn this lesson through your own mistakes!  



 

 

There is one classical posture that involves headstand, forward bend, backbend and twist which is called 

mandalasana. One does headstand (sirsasana), but with the feet on the floor in front of the face. The legs 

then gradually walk all the way around the head, from the forward bend, into the twist, into a backbend, 

twist and back to the beginning. The legs form a mandala (holy shape) around the body and thus the name. 

It is a dangerous posture which is best avoided; it is one of the postures which you can happily skip in the 

interests of self-preservation. 

Spinal Shapes in Review 

We have not looked into many of the variations and possibilities of the spine in yoga practice. Regardless of 

the shape, let us remember the essentials that we must maintain regardless of the asana: 

¶ The Breath. Prioritize the quality and flow of the breath in each and every posture. Do not let the 

breath deteriorate and become harsh or force you to breathe through the mouth. Stay calm and 

connected with the breath. Remember that the breath is the most basic meditation focus in Hatha 

yoga practice. 

¶ The Root. Begin the pose before you begin the pose by setting the root firmly and consciously. By 

doing this, you can be more sure that the posture will develop correctly. 

¶ The Rise, or the Activated spine. Do your best to pay active attention to the feelings in the spine 

during the postures. Remember that the spine is your first physical priority; all movements and 

feelings in the limbs are secondary. Keep the top of the head lifting gently away from the tailbone 

whenever possible. This will ensure that the flow of prana activated in the spine; it also maintains 

the physical spaciousness of the spine. 

¶ The Balance of Opposites. Look and feel carefully in the pose and try to balance an area of high 

intensity with that of low intensity. This is a physical action at first but gradually becomes an 

energetic and mental one as well. 

With these essentials in mind, try to apply the specific guidelines of each spinal shape when you are 

practicing them. Here are some final tips to help you find your way through the exploration of the asanas. 

Forward bends: Try to keep from over-working the back-body by working on harmony between front and 

back. People tend to over-work the back while neglecting the front. This is imbalanced practice. Try to 

lengthen the front body a bit more and release some of the tension from the back body. In this way there 

will be harmony between the opposites. 

¶ The first stage of the forward bend is done to lengthen the front body and to create proper 

alignment. Lift the ribs up and make space in the belly as you come a little bit forward. 

¶ The second stage of the forward bend is the full posture. Keep trying to make balance between front 

and back even though most of the work is in the back body. Retain some of the feeling that you had 

in the first stage of the forward bend. Keep the head down and soft. Do not look forward. Keep the 

face relaxed and surrender into the pose. 

Twists:  

¶ Axial twists are done from the neutral spine. Keep the head centered over the hips, on top of the 

spine. Make sure that there is a lift of the spine; the top of the head draws upwards and creates 

space between the vertebrae. Do not lose the connection of the root. 



 

 

¶ Forward bending twists.  The maintenance of the root is even more important here. Keep a firm 

connection to the floor. Draw the upper body away from the root and extend, even as you continue 

to root the pose. There is a natural and essential unity of opposites in twisting forward bends. 

Lateral bends:  

¶ The first stage of lateral bends is like those of forward bends. As you move into the first stage of the 

pose, extend the short side of the body to create balance. Pull the ribs forward and make space 

between hips and ribs on the short side. Lessen the distance on the top side. 

¶ The second stage lateral bend is the full posture. Try to maintain the same feelings that were 

cultivated in the first stage, with length in the short side of the waist and decreased intensity on the 

long side. Don’t let the root pull off the floor. 

Backbends: 

¶ Set the root as you would in any pose. Maintain the alignments and do not sacrifice them for what 

seems like a deeper pose. The limbs must be in the frontal plane. Practice carefully and with deep, 

full and even breathing. Do not stress yourself overly. 

¶ Make sure to sequence the backbends so that you have prepared yourself for the more intense ones 

by working the easy ones first. 

Masala Postures: 

¶ Good sense must be used. Remember what you know about the simpler shapes and apply them to 

the masala postures. 

General Cultivation of Asanas: Bhavana 

  There are countless specifics one can focus on during the practice, but do not lose sight of the larger 

picture. There should be a bhavana (feeling or mood) that is created and maintained throughout the practice 

of yoga. Do not forget that the yogi is traditionally a person of calm, depth and clarity. Asanas should be 

practiced with a focused and calm bhavana, regardless of the intensity. Even if one does not start the 

practice with these feelings, they should manifest by the end. Try to cultivate and maintain a state of inward 

focus, calm and concentration as you do the yoga. Avoid distracting thoughts and disturbing memories. Be as 

present and focused on the work as you can be. You will slowly develop your will-power and your ability to 

maintain the yogic state for longer periods of time if you try. 

  Every so often, check yourself during the practice and make sure you feel calm and focused. If not, adjust 

your mind or your postures so that they are cultivating this meditative mood. Remember that one can, and 

should, feel meditative even during the most intense postures or practices. There should, as much as 

possible, be a deep feeling of ease and comfort within; the mind should feel spacious and calm, no matter 

the situation or position of the body. So cultivate these basic bhavanas as you work: 

¶ A general, overall mood of depth, calm and intensity. 

¶ Lack of general strain (don’t try too hard!). 

¶ A lack of tension in the shoulders and neck, or as little as necessary. 

¶ A general relaxation in the head; no strain in the face or eyes. 

¶ An open, smooth and rhythmic breath (ujjai) which keeps the prana flowing. 

¶ A feeling of lightness, joy and harmony is preferable and will develop over time. 



 

 

 

The Second Fundamental:  The Variations of Arms and Legs 
  The foundation element of all the postures is the shape of the spine. However, there are other parts of the 

body which we can use to give the asanas flavor and color. The variations in positions of the arms and legs in 

asanas give subtlety and variety to the spinal shapes and can affect the posture’s intensity and effect. By 

working with the many possible positions of the limbs, we can rebalance the structures of muscles, bones 

and other tissues, circulate the prana and fine-tune the entire being. The combination of the various spinal 

shapes with the many possibilities of arm and leg position gives rise to many thousands of asanas. Some 

combinations are highly powerful and others are ineffective or even dangerous. Essentially, we use the 

variations in the arm and leg positions to create more subtle openings in the physical body and induce more 

specific and complete movements of energy.  

  Often the muscles and connective tissues of the limbs require opening before the spine can truly be 

accessed. Tightness or weakness of the limbs commonly prevent a person from doing a pose correctly; the 

limbs sometimes need comprehensive preparation before one can access the spine and do the complete 

posture. For example, tight hips may prevent a person from sitting comfortably on the floor with a neutral 

spine. When the hips are not open, it is difficult to sit upright and lift the spine in the pose (and thus access 

the spinal prana). Special attention must be paid to these areas if they are preventing the spinal opening. 

This is done by practicing the variations of the arms and legs to create more opening in the tight areas. The 

person with tight hips must dedicate some of the practice working with the many variations of hip opening 

postures to remedy this blockage. Once this work is accomplished, the spine can open and the asanas will 

begin to have their full effects. The imbalance in the limbs is a fairly normal situation and each person must 

look at his or her own body to see where the tightness and weakness lay and which postures they need to 

practice to overcome it. 

Variations 

  When the spinal position is maintained but the position of the limbs change, it is called a variation. If one 

investigates the postures closely, it will be seen that there really are not so many different postures with 

regards to the spinal position. However, when the variations are added to these spinal shapes, the number 

of different postures grows tremendously. Through variations in the positions of the limbs, the opening and 

strengthening of specific areas can be approached in many different ways, even if the spinal shape is the 

same. For example, in urdhva dhanurasana (full backbend) the spinal shape is back-bending. The basic 

posture opens the spine, legs and shoulders, but the effects change when the limbs take variations. One leg 

can be lifted towards the sky in the pose and this changes the work, building more strength and openness in 

the lower leg, spine and arms. The basic position of the spine and the essential nature of the pose, however, 

did not change. The change in the position of the leg intensifies the pranic flow by making it more difficult 

(though variations do not necessarily make an asana harder).  



 

 

  Seated forward bends are a good way to understand the concept of variations. The spinal shape will be a 

forward bend and the variation will be one straight leg and one bent leg. The consistent aspects of the pose 

will be the spinal shape and the position of the straight leg. The other leg will be bent, but can be placed in a 

number of variations which change the subtle work of the posture. One can put the leg into the 

janusirsasana postion, where it is creating an outward rotation of the hip joint. This variation tends to make 

the forward bend fairly easy but opens the hip nicely. However, if there is a variation in the bent leg 

position, it changes the work in the hip and spine and can make it more or less difficult to go forward. The 

leg can be placed into the half squat position, or the ardha virasana position to create a different kind of 

work. This not only challenges the hip joint in different ways, but also creates a different work in the spine. 

The basic position of the asana does not change, for one is still bending forward and one leg is still straight 

but by changing the positions of the leg a more complete approach is created to this same basic pattern of 

straight leg forward bend. There are other variations to this formula which change the effects of the 

postures such as having the bent leg in half-lotus or in half-squat position. Try each one in turn and see for 

yourself how the feelings in the asanas change as you make variations with the bent leg. 

Sequencing I: The Movement into Depth 

  It is the variations which can create a dynamic physical and energetic opening in the postures. Through 

these different expressions, the body can be worked in countless ways, so that every fiber of our bodies can 

be transformed through the yoga. The variations will not be effective in their job of opening if they are not 

used correctly; they must be placed in an order which aids in the work of expansion and depth. The 

conscious ordering of the postures and practices is known as sequencing. The asanas have a certain power 

individually, but this power is nothing compared to when they are put together with other postures in a 

conscious order. Postures feed off of other postures; the later poses are dependent upon the earlier ones. 

Advanced postures must be built upon the foundations of elementary postures. Only when the asanas are 

sequenced intelligently will the yoga practice have true depth and transformative effect.  

 The concept is best illustrated by the simple adage “The whole is greater than the sum of the parts.” This is 

no truer than in yoga practice. A single posture done in isolation can be effective in its way. When that 

posture is developed through the practice of other postures, its effectiveness will increase dramatically.  The 

various yoga practices depend on sequencing because not every posture is created equal; some postures are 

extremely difficult and others so simple that anyone could do them. Some postures take literally years to 

access; one cannot begin with these difficult practices, but must work up to them. Again, this is the concept 

of sequencing. Not only must we sequence a single practice so that we can advance and grow, we must also 

sequence our practice over years or lifetimes to realize the advanced work. We must begin with, and master, 

the basics before we can go to the advanced. This is the basic truth of sequencing. Through sequencing the 

yogi can approach the edge of their ability; at this edge one experiences the Zone of Transformation, where 

we grow and experience new aspects of existence.  

  Sequencing is the appropriate, step-by-step combination of postures that encourages the opening into 

deeper asanas (and practices). Knowledge of the variations and their effects are essential to the art of 

sequencing the postures because the variations remove the blockages in the limbs and help us work into the 

spine. The sequencing of the postures is a critical skill in the art of yoga practice. Proper sequencing can take 

us deeper into the poses, enabling us to reach The Zone of Transformation where we can expand and 

widen. 



 

 

  An example will serve to illustrate the point. Consider that you want to do the posture hanumanasana (full 

front splits). Chances are, you will not want to drop into the posture in the first few minutes of the practice. 

If you do, it will most likely be difficult and the posture will not be deep. However, if you employ good 

sequencing to work into the pose, by the time you arrive at hanumanasana in the practice, the body will be 

(more) ready. The spine and limbs will be more properly prepared for the pose when you have: 

1. Broken down the posture into its component parts (i.e. understood the position of arms, legs and 

spine in the full posture). 

2. Worked on these areas individually through the variations and postures which are a similar spinal 

shape. 

3. Then you are ready to try the full posture. 

 The sequencing takes the practice from a basic, heat-building preparation early on, to then practicing 

specific poses which are parts of hanumanasana and then to the full pose.  In order to sequence your way 

towards an intermediate or advanced pose, one must understand the elements which are important to the 

performance of that pose and work them in the right order. 

  The sequencing, in a way, could be considered to be the ‘warm-up’ to the challenging parts of the practice. 

It is the path of approach up the mountain which will take us to the heights of yoga. This is preparation has 

two elements. In general, it is important to create some internal heat in the body so that the tissues open 

and loosen. Heat also creates a greater movement and activation of prana; in fact, heat is a sign that the 

prana is awakening and flowing. The other aspect of the ‘warm-up’ is performing specific simple postures 

early on which are appropriate to what will be done later on with more intensity. 

 Most commonly, a basic asana practice does some sun salutes in the early stages. Not only does this bring 

heat to the tissues, but it takes one through a series of neutral spine, forward bends, and backbends to open 

the body to all the basic spinal shapes. This is the simplest way to create a sequence: by practicing postures 

which cover the all the fundamental openings of the spine and limbs, including all the spinal shapes and 

many position of the limbs. The body is thus prepared in a general way for the more intense postures which 

will be done later on. If the practice is a broad one, designed to create a broad, general opening, it is 

acceptable. If one has more specific advanced postures in mind for later in the practice, then the sequence 

needs to be more specific. 

Moving Deeper 

  For beginners, the yoga should be crafted so that the whole body is worked and opened in a balanced way. 

This overall opening is necessary to build the foundations in the lower 3 koshas of body, energy and mind 

which can eventually lead to advanced work. More specific and intense openings are generally not 

appropriate or even possible for the beginner. However, there will come a time when a person wants to go 

deeper and approach more advanced and difficult asanas. If this is the case, much more care and thought 

must go into how a practice is structured, which poses are done when, etc. 

Understanding the essential elements of an advanced asana helps to build the sequence of poses that will 

lead to that posture.  If we return to the previous example of the forward bend with one straight leg and one 

bent leg, we can see how the combination of postures can help us take another step forward into depth. If 

we practice this forward bending posture a number of times with variations in the leg positions, we will 

slowly approach a more difficult pose: paschimottanasana, where both legs are straight in front. This is a 

more advanced pose, and places great demand on the hamstrings and length of the spinal muscles. The 



 

 

simpler poses that have one leg bent do not demand so much from the hamstrings and spinal length but 

activate them nonetheless, albeit more gently. This is the job of the bent-leg forward bends. By sequencing 

the postures in a way that hamstrings and spinal muscles are challenged and lengthened gradually (through 

the simpler postures) we can more easily do the target pose paschimottanasana, once we are prepared 

adequately. 

By creating good sequencing, the full posture will be easier to do when we finally arrive there and we can 

benefit from the effects of the asana. This formula applies to the approach towards any difficult pose; do the 

simple poses first and explore the possible variations of arms and legs in the basic spinal shape. After 

approaching the fundamentals of the pose with variations, then the full pose can be done with quality and 

presence.  

Try this sequence both ways. First, attempt paschimottanasana without much warm-up or preparation and 

discover how it feels and where the demands are placed on the body (hamstrings, back, hips, etc.) Then 

attempt a sequence that works on the basic elements of paschimottanasana in a more gentle way. Any 

forward bends will be appropriate, and any poses where one or both legs are straight or slightly bent. Play 

around, doing poses that are easier and more comfortable than paschimottanasana and then try the full 

pose again. Discover if your sequence helped you to do the full pose more deeply.  

More on sequencing will be discussed below.  

Basic Positions of the Arms and Legs 

  The arms and legs have certain fundamental positions which we can easily recognize if we look more closely 

at the postures. It is important to know these different positions and how they affect the poses, for they are 

an important tool for making the yoga practice more subtle and more effective. As we have seen, the 

positions of the limbs can help or hinder the performance of a pose. They can aid in the relief of blockages in 

the hips, shoulders and limbs in general and help us prepare for advanced poses. 

Let’s look more closely at the positions of the limbs and which asanas use them: 

The arms have 5 basic positions: 

¶ By the sides, like Tadasana or Savasana. This is the most neutral of all the positions; it creates 

balance and centeredness in the body, just as the neutral spine postures do. 

¶ Directly out from the shoulders, like in Virbhadrasana II (Warrior II). This is most commonly used in 

standing poses and supine twists. This creates strength in the shoulders, activation of prana through 

the whole arm and helps integrate the arm into the torso. 

¶ Over the Head, like in Virbhadrasana I (Warrior I), Urdhva Dhanurasana (full backbend) or Urdhva 

Mukha Vrksasana (handstand). This is found most often in forward bending, back bending and 

standing postures. This position opens the armpits and shoulders, circulates prana through the 

shoulder into the arm, builds strength in the shoulders and connects the arms to the torso. 

¶ Behind the back, like when the arms bind for a twist, most commonly found in twists but also in 

some forward bends. This releases tightness in the front chest, shoulders and neck and circulates 

prana strongly through the arm. 

¶ When the arms cross at the elbows in front of the body such as in Garudasana. This position helps to 

open tightness in the upper back and shoulders. 



 

 

The legs have 7 basic positions: 

¶ Straight like in Tadasana. This is the most neutral position for the legs. It integrates the legs and 

body and promotes the connection to the center. 

¶ Straight and to the front, as in forward bends such as paschimottanasana and uttanasana. This 

position is also used in forward bending twists. It opens the backs of the legs, hips and muscles in the 

back. It also circulates prana from the torso into the legs more completely. 

¶ Towards the back, with the legs and back moving towards each other, like all backbends. This 

position opens the fronts of the legs, hips and front body, integrates the legs into the body and 

move prana through the legs. 

¶ To the sides with the toes pointed out, as in Trikonasana (Triangle pose). This is most common in 

standing poses, forward bends, twists and forward bending twists. This opens the hips very intensely 

as well as the backs of the legs are areas of the back, depending of the specific posture. Prana 

circulates strongly through the legs. 

¶ Bent with the heels by the hips like in Virasana or in Malasana (squat).This position is used in 

forward bends, back bends and twists. It opens the hips in the direction called ‘internal rotation’ and 

also helps to open the knees. It also can open the fronts of the legs if used in a back bend context or 

the back body when used in forward bends. It is particularly useful for aiding in digestion and 

elimination of food. 

¶ Bent legs, feet in near the groins, like in Baddha Konasana. It is most useful for opening the hip joints 

and circulating prana through the organs located in the hips, granting health and proper functioning 

to these organs. This is called ‘external rotation’. 

¶ The legs crossing at the knees in front of the body like in Garudasana. It opens the outsides of the 

legs and circulates prana through the legs and hips. 

Of course, there are many possibilities, variations and subtleties that occur in the positions of the limbs. The 

alignments and positions must be adjusted according to the specific pose, for each asana has a certain 

uniqueness which can change the placement of the limbs slightly. Understanding the role of the limbs in the 

asanas is vital to progressing in the practice or in teaching. They can be used for a wide variety of 

applications and openings. Fundamentally, they free up tightness in the limbs and also create strength and 

stability, depending on how they are used and which postures are done. More importantly, the many 

variations in the limbs create a more complete movement of prana through the limbs and whole body. This 

effect creates a greater activation of the pranamaya kosha and promotes the integration of the energetic 

system with the physical body. The subtleties of this work will develop as one gets more familiar with the 

different positions of the limbs and how they interact with the asanas. 



 

 

 

The Third Fundamental: The Root 
“The feet must be sure of their ground before the head can hope to kiss the skies.” –Sri Aurobindo 

  The third of the 3 Fundamentals is the Root, or the relationship of the pose to the ground and to gravity. 

The foundation of any manifest thing is its essence and its origin. The Root is the source from which all else 

will grow; if the root is weak, the fruits will not appear. If the Root is strong and connected, great things can 

manifest, for it creates an integration of the yogini to the very source of life itself: the earth. The cultivation 

of the Root is a vital beginning to any posture or practice, for all things takes their origin from the prana of 

the earth. The Root is an essential Tantric principle, for it cultivates the connection to the symbolic Mother, 

the source of life; without a connection to the mother there would be no life at all. Yoga and Tantra seek to 

integrate the individual with the essence of life, energy and spirit through conscious practice. The cultivation 

of the Root is a simple but profound way for us to cultivate this connection on a moment-to-moment basis. 

 Energetically and spiritually, the Root forms the base from which we can draw our prana, consciousness and 

spirit upwards towards the higher levels of awareness. We must firmly connect the Root to the earth if we 

are to gain access to the spirit of higher consciousness. There is no spirit without earth and no earth without 

spirit; this is the basics of the Tantric philosophy. If we neglect one, we will never gain access to the other. If 

we hope to gain spiritual elevation in the yoga practice, we must start with the cultivation of this earth 

connection. 

  We can easily create a personal connection with the earth through the asana practice by working with the 

Root. Some part of our bodies must make connection to the earth; it is a basic fact of life. This fact goes 

largely unnoticed and uncultivated by most people, but it is highly important for the Tantric and the yogini. 

We actually gain a large amount of our subtle prana (energy) through the connection to earth. Our power 

can be increased if we consciously create the Root during our spiritual practice. In fact, the yoga does not 

have any profound effects if we lose our earth connection. 

 Once again, the symbol of the mountain is helpful in understanding the way the yoga works. The mountain 

represents both the higher aspects of consciousness and the lower. The heights of the mountain are the 

elevated, refined, divine states of consciousness; but the roots of the mountain are the earth, simple, basic, 

human aspects of being. In Tantra, the high and the low are dependent on each other. One cannot exist 

without the other. The base of the mountain forms the root to the earth. From this root, the mountain rises 

up towards the lofty heights. Without this root, there are no heights and there is, actually, no mountain. The 

Root is where all postures and all life originate; all other spiritual practices will grow from this foundation. 

This is, of course, another manifestation of the Balance of Opposites, where the root and the rise are 

working together for greater integration of the individual with the higher forces of nature. 



 

 

The Root in Asana 

  In order to understand the Root in the physical practice, one should ask: ‘What part of the body makes the 

connection to the ground?’  This will be a vital factor in determining the difficulty, effect and quality of a 

pose.  An asana can have the same basic shape of both spine and limbs, but its root can change. This change 

in the root can drastically change the intensity and effect of the pose. For example, Tadasana (mountain) is a 

mild and perfectly neutral posture. The alignment has the head directly over the tailbone with the spine in 

neutral balance, and the feet are the root. There should be no stress in the body in this pose. If, however, 

you change the Root of the posture to the top of the head things change dramatically. With a minor change 

in the arm position (for stability), and a drastic change in the Root, the asana becomes very challenging and 

powerful. This posture is then called Sirsasana (Headstand) and is reputed to be the premier posture in all of 

Hatha yoga. The basic spinal position, which is still neutral, has remained the same between the two poses. 

However, when the Root is changed one can see how the difficulty of the posture goes from absolute 

neutral to highly challenging.    

Take twists for example, for they require solid roots more than any other type of poses. If we sit down and 

twist to one side, we may be able to twist around quite far. Then take a look at the parts of the body which 

make a connection to the earth. Has the root lifted away from the earth connection when you twisted into 

the pose? It is quite common for people to lose the root when they twist because they think the posture will 

be deeper when they can go around farther. This is not the case, however; the posture is not deeper, but 

less so due to the loss of the root, which is the fundamental source of prana. The posture will truly be 

deeper when its roots are deep in the earth, not when the body is twisted around as far as it will go. The 

Tantric elements of the pose must be activated so that the Balance of Opposites between the rooting and 

the movement in the pose are in harmony. 

Some postures challenge our root very strongly and in others the root is stable and created quite naturally. 

In asanas such as standing poses, standing balances, arm balances and inversions we must be very conscious 

of the root and make sure that it is firm and stable. Beginners often have trouble with the basic balancing 

poses because their root is not firmly established. This could be for a number of reasons such as a lack of 

connection to the center, improper alignment, a busy mind and lack of concentration, etc. If there is a lack of 

balance, the problems must be corrected by practicing more poses which challenge and create the root. 

Without the ability to maintain a firm and connected root, a student cannot progress to the more advanced 

work. Once the basic stability of the root is established, many powerful and interesting postures can be 

practiced including the arm balances and such important asanas as headstand and shoulder-stand. 

Regardless of how far we go, the establishment of the root is one of yoga’s primary and most important 

goals. 

The Integration of the Three Fundamentals 
The concept of the root is the final element in the understanding the entirety of the postures and their 

possibilities. The Three Fundamentals help us to know each asana and its unique effects on our physical, 

energetic and mental bodies. All the asanas are created by combining the spinal shape with the positions of 

the limbs, and then making variations in the Root. To understand what determines the essence of a posture, 

one first looks at the overall shape of the spine to determine the fundamental energetic quality of the asana. 

Then one observes the shape of the arms and legs in relation to the spine and then the relationship of the 

whole posture to the ground. The different combinations of these Fundamentals makes for a vast and varied 

range of postures available to us. Knowing these combinations well creates a dynamic and versatile 

practitioner who can use the yoga to guide their development as they see fit.  



 

 

The best way to learn more about how the Three Fundamentals work is to experiment with the postures 

and explore their effects. Take a simple theme such as the Root of a single foot to the ground, the spinal 

shape of forward bend or a limb variation such as arm behind the back. From that theme, explore different 

poses with variations in the other aspects of the Three Fundamentals. See how the effects of the postures 

change as your theme remains consistent. In this way, you will learn about how each Fundamental of a pose 

creates an effect on the whole. As you combine these elements in different ways you will begin to play with 

the practice of yoga as an exploration into different states of not only physical, but energetic and mental 

awareness. This is the starting point of the art of yoga, when we use our creativity and knowledge together 

to explore the many facets of our being. 

Sequencing II: Postures for a Greater Effect 

   As we have seen, sequencing is the conscious ordering of the poses, breaths and meditations in a practice. 

Every Hatha yoga exercise has a certain power of its own, but the work has a far more powerful influence on 

us when the poses are put in a conscious and intelligent order. When the poses are put together in the right 

way, they will interact with each other very powerfully. When good sequencing is made through the whole 

practice we will be encouraging the inner transformation which is yoga’s aim and purpose. 

 Often, people practice yoga without a conscious direction or goal. They are not really sure what poses 

should come next or why they would do one pose and not another, and thus have no cause to put the 

postures together in any conscious way. It certainly creates a more effective yoga practice when one has 

some direction in mind, or some idea of what effect is desired. Without some idea of the practice’s direction, 

the yoga is like a rudderless boat adrift on the ocean; it is just blown this way or that, at random. As yoga is 

the cultivation of clarity and purpose, we must be clear about what we want to accomplish with the yoga. 

Specific parts of the body are worked through the specific poses, but the sequencing determined by the 

conscious decision to take the practice in a particular direction. 

The Energetic Direction  

  The energetic direction of a practice is the general feeling or area of transformation which one is moving 

towards in the particular yoga session. This direction guides us towards the desired mental and physical 

result of a practice. Sometimes we need a yoga session to energize us and activate our prana, so the 

energetic direction would be one of increasing and intensifying. At other times we need to create a deeper 

calm and quiet; the practice would then aim for a decreasing, soothing effect. Sometimes we wish to deepen 

our backbends, improve our headstand or work towards meditation or pranayama. It is very helpful to be 

clear about one’s intentions for a practice to develop it properly and effectively. Yoga offers countless 

different techniques, postures and meditations for our exploration, but without an energetic direction for 

our work, the practice loses its focus. 

  The energetic direction of a practice is determined by our intention and manifested through the 

sequencing of the poses. When we put certain postures together in combination, they will have a greater 

effect than if we were to simply practice one pose and then another, without any attention to sequence. 

When put together in an intelligent order, the poses build upon each other so that our movement into the 

yogic consciousness can be deeper. It is much like climbing a mountain; the lower stages of the climb allow 

for many possible approaches and paths, and the climbing is gentle. Later, as the mountain gets steeper and 

the climbing more intense, we must use more advanced techniques to move upwards. We can only reach 

the heights when we have gone step-by-step up the mountain, beginning at the simple and moving towards 



 

 

the more complex and difficult. This is sequencing; the intelligent creation of a journey to the summit and 

the successful return.   

It is not enough just to plug yourself into the practice and go. Clarity of purpose is essential if you really want 

to grow through the yoga. In every yoga session or practice, one should set some intention; this intention 

could be simply a physical goal, the cultivation of an emotional state, or any other state of being that you 

desire. What is most important is the clarity of purpose in the yoga. Intention is simply another way of 

expressing the energetic direction. The very beginning of the exploration of yoga is about learning to use the 

tools of the practice, so that one knows how to do the poses and what the effects will likely be. Once you 

understand the basic tools, then you can use them to shape your own development. This development is 

successful when there is clarity about the direction of one’s transformation. As you grow into the yoga, your 

idea about what you want will become increasingly clear. Certainly, it will shift and change with time, but it 

is important to know (at least for the practice at hand) where you would like to go with it. More experienced 

yogis will have some idea about how to use the tools of yoga in good sequences to accomplish that aim. 

Eventually, one also realizes that not only does a practice have an energetic direction, but one’s life does as 

well. Another, broader type of sequencing starts to manifest as we gain clarity on which direction we want 

to take our lives over time. 

The Direction of Tantric Yoga   

In the ancient approach, the yoga’s energetic direction is set towards realizing an inward, meditative state of 

consciousness. This can be accomplished by continually quieting and calming ourselves and working towards 

states of meditation as we sequence a yoga practice. This approach can be imbalanced, however, for the 

mind and body can become dull and heavy if the work is not approached correctly. In Tantric yoga practice, 

the sequencing and energetic direction are consciously and carefully balanced so that we retain energy and 

vitality and yet move towards a state of inner stillness. In this tantric yoga, one cannot become truly deep 

and still until the prana is activated and intensified. Through strong work and engagement of the prana, we 

move towards our center of stillness and quiet. It seems like a paradox, but the cultivation of greater 

movement and energy will lead to stillness if the sequencing is balanced. Thus, the energetic direction in 

tantric yoga is aimed at increasing the intensity, but only for the sake of becoming still.  

Tantra is a profound philosophy which gives shape and direction to our yogic development. The tantric 

methods can be complex and seemingly contradictory, but they do work if one understands how opposites 

are not in conflict, but in harmony. Again, it is the concept of the Balance of Opposites at work here, which 

is the essence of tantra. With the overall goal of moving towards our true center, the practice works towards 

the Peak of the mountain, gradually building in intensity. Descending from the Peak balances the intensity 

with the quieting and calming aspects of the descent and the balance of these opposite forces lead us to an 

experience of our center. 
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   The question is then, how to accomplish one’s aims and find the center? If we understand our tools (the 

asanas, breaths and meditations) and we have our energetic direction fairly clear, then we combine them to 

craft our practice. If yoga is an art project, the tools of yoga are our materials and the intention and 

energetic direction is our inspiration. Our tools, which are somewhat scientific and logical, combine with our 

intention which is creative. Once again, two opposite forces work together in dynamic harmony for the 

greatest effect. The techniques of Hatha yoga have no real power until they are animated by the spirit of 

creativity. This creativity is fueled by what is called iccha. Iccha is actually the guide for our life force and 

prana; it is the energy of the heart and higher mind which is our creative and vital spirit. Sometimes iccha is 

called ‘the heart’s desire’, for it is the source of our desires for expansion, growth and spiritual 

transformation. What we truly want to be and become stems from our heart’s desire, and yoga practice 

exists to help us realize this desire, when guided by the wisdom of iccha. 

 Iccha and prana work together to breathe life into our yoga; but prana alone is simply energy which lacks 

higher direction. It is the iccha of the heart which gives this direction to the prana through the yoga practice.  

Without iccha, the yoga can become too mechanical and rigid, a robotic repetition of forms without 

function. With iccha, any practice can be profound because it is guided by the heart and higher will.  It is a 

strange paradox that we can approach the true center of our being through repetition of mechanical forms, 

but it is true… as long as we invest the practice with the clarity of iccha. 

The combination of yoga’s techniques and tools, when sequenced in a certain way and guided by iccha, will 

have an effect upon one’s body, mind and emotions and, ultimately, on one’s connection to the unlimited 

purusha consciousness. As we have seen, the tantric aspects of yoga work with the balance between the 

opposing but unified forces of activation, intensity and energy on one side and calming, cooling and 

deepening on the other. The play and interaction between these forces is really the reason why yoga works 

as well it does. The two opposites are simply two sides of the same coin; action and stillness are just two 

opposite parts of our one being. The more we play with the interaction between the forces and energies 

within us, the more we realize that we are actually just a whole being, with many facets.  

Let us look more closely at how these forces are expressed in yoga practice and how we can work with them 

consciously to create an inner balance. Our most common tools for the exploration of opposites are the 

asanas and the techniques of putting them together. Eventually, we will also be able to explore this balance 

in the breath through pranayama and in the mind through meditation; but first let us see how it works in the 

asana practice through the technique of sequencing. 

Like and Unlike in Asana 

  The essence of good sequencing involves consciously creating an interaction between asanas so that they 

can either work in harmony or in opposition. In order to do this, we must understand how poses are alike 

and how they differ. We have seen above how we can group the asanas into themes because of their 

similarities. Any poses which share some aspect of the Three Fundamentals share a common theme. All 



 

 

postures which use the neutral spine, for example, fit into one category, as do the back bends, twists, 

lateral and forward bends. Similar themes can be found in the commonality of the root, such as balancing 

on the hands, standing on one leg, sitting on the floor, etc. Similarly, the arm and leg variations can share 

similar themes such as arms behind the back, legs spread wide, internal rotation and the like. It is important 

to be able to see how asanas share certain qualities and themes because this skill is essential to the art of 

sequencing. We will also find that it is critical to recognize how postures have opposite physical shapes or 

energetic effects from each other. Our two basic modes for sequencing are: grouping similar postures 

together to increase the intensity and using opposing postures to balance and center. 

Complimentary and Counter -Poses 

   The relationship between poses is something we should try to become familiar with. There are two 

fundamental ways in which poses interact; poses will complement each other if they have similarities, or 

they will create a balancing effect if they have opposite qualities. These two relationships between asanas 

we will call complimentary poses and counter-poses. Complimentary poses share a common shape (spinal 

direction, variation of the limbs or root) and build upon it, which creates a deeper opening in that particular 

direction. Counter-poses are done to bring harmony to the body by cultivating an opposite direction and 

creating balance. If we work strongly in a particular direction (through complimentary poses), then we must 

also practice counter-poses to bring us back to the center. The essence of yoga practice is the effort to enter 

into our true center, but this can be approached in many ways. We must find the center both through the 

harmony between poses and the tension between opposites. The role of sequencing is critical; it can make 

or break a good practice and can determine whether we are moving towards health and balance or away 

from them. 

  Complimentary poses are of many types, but always follow a certain theme of movement. For example, if 

one is working on the opening of the hips, all the poses that address hip-opening (outer rotation of the legs) 

are complimentary. Or, if one is trying to deepen the twisting postures, all twists would be complimentary 

poses. Similarly, one can use the various positions of arms or legs to create a sequence of complimentary 

poses. One could play with any poses that reach the arm behind the back, for example, or over the head. The 

Root can also create a theme between poses by sharing an identical connection to the ground. All standing 

poses have a similar theme due to the fact that the feet are the root of all these type of asanas. Any time a 

pose shares a theme with another one, there is an element of complimentary poses. 

Counter-Posing: the Physicality of Balance  

  We have seen how to use complimentary poses to bring us towards the Peak. We must also look at how 

contrasting poses can be used to bring us back from the Peak to a deeper and more complete balance in the 

center. When we visit physical extremes, it is highly important to rebalance the body, especially the spine. 

Very intense movements in one direction can take us to places of transformation, but can also leave us in 

places of vulnerability, far from the center. Thus we have to spend some part of the practice in our return 

from the heights of the mountain. This physical return we call counter-posing. 

  The practice begins from the neutral spine, grows and flowers, develops and intensifies, and then returns 

to the balanced neutral spine by the end. If we have gone to some extremes of movement in the practice, 

then we should naturally do some opposite movements to reestablish the center of the spine (and the 

connection to the center of our being). The art of counter-posing is the effort to balance the practice 

through harmonious but opposite poses. It is a much more subtle art than that of the complimentary poses, 

for there are fewer set guidelines on exactly how to create counter-poses. The best way to proceed is 



 

 

generally on instinct and feeling, guided by a few general principles. Often the body will give clear signals 

about the type of movement it wants to make, particularly after intense asanas.  It is generally good to listen 

to these signals and move as the body want to move.  

  A few basic guidelines for counter-posing can help the process of balancing.  

¶ After a session of intense poses in one direction, do not do an extreme counter-pose directly 

afterwards. Move progressively into the opposite movements and not all at once. Do gentle counter-

poses and then work into more intense ones. Moving from one extreme to another opposite 

extreme too quickly can create problems and injuries. 

¶ Forward bends and backbends are natural counter-poses to each other. If a session has many 

forward bends, do some backbends to balance them. If you do many backbends, eventually do some 

forward bends to even out the spine.  

¶ The most important types of poses to counter-pose thoroughly are backbends. After heavy back 

bending, first do light twists and some gentle forward bends. Gradually increase the depths of the 

twists and forward bends over time. Make sure to save some time in the practice for this session of 

counter-posing. Lack of sufficient counter- poses can create lasting physical or mental disturbances 

after the practice.  

¶ Balance the twists with neutral spine postures.  

¶ In fact, all postures are best balanced towards the end of the practice by doing the neutral spine 

postures. 

¶ Always do Savasana at the end, for the ultimate balance. 

Exercise: Themes 

  When there is a common element between poses, it is called a theme. It is a good exercise to look more 

closely at how the poses complement each other, so that we can understand themes and gradually create 

better sequences. Take Iyengar’s book, Light on Yoga and choose a quality of a pose, be it a certain spinal 

shape, variation of the limbs or common root. Then page through the book, looking for as many asanas as 

can be found which share that theme. If one chooses, say, forward bends, you will see that, despite the 

great variations in positions of the limbs and the root, the theme of forward bends remains consistent. If one 

chooses a variation of the limbs or the root, one will find that the poses can vary greatly in being a forward 

bend, backbend, etc, but there is still a shared element of the theme. It is critical to be able to see the 3 

Fundamentals in each pose and be able to classify them according to theme. Do this exercise for as many (or 

all) of the spinal shapes, variations in the limbs and roots as you can. 

Relative Intensities  

  Simply because poses share a common theme it does not mean that we should do complimentary poses in 

just any order. The complimentary poses need to be put together in the correct way, and that way can be 

understood through the relative intensities of the poses. The relative intensity of a posture is how difficult 

the asana is relative to other postures in that same theme. If you find a certain posture easy and 

comfortable, the relative intensity is low. If a posture which has a similar theme is quite difficult, the relative 

intensity is high. 

 Relative intensities of the asanas need to be understood if we want to go safely into deeper poses; it is a 

critical element in the creation of a good practice. Complimentary poses are all of the same basic theme, 

but they are not all made equal. Some postures are quite simple and easy to perform (low relative 



 

 

intensity); but others which share the same basic themes are incredibly difficult (high relative intensity). It is 

fairly obvious that the simpler postures should be done first in preparation for the harder ones. The more 

advanced poses can be performed well if the sequencing of the poses is effective, but we must know if any 

particular pose is more or less intense. (There is certain relativity to this concept of course, for some people 

find certain poses nearly impossible and others find the same pose effortless.) It seems obvious that we 

would start any practice with poses of low relative intensity and build up to the harder poses as we go. This 

progressive approach is even more important and effective when we are working our way towards the Peak 

of a specific theme.  In order to move towards the deeper intermediate and advanced postures, we must 

structure the postures according to their relative intensities. The light postures are done in the beginning to 

create the basic openings and the relative intensity is built up over time through doing poses which are 

more intense and demanding. Building postures according to their relative intensities combines the theme 

of a practice with the sequencing so that we can go progress consciously and safely and perform our more 

advanced postures with depth and presence. 

An Example 

  Take hip-opening as an example. One can see that the relative intensity of baddha konasana is fairly low. 

There is minimal demand on the opening of the hips, and most people can sit in this asana for a time 

comfortably, without too much stress on the hip joints. A complimentary pose to baddha konasana is 

ekapada sirsasana (foot behind the head). The theme of hip opening is there in both poses, but the comfort 

in the poses is vastly different. Most people (if they can do it at all) can only keep ekapada sirsasana for a 

short time, and there is often great struggle to maintain this difficult asana. It can be seen that inside of the 

complimentary poses of hip-opening, the relative intensities between the poses are vastly different. 

Baddha konasana has a low relative intensity and foot behind the head posture has a very high relative 

intensity, but the theme of hip opening is the same. 

  Themes in the physical practice combined with the poses relative intensities are used to help us go deeper. 

In general, it is good to create an even approach and work the body and prana in a balanced way. However, 

if we want to go beyond our current limitations, it is necessary to work more deeply into certain directions 

and themes. In order to go safely into new asanas and deeper expressions, the proper sequencing should be 

used. If we decide upon a theme for a specific practice to help us go deeper, we build complimentary poses 

upon each other as we go. The poses are ordered (artistically) according to their relative intensities and built 

up until the highest intensity is reached. This could take a larger portion of the practice, or involve only half 

the practice, or less. It depends. 

  When done in this way, we can progress in the asanas because we are committing our energy to working 

deeply in a certain direction. This commitment to a certain theme will aid in our progress in that theme. If 

we never commit to working on specific areas more deeply we will not progress in our yoga. Too often, we 

practice a little of this shape, and some of that shape, but never really dive into the depths of a specific area. 

This is best illustrated by the teaching story of The Well.  

The Well 

  Once there was a great drought. The people were thirsty and the animals did not have enough to 

drink, either. The crops were withering in the fields. Slowly, all the creatures were dying without the 

life-giving water. Two men decided that wells should be dug in order to save all the creatures from 

death. One man, who had worked many jobs and lived many lives, began to dig his well. He dug 

down for a short distance and then, not finding water, he began to dig somewhere else.  Not finding 



 

 

water there, he began yet a new well in another location. He continued on in this way, going home 

exhausted every night, but never tapping into the life-giving water. The other man was of a different 

character. He has spent his life as a wood carver, and by this time he was a master in his field. He 

carefully chose his spot and began to dig his well. He dug for a short distance and did not find water. 

Instead of choosing another spot (for he had chosen wisely from the beginning), he continued to dig. 

Still, he did not hit upon the desired fount, but he carried on. After days of committed and difficult 

labor (for it gets more difficult as one goes deeper) his pick finally revealed the source of water and 

the village was saved. The other man’s crops withered and died while he was going from hole to 

hole, without intention or direction.  The wood carver happily shared his water with this unfortunate 

man. 

  This simple story illustrates the power of theme in the yoga. If we do not have direction, we will be like the 

man who digs many wells, exhausts himself and yet finds nothing. If we are able to direct our yoga through 

theme and the intention of iccha, we too can discover the hidden springs. Life is short and we only have 

limited energy; we must use what we have to maximum advantage. Do not waste time on empty practices; 

concentrate! 

Transformation  

 Generally, in an asana practice, we try to go beyond what we were capable of before, be that physical, 

energetic or mental progress. What we do easily can be called our ‘comfort zone’. Inside of the comfort zone 

we can be easy, breathe well and stay there for some time.  As we reach the outer edges of this zone, the 

intensity is greater and it is more difficult to stay longer with ease. When we reach the limits of our current 

abilities it is called The Peak. The Peak is our zone of growth and expansion, where we are faced with our 

limitations and presented with the opportunity to go beyond ourselves. This zone is a realm of power and 

possibility, but also of danger and risk. It is similar to the edge of a cliff. At a distance from the cliff’s edge, 

we are in little danger, but we cannot see out into the great beyond. As we approach the edge, our view of 

the horizon widens and broadens, but we are also in danger of falling down into the abyss. 

  The practice of yoga encourages us to approach this edge and perhaps allows us to see towards the great 

horizon, beyond our narrow limitations. The Peak can be a place of transcendence; we must spend some 

time dwelling in this place if we are really to make any progress on our spiritual paths. The yogi voluntarily 

puts themselves into this place, for if we spend too much time in our comfort zone, we do not grow. 

Through good practice (tapasya) we approach The Peak, stay there for some time and retreat again to the 

place of safety. Every time we do go to The Peak, we become more comfortable there; to stay longer there 

is to be transformed. This is where we change and grow, discarding our old habits and replacing them with 

better ones. Yogis are risk-takers; they voluntarily bring themselves to the edges of comfort, time after time, 

for the sake of transformation. 

 It is a spiritual law that we are going to have to approach The Peak (and transform) at some time in life. 

Growth and expansion of consciousness is an essential part of living and a necessity of spiritual life. If we do 

not go towards growth voluntarily, we will eventually be forced to go anyway, whether we like it or not. 

Nature has its way of pushing us to grow; for spiritual growth is our natural path in this life and the essence 

of the heart’s desire. Instead of waiting for nature to force change upon us, the yogini takes matters into her 

own hands and goes willingly towards transformation. The beauty and joy of life is in going beyond our 

narrow, limited selves and coming into harmony with the things around us.  A harmonious relationship with 

The Peak is the yogini’s tool to aid in her conscious transformation. 



 

 

  The Peak can be approached through the intelligent use of sequencing and theme. By choosing a theme, 

we create a sequence using the relative intensities of the poses to bring us to The Peak. This method is a 

powerful and proven way to create internal growth and cultivate your relationship with transformation. In 

this way, you can direct your own spiritual development and continue to grow every day of your life. 

 Many of us are confused as to our life’s direction. There are many choices in life and it can be hard to know 

which path to choose at the crossroads. Clarity about our direction can come in time, especially if we 

develop a spiritual practice. Through the time spent cultivating our own inner growth, we can learn many 

lessons about who we are and what we want from life. Many of these lessons come through the asanas and 

yoga practice, but we must gradually apply those lessons to the larger arena of life off the mat. At first our 

yoga adopts a theme and a sequence which is our attempt to consciously guide the evolution of our yoga 

practice; eventually this conscious growth in the yoga practice will help us to create themes and sequences 

in the rest of our lives. Our life as a whole will gradually gain direction and a purpose; for, by knowing our 

iccha and purpose in life, we can live lives of contentment, fulfillment and happiness. Ultimately the purpose 

of life is the uncovering of our very soul to the light of consciousness. Growth in the yoga is only a way for us 

to grow into being fully aware, clear and conscious in all of life. The practices of Hatha yoga and tantra can 

help us to get there. 

 

Completing the Circle: The Return to the Center 
  Even though Hatha yoga and Tantra have many methods to take the sadhaka (seeker) to the limits of ability 

and endurance, it does not end there. Reaching the extremes is only a means to an end, not the raison d’être 

of the practice. The Peak of our practice teaches us many things about ourselves and who we are, and trains 

us to exist more comfortably in difficult places (both within and outside of our selves). Visiting the edges of 

our comfort is very useful for breaking our habitual patterns and deepening the intensity of our prana; 

however, we cannot maintain a healthy life if we are continually in these uncomfortable zones. We must 

eventually come back towards the center and to more ‘normal’ life, for the center is where we can truly live 

and thrive. 

 Examine the metaphor of The Mountain again. Prana must be gathered and concentrated if one is to climb 

to the top of the mountain, just as we must gather prana to visit the heights of our practice. Towards the top 

of the mountain (or the edges of our practice), the greatest amount of prana and attention is required if we 

are to reach the top and survive. The top of the mountain is a very powerful place but also very dangerous, 

and we cannot stay long. Certain experiences can only be gained at a place such as this, but only for a time. 

Eventually, we must descend the mountain again and gather our experiences. No one can remain at the top; 

it is not a place for humans to linger. It is a place of pilgrimage, to be visited and then to return to our normal 

lives at the base of the mountain, having been bettered for making the effort to visit the top. It is the same 

with the practice of yoga; after our visit to the extremes, we return to the more gentle practices to gather 



 

 

together what we have learned and allow the visit to transform us.  We only go to extremes so that we can 

return as greater and wider beings, with a more complete experience of the highs and lows of human life. 

   Living beings have deep, natural instincts that lead towards health and happiness, but these are not the 

same forces that take us to The Peak. In fact, these natural instincts are designed to bring us closer to the 

center, for the center is where there is the greatest harmony and balance. There is a constant play of forces 

within us, all of them striving to keep us not only alive, but thriving. The many physical and subtle operations 

within us are in constant interplay, each one trying to do its job so that the whole can be in harmony and 

balance. 

  The body takes in and digests food, the lungs breathe in and out, the heart beats and rests, we sleep and 

wake. There are also subtle movements of air, fire and water within us (in the forms of prana, tejas and 

ojas), the flowing of prana and the actions of consciousness among many others. All of the moving forces of 

the being are in a constant effort to maintain internal balance. They too are made up of extremes, in a way, 

but all in the interests of harmony. The heart beats and rests, which are the two extremes that make up its 

action, for it must have both beating and resting to do its job properly. The two actions together make up a 

perfect balance for the proper pumping of the blood. The heart cannot concentrate on one action and 

neglect the other; both are necessary for the healthy functioning of the body. If there is overwork in one 

area and too little work in the other, imbalance occurs which can eventually result in pain and suffering. 

Tantra and the Balance of Opposites 

  Remember that Tantra is a method of practicing which is aimed at balancing two extremes, whatever they 

may be. We have already explored this concept in The Balance of Opposites. These extremes, or opposites, 

exist all around us on every level from the subtle to the gross. One must simply view the world through the 

lenses of tantra to recognize this truth. The tantric, after acknowledging this dynamic of opposites, uses the 

practices to these forces into harmony as best they can. For example, a person needs a certain amount of 

material possessions to survive in this life; but the amount depends on the individual. Tantrics, accepting the 

fact that material items must play some role in life, attempt to maintain balance so that the role of material 

things does not become a dominant force. This can manifest as greed or obsessive need for material items. 

To keep these forces in balance, a tantric may introduce a certain amount of vairagya (renunciation) into 

their life, voluntarily living with less or giving up things which are not truly needed. In this way, the balance 

between having and not-having is consciously crafted; when our actions are conscious, they become 

powerful, spiritual forces that aid in our growth and expansion.  

Whether we know it or not, we are constantly creating a balance of forces in our lives. What we need to do 

is become increasingly aware of the choices we are making and the balance we are creating. Often our 

choices are not in the interest of balance at all, but lead us away from harmony. One of these balances that 

yoga addresses is the harmony between the outer and inner aspects of our lives. On a very simple and basic 

level, our yoga is an attempt to harmonize our outer physical movements with the internal movements and 

processes. This is yet another balance between two forces which are opposite but in essence a single force; 

our outer physical actions cannot be separated from the internal processes which are keeping us alive. 

If we are going to practice tantra, our outer actions must, in some way, be in a harmonious relationship with 

the inner. Ultimately, our outer actions should work in perfect harmony with such inner processes as the 

breath, the heartbeat, the movements of prana, the secretion of the glands, etc. This is quite simple in a 

way; if we are aware, we can use the wisdom of the natural inner processes to guide us in the development 



 

 

of our practice.  This tantric approach reflects the essential meaning of the word yoga, for it is a conscious 

attempt to integrate every individual facet of our beings into a single unified whole.  

  It is critical to keep in mind that balance and unity are the ultimate goals of yoga practice. We must keep a 

constant watch upon ourselves as we develop our yoga and continually strive to forge a more perfect 

balance. What is balance, after all? It is the center point between two extremes. If the balance is not 

maintained, we begin to slide towards one direction or the other; if we are between two powerful forces, 

this slide may take us down towards extremes which are very difficult to recover from. This is why Hatha 

yoga has great power for both creation and destruction. Yoga loads the scales with great weight, for the 

practices add prana to the scales of balance in our life. There is little danger when the scales are lightly 

loaded; with little weight the scales are relatively easy to re-balance and put to right. When we begin to add 

a larger weight of prana to the scales of internal balance through yoga practice, the potential for imbalance 

becomes greater and the maintenance of balance becomes a more critical issue. Once the forces become 

imbalanced, it can tip the scales and make it extremely difficult to return to the center point again. Thus, if 

your practice is gentle and less intense, you are less likely to become imbalanced; the more intensity you add 

to the prana of your practice, the more careful you must be to maintain harmony between the extremes. 

The slightest tip of the scales in one direction can force you to spend a lot of your energy on trying to move 

back to a place of balance. 

Yama and Niyama 

  It is impossible to give a set formula for the creation and maintenance of this balance; we have to rely on 

our own jnana and viveka (knowledge and discrimination) to guide us. Of course, the best way to create a 

more profound Balance of Opposites is to start with the simplest and most accessible elements of our lives. 

Throughout our existence we are choosing what do to, how to be, what to say and how to act. At other 

times we are carried forward by the momentum we have created by these choices. It follows that every 

moment of our lives is, in a way, critical to our development; yoga practice helps us to be conscious about 

these choices and our direction. Regardless of whether we have time or patience to create balance through 

a yoga practice, we can certainly attempt to create balance directly, through being conscious in our day-to-

day choices and actions. 

The ancient guide to yoga, the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali, outlines the eight limbed yoga marg, starting from 

the simple and ending with the profound. Yama and niyama are the first two limbs of yoga as outlined by 

Patanjali. All yoga begins with yama and niyama, which set the foundations for the rest of the yoga to grow 

upon. These foundations are built upon the decisions and actions which we make every day in life. Asana 

practice, pranayama and all of the other limbs of yoga are practiced in isolation, separate from day-to-day 

life. The yamas and niyamas, however, are constantly engaged whether we are directly ‘doing’ yoga or not. 

This is why the first two limbs are so essential, for they are a yoga which never starts or stops, like asana 

does. The guidance of the yamas and niyamas operate both in yoga practice and outside of it. This is the 

yoga which we can and must engage in constantly, for it has a broader influence upon us than the other 

practices. 

Yama and Niyama are basically a guide and code for our conduct in life. The yamas are guidelines to our 

conduct in relation to the outside world and include: ahimsa (non-violence), asteya (non-stealing), 

aparigraha (non-hoarding), satya (truth-telling) and brahmacharya (self-control). The niyamas are what we 

do for ourselves, such as: soucha (cleanliness), santosha (contentment), tapas (practice of yoga), svadhyaya 

(the investigation of the ‘self’) and ishvara pranidhana (the sacrifice of the fruits of our labors). As you can 



 

 

see, each yama and niyama guides us through our choices in life. If the higher mind is engaged (and clarity is 

created through practice and the effort to keep the yamas and niyamas), then we can choose wisely when 

we face choices in life. A wise choice would, of course, be one which moves us towards, or keeps us in a 

state of balance and connection to the center.  

The yamas and niyamas are certainly worthy of a thorough investigation by us, for many of them are not 

obvious in their guidance. Many can raise sticky moral issues which are not easily solved unless we have 

clarity within ourselves. This clarity is gained both through study of the yamas and niyamas themselves and 

through the purifying practice of yoga (which is the niyama of tapas). Clarity and good choices lead to more 

clarity and good choices; it is a positive feedback loop which is engaged when we become more conscious 

about our life and the world around us.  

Let’s look at an example for clarity, one which is an important factor in the modern world: that of material 

goods. We all need a certain amount of things around us to help us live; some sadhus (monks) in India live 

with only the simplest items while other people seem to ‘need’ many, many things around them to survive. 

The relevant yama is aparigraha, which means ‘non-hoarding’ of material goods. To the renunciate this 

means something far different than to a person who lives in the west. A person can learn to get by on very 

little, which in the case of the sadhu, can benefit their lives and practice; few material possessions keeps life 

simple and allows the prana to stay focused on tapas (practice). Of course, where there is not enough 

material to survive, the focus must shift and the balance of life shifts to a state of imbalance. The sadhu has 

a certain relationship with aparigraha which benefits his lifestyle and his yoga, where having few 

possessions is an asset.  

The person living in the west has a very different relationship with the concept of non-hoarding. Western 

society, for many reasons, is more materially-oriented and having a greater abundance is not only a norm, it 

is a sign of general success in life. This can, of course, be taken too far if our desire out-strips our needs and 

we become ‘hoarders’, who cannot get enough things even when we have more than enough; this approach 

can take us away from balance and inner connection.  However, to live in the west with the same 

relationship to material as the sadhu does would also be imbalanced. Aparigraha basically asserts that, for 

our own individual situation, we should have not too much, nor too little, but just enough: a balance! 

 We must find what is right for our own lives when it comes to the yamas and niyamas; there are no fixed 

rules, only ideas guided by wisdom. This applies to all of them: to the concepts of non-violence, the telling of 

truth, the maintenance of cleanliness or the investigation of the self, among others. We must discover our 

relationship with every one of the concepts outlined in the yamas and niyamas and try to conduct ourselves 

in such a way that we continue to move into balance and harmony in our own lives. This is the yoga of our 

everyday lives, and we must do our best to engage it constantly, with clarity and connection. 

Guru: Our Guide 

  The most important guide for your inner balance is the guru, your teacher. Having had experience in the 

deeper levels of yoga, a true guru will see and understand your experiences and guide you safely from the 

dark to the light. To work on your own in these practices is to be at risk of making large mistakes and having 

to spend lots of energy in fixing them. The guru can save you this trouble by guiding you properly from the 

beginning. Your teacher should have long experience in yoga practice and maintain (as best they humanly 

can) the yamas and niyamas. The guru should set an example of the traits which you yourself want to 

embody, and of course be in a state of balance themselves. 



 

 

 Guru can simply mean ‘teacher’ on whatever level you are comfortable with. You do not have to surrender 

yourself (or your wallet) completely to them, but try to remain on a level which you both are at ease and can 

benefit from your association with each other.  Remember to have faith in your teacher(s) but also look with 

a critical eye. Does the teacher actually practice what they preach or are they simply teaching without 

applying the lessons to themselves? Do not follow a teacher blindly, nor should you be overly critical of 

them. The relationship between student and guru is like that of parent and child; it is complex but ultimately 

should be nurturing for both. 

Your True Guru: Intuition  

  If you have no teacher at the present moment, one must use all the wisdom and intelligence one has to 

move safely through the maze of yoga.  One must be constantly on the alert to the effects and feelings 

created by the practices, so that they can be adjusted to maintain balance. The most important method is to 

watch and feel how the yoga is affecting you on a day-to-day and moment-to-moment level. The feelings 

and effects in body, mind and heart are your best guides to refining the practice. Look at yourself after the 

practice is completed. Feel yourself. Inspect the feelings in the body and discover if anywhere feels stressed 

or injured or agitated. If you have any discomfort (beyond the ordinary ‘good pain’ feelings), then go back 

through the practices until you discover the source of the imbalance. Perhaps it is only a temporary pain 

with one is moving through, but it could also be an indicator of a greater injury or problem that you are 

creating.  

One can also experience a wide variety of intellectual or emotional discomfort due to the yoga. Often times 

this pain is only revealed and not created; the yoga tends to bring up our weaknesses and show them to us.  

Pranayama and meditation tend to dig into the deeper koshas and give us a more immediate experience of 

imbalances that we have inside. Generally, these experiences are not harmful, just difficult. They tend to 

reveal the deeper truth of what is going on inside of us; as we know these truths better we can find ways to 

relieve our discomforts.  

What we are eventually trying to uncover is the operation of our vijnanamaya kosha, or layer of intuition. It 

is our intuition (vijnana), aided by our mind and reason but beyond them, which will be our most 

dependable guide on our path of yoga. The continual effort to create internal balance in yoga and in life will 

eventually uncover the power of our deeper mind, the intuition. The vijnanamaya kosha is the part of us 

that knows without knowing why we know. We just know. This is intuition, and is certainly one of the most 

powerful levels of consciousness available to us. To work with it is to listen so very carefully to our inner 

state of being, to our inner guide and our inner teacher.  

  All too often, however, we do not listen to this higher voice but follow other lines of reason which do not 

aid in our health and balance. Certain people I have met have given themselves chronic injuries and 

imbalances by being hard-minded about their practices and not listening to their bodies or their intuition. 

They refuse to give up or change certain practices which are causing problems because they were told to do 

them without question. Blindly following instructions and ignoring the signs and feelings of the body, they 

created deep and lasting imbalances in their physical and pranic structure. After continuing in this manner 

for some time, they were eventually unable to do certain poses at all; in some cases, they had to discontinue 

yoga entirely. 

  One man I met told me that he was getting a hernia and it was causing him some discomfort, and that he 

may have to resort to surgery. I suspected that the type of practice he was doing was the cause of the hernia 

so I told him to discontinue back bending and concentrate on core-strengthening until the problem was 



 

 

resolved. He said that this was impossible, for he was just starting to make progress in the back bending 

poses. Pride and hard-mindedness were corrupting the natural forces of intelligence in his body and he was 

ignoring the signs that were telling him that he should stop. Rejecting my advice, he continued on with his 

practice and eventually was forced to get the surgery to correct the problem which he caused himself. He 

was tipping the scales too far in one direction through intense back bending and had to then spend lots of 

time and money in an attempt to recover balance. 

  The best way to guide yourself (and access you own inner guru) is to watch carefully as your practice 

develops. Over time, the positive effects of good yoga practice should show themselves. The body should 

start to feel light, and to function well. Appetite and elimination should be regular and without extremes; 

there will be a desire for clean food in the right amounts. The mind should be balanced and clear and 

increasingly free of judgments and base thoughts. The emotions will be light and full of compassion, love and 

caring for all creatures. There will be an awakened desire to live life more in the spirit of yoga and a 

decreased movement towards the aspects of destructive living which takes us away from yogic life. When 

these properties begin to manifest, one can be sure that the practice is balanced and in harmony. 

  Remember that the transformation of yoga takes time and great patience. Some days may be full of the 

higher feelings that yoga gives, and other days may be difficult and painful. This is a natural movement that 

we all must go through before the higher self can be permanently manifested. Yoga is a process and a 

constant refinement; life and feelings may fluctuate until the balance is achieved.  When the greater balance 

becomes more permanent, one’s life starts to change for the better and one truly becomes a yogi. 

  Ultimately, our smaller search for the center develops into a larger search. The highest goal of yoga is to 

come into communion with the source, the center, the soul, the atman. In Tantra, the smaller and the larger 

forces are simply reflections of each other, only on a different scale. Thus, as we work towards a balance of 

physical, energetic and mental in an effort to realize the center, we are also working on a larger balance. 

Smaller imbalances are treated first and harmonized, and then larger ones. As the practice of yoga 

progresses, the work becomes more vast and universal. Eventually, the search for the center leads us to 

search for the source of our very being, which is also the source of all other beings. We will move from the 

individual to the universal through the quest for a deeper balance. Only when we have this balance on all 

levels will the source of the universe reveal itself to us; only when we have searched for the center in every 

part of our beings will we realize it in every being.  

Dwelling in the Center: Savasana and Meditation 

  If we look at the classical approaches to yoga, (particularly that of Patanjali), we find that yoga is a 

progression of steps from the external to the internal. Western approaches to knowledge often focus on 

knowledge outside the self, from a non-personal viewpoint; yogic knowledge is based on learning what goes 

on inside, personally, and expanding from that starting point.  Knowing the self is both the starting point and 

the end goal of yogic jnana (knowledge). The definition of ‘self’ changes as knowledge deepens. At first, ‘self’ 

is our particular, personal, individual experience of life. Later, when deeper knowledge dawns, ‘self’ becomes 

that essence of being which we share with all other beings. We all share a common center and source but to 

dwell within that source can be an elusive quest. 

  In the early stages of yogic knowledge, the many things that we gain knowledge about are very personal, 

for they are based on our individual lives, minds, feelings and thoughts. Knowing this part of ourselves is an 

essential place to start the yogic journey, because self-knowledge, even of the lower self, is the beginning of 

all knowledge according to yoga. The path to understanding all things in the universe is to know ourselves, 



 

 

because, according to the Tantric philosophy, the entire universe is also within us. It is not within us in the 

same forms as we find outside, but the essence of all forms and energies each has a place within our own 

energy and form. This can be hard to grasp, but it is the foundation of Tantric knowledge.  

  Thus, one never has to go looking to outward forms for knowledge. Yoga is the method that will open our 

eyes to our inner worlds; through jnana of this inner world we can know everything that there is to be 

known. This is called svavidya, or self-knowledge. In Hatha yoga, the first stages of this svavidya is the 

knowledge of the body, how it feels and how it works. The road of self-knowledge begins at the beginning, 

as does all of yoga. It begins with the first layer of the being, the annamaya kosha. Ask any Hatha yogi and 

they will tell you that the lessons one can learn from the physical body are profound. These physical lessons 

are just the beginning of the journey, and the work must eventually turn even more profoundly inwards. 

  Yogis certainly do not want to spend all of their energy learning the lessons of the physical body, for there is 

so much more to do!  As we learn more about ourselves, the more subtle parts of our being will reveal 

themselves. We do not want to spend all of our time learning and re-learning the alphabet; we want to read 

as well. Once we have a basic knowledge of the first layer, we begin to learn about the second layer, then 

the third, and so on. The development goes step-by-step, progressing only when the earlier stages have 

been mastered. Eventually, they yogic journey towards the self concludes with the true experience of the 

body of bliss, anandamaya kosha.  

Dukha and Ananda 

  This ultimate goal of experiencing the individual self as pure bliss may seem like a far-off goal, and perhaps 

it is, but the effort to move in that direction is spiritual life and sadhana; it is the essence of yoga.  We must 

begin where we are and move from there into deeper spaces and clearer understandings. To know ourselves 

is to know the universe and to know the universe is to know ourselves. This is very difficult to realize when 

our minds are trapped in outer forms and activities. Obsession with the events and forms of life can capture 

all of our attention, causing us to forget the development of the inner self. When the inner connection is not 

cultivated or refined in life, we live in suffering, or dukha. The outside world, according to all spiritual 

systems, can never be the source of true happiness. Even if this world seems perfect and full of riches and all 

manner of nice things, it is ultimately only dukha if one does not do spiritual work. 

  The world is full of myths and stories about kings and rich men who had everything they could ever want in 

this world, except happiness. This is not to say that wealth inherently brings suffering, it is up to the 

individual’s perspective. Many of these kings in classical mythology eventually realize that wealth and power 

cannot bring fulfillment, that the spirit must be developed with or without the riches. Some of the kings gave 

up their power to seek internal wealth, and others realized their errors and developed themselves as true 

kings with svavidya (self knowledge) to guide them in their duties to the kingdom. In these spiritual teaching 

stories, rich people are often used as examples of the suffering which is inherent in life when one has no 

self-knowledge and depends only on outward forms. 

  To wealthy people, everything is available. Every worldly desire can be realized and satisfied; the mind is 

captivated by all the possibilities which great wealth makes available. For these people, the balance of life 

has been tipped by the immense weight of riches present on the scale. The inner development can easily be 

neglected when there are so many forms to be ‘played with’ in the world. These forms are neither good nor 

bad; everything depends upon how they are used. The only real sin is when the cultivation of svavidya is 

forgotten and one is lost in the external forms of the world. Regardless of whether we are rich or poor, true 

happiness lies within; we can only find deeper satisfaction in life if we have balance between the outer life 



 

 

and the inner development. When we have this balance, we will no longer be living a suffering life of dukha 

but one of ananda, bliss. 

  I think that the western world has taken so strongly to yoga in recent years because of the unhealthy 

obsession with appearance and material things which is so strongly promoted by the western lifestyle. Much 

of the spiritual tradition in the western societies has been destroyed and replaced by life goals which lead 

only to dukha. One can never be rich enough or pretty enough; there is always someone above you, better 

than you. Outside comparisons will always lead to suffering, and this mentality has caused all sorts of new 

psychological and physiological diseases in society. Certain segments of the population have gradually 

realized that this material life is not ultimately satisfying. This has led people seek out a lifestyle which will 

bring them into greater communion with a life which is satisfying and fulfilling. Often this new life is 

encouraged by the practice of yoga. 

 Humans naturally seek out spirituality when things become difficult or painful; they turn inwards when they 

realize that the outer forms can never bring true happiness. It is said ‘The first jnana is dukha.’, or the 

beginning of knowledge (jnana) is the knowledge of suffering (dukha). We suffer when we neglect the spirit 

and the true self. This knowledge is what will lead us to seek the inner self and cast off our desire to only 

enrich ourselves on the outside.  

  Yoga is one of many paths to the inner self. The natural movements of yoga take us from the outer forms to 

the inner, from the body to the spirit. There are literally thousands of techniques and methods to create a 

more complete connection with our inner self, and it can be difficult to understand which ones to use and 

which ones to throw away. Once again, the teacher is indispensible for this quest. Whichever forms we use, 

we must remember that the movement of the yoga is inward and that we must continually seek this goal. 

We must avoid getting stuck in obsession with the outer forms of yoga (such as asana) which causes us to 

neglect the more important practices. This is not to say that asana is not important, but it is not the end-goal 

of the yoga. There are many more things to work on once the physical body is in a general state of balance 

and health. 

Savasana and the Inner Quest 

  Fortunately, some of the traditions of the inner journey have survived even into the modern, western forms 

of yoga. You will find that all but the worst forms of yoga practice will complete the asana practice with 

savasana, the corpse pose. Commonly, people think that savasana is practiced so that we can rest after our 

hard labors on the mat. This is partially true, but it is not the whole of the story. Savasana is actually the first 

step in the next levels of the practice, as well as being the last step in the first levels of practice, for it is the 

practice of looking more directly inwards. For this reason, savasana is one of the most important poses, and 

one of the most difficult to do well. It is also one of the least understood of all the asanas. It is, in fact, one of 

the transitional poses that lead to the deeper sections of yoga. 

  Consider the name savasana, which means ‘corpse pose’. Why would one imitate a corpse? Isn’t the idea to 

live vibrantly, with health and energy? Who wants to be dead? After practicing poses named for great sages, 

animals, gods and warriors, it seems absurd to imitate something which has no life at all. The ideas behind 

the practice of the corpse pose have its roots in Tantric philosophy, where we must ‘die’ to the outer world if 

we are to discover the inner. The seeker has to change their relationship with both the outer and inner 

forms of life. Some of the conscious energy which was formerly spent on outer forms must be turned 

towards the inner self if there is to be yogic jnana. 



 

 

  Think of how difficult it must be to meditate on a busy street corner in Tokyo or Paris. The outer forms of 

the world demand our attention if we are to live in and amongst them. Obviously, it can be life-threatening 

to ignore certain manifestations, such as a bus speeding towards you on a major road. This does not mean 

that all of our life-energy must be spent on the things directly in front of us, for the number of distractions in 

the world is endless. It is not difficult to get so wrapped up in the world of forms that we forget the center. 

Bills and babies, cars and cares, jobs and relationships all can swallow the energy that we would have spent 

on yoga. Nothing is good or bad, it is only the decisions that you make in life that my must live with. For the 

yogi, who knows that exclusive attention to the outer world will bring suffering ultimately, the decisions of 

how to live life involve the cultivation of the inner being as well. 

  How can we ever get a break from the demands of the world? The answer is simple according to Tantric 

yoga: die to it. The corpse is a very powerful symbol in Tantra and is widely used to express certain spiritual 

truths. A corpse has no reactions to the world around it; the consciousness has moved away from its 

association with the material life and entered the life of the spirit.  Obviously, we don’t have to literally die 

after the yoga practice (there is time for that later). We can, however, take advantage of the opportunities 

which imitating a corpse can offer. As with any symbol, if we can embody its essence, we can learn great 

truths from it. 

  When we do savasana, we lie on our backs and become completely still, as if we were dead. The body 

suspends all but the most necessary movements, the breath naturally deepens and the actions of the 

thoughts slow down. Simply remaining in this state of physical and mental calm is wonderfully refreshing. It 

is a gentle rest from the world of forms and distractions. Simply to shut out the world, and ‘die’ to it, is a 

highly therapeutic exercise.  The savasana pose is beneficial because we are in a state where we can more 

easily go inwards, happily letting go of the physical and outward consciousness for a time. The whole yoga 

practice should, in one sense, be preparing us for doing deep savasana. 

The performance of savasana can be a great challenge for some people. Simply remaining still for a short 

time can bring up many resistances in the body, mind or emotions. Parts of ourselves which have yet to be 

illuminated and purified by yoga can cause us to be agitated or even angry when we do savasana. If this is 

the case, then one knows that the body still needs further work in the asana practice and perhaps more 

investigation into the yamas and niyamas. Eventually, when the asana practice has taken its deeper effects, 

the savasana pose will be wonderful and welcome break from movement and outer attention. 

 

Connection and Distraction: Meditation and Vrittis  

   The ability to rest and be physically still is not where this pose ends, however. There is much more work to 

be done once the body becomes quiet. The savasana pose is the gateway to the states of inner absorption 

and meditation. These next three steps are part of Patanjali’s eight-limbed system which follow the first 



 

 

four: yama, niyama, asana and pranayama. The fifth limb is known as pratyahara, the withdrawal of the 

senses from their connection to the world. The sixth limb is known as meditation, or dharana and the 

seventh limb is known as concentration, or dhyana. These limbs are what will lead the yogi to more 

profound states of self-knowledge, for they are designed to eliminate the distractions of the outer world of 

forms and give the yogi a more direct experience of the inner being.  

  Once the physical body can become still in savasana the work becomes more difficult, for then the restless 

movements of the mind (vrittis) become more obvious. Restlessness and movement in the mind are what 

keep us from states of inner connection and absorption. The mind is far harder to still than the body. The 

movements of mental and emotional currents keep us involved in the outer world, even when the eyes are 

closed. I am sure you have experienced this: you are practicing yoga and the body is in an asana or in 

savasana, but the mind is elsewhere, involved in the mental forms of your experiences, hopes, desires, 

memories, etc. These are the inner, mental forms of your outer life and they are very hard to still, for we 

spend so much of our time and energy involved in the world and its dramas. Naturally the mind will be 

involved with these forms if this is how we focus our attention in life. 

 Our whole savasana or meditation practice can often be like a waking dream of internal forms and images; 

most of the time we are not even aware that we are ‘thinking’ because we cannot easily separate ourselves 

from the connection to the dramas of our lives. To create stillness of this part of the mind is much more 

difficult, for who are we if we are not ‘thinking’? This effort to create stillness of the vrittis is the next natural 

step on the yogic path. 

  Similar to the asana practice, meditation and savasana can teach us many things about ourselves. Usually 

the lessons we learn at first are about our shortcomings and challenges. In asana we may learn that we have 

tight hamstrings, no root, overly loose knees or any number of other physical imbalances. We must know 

about these imbalanced elements of ourselves before we can figure out how to fix them. The first jnana is 

dukha! The work of balancing the mind follows the same methods as the asanas. At first, we are faced with 

our many mental fluctuations (vrittis) of past memories and future projections. Many of us do not know our 

minds when we are not thinking of something; our normal patterns are ones of constant thought and mental 

movement. Very rarely do we spend any length of time in states where this chronic mental fluctuation does 

not exist.  Verily, for those who have not felt the silence of the mind, the vrittis seem to be our real selves. 

  Experiencing these silent states are the more profound goals of savasana and meditation. In order to truly 

know our inner selves (atman), we must be able to drop these parts of our minds which keep us involved 

with constant reflection of what may happen or what has happened. Past and future are really only 

projections of our thinking minds. The only thing which truly exists is the present moment. It can be a 

frightening experience for some people if they try to move beyond the vrittis and the limited ego-self, for 

they hold so strongly onto this outer personality. The spaces created in the absence of thought can be 

terrifying to such people, and generally the mind or body will refuse to go there. For those of us who have 

invested time and energy into good and balanced yoga practice, these spaces will be restful, illuminating and 

pleasant. The silence of the mind will yield great rewards when one can remain there comfortably.  

  Eventually, the yogi tires of the constant engagement of the mind and body with the outside world. This 

tiredness can be what leads a person to yoga in the first place. The yogi craves some quiet time, where they 

can rest in stillness and the consciousness can commune with a world more vast and at the same time more 

silent. One of the tantric techniques to attain this state is to practice dying to the outside world, at least for a 

time. Strangely, if we die to the outer world, we gain life in the inner world; it is not a complete death, for it 



 

 

is also a birth of our new, spiritual selves. It is only by surrendering, or even renouncing, parts of our outer 

lives that we can be granted the gift of inner knowledge. Many of the profound insights of yoga are to be 

learned in the silent spaces of savasana and meditation. These are lessons which cannot be learned in any 

other way except by dwelling in the vast limitless silence. 

Stillness and Yoga Practice 

  The movements towards the depths of yoga can be very difficult to practice, but practice we must. Even if 

we rarely have any deep quiet in savasana, we must keep trying and continue training ourselves to move 

into these states. Do not skip savasana! Even if you are limited in time during your practice, save some for 

savasana, even if you have to skip a few sun salutes or other optional poses. Savasana is not optional, it is 

essential. Fortunately, the tradition of moving into a deeper state at the end of yoga has remained alive, 

even if it is often only a symbolic gesture. If you cultivate savasana, eventually the effort will pay off in ways 

that you cannot imagine. The sweetness of mental stillness can only be experienced, it can never be 

described. 

  There are a number of ways to work towards the absorbed state of mind in yoga. The first and most basic is 

the performance of savasana after the general asana practice. The savasana then prepares us for other 

types of more advanced, inner practice. Savasana can gradually be extended in time until states of 

meditation are reached. When we stay for longer periods of time in supine (lying) meditation it is called yoga 

nidra, the yogic sleep. The practice of yoga nidra is often guided by a teacher or recording, but does not have 

to be. Gradually, the mind becomes more accustomed to these deeper states and then one can practice 

seated meditation, called dharana. Seated meditation is much more difficult in general than yoga nidra, due 

to the demands on the spine, the prana, on the body in general and most particularly on the mind. 

 All of these parts of our being have fluctuations (vrittis) which cause us to be restless and uncomfortable. 

The early stages of yoga are done to steady the vrittis caused by an imbalanced relationship with the world; 

this is the role of the yamas. We become more steady and pure in our general habits when we cultivate the 

cleanliness, contentment, practice, etc or the niyamas. From this base, we steady the vrittis of the body 

through the third stage: asana. The energetic body (pranamaya kosha) is steadied next through the fourth 

stage, pranayama. The fifth or pratyahara stage calms everything down and turns us inwards through 

savasana and yoga nidra. The sixth stage of dharana and seventh stage of dhyana are direct efforts to steady 

the wandering vrittis of the mind. These are the later stages because they are the most difficult of all. 

Often seated meditation is done with the help of techniques designed to keep the mind from wandering 

back into its distractions and vrittis. Often mantras are used, as are visualizations and other supports; there 

are countless techniques which can be used.   However, attaining depth in meditation may be difficult for 

many people. If this is the case, we must continue our work on the lower limbs of yoga until meditation 

comes naturally. Try, at least, to sit for a short time before or after the rest of your practice. In this way, 

through gentle and gradual cultivation, you will grow more comfortable with the meditation practice and it 

will start to bear its fruits in time. 



 

 

 

Chapter 3: Swara Cycles, Prana  and the Breath 
Prana is the animating force in all of life.  Prana is the foundation of existence; it is the root support of all our 

actions, thoughts and feelings. No being can live without prana, neither plant nor animal nor human. When 

prana leaves the body, death is the result. We have many ways of gathering prana, some subtle and some 

obvious. The three main sources are through eating, breathing and the sense organs, but also through 

balanced yoga practice. It is a major focus of the yoga to increase the prana within us and gently guide it into 

the right pathways (nadis). The increase of prana and the purification of it is Hatha yoga’s main focus, which 

will lead us into clarity and connection. Yoga has many techniques to develop this increased prana. Yama 

and niyama aid in the prevention of the loss of prana through the harmonization of our outer lives. Asana 

increases the prana generally and helps it to circulate. Pranayama, the yoga of the breath, is our main 

technique for increasing the prana within us. 

Prana is life and breath is life; our most direct link to prana is through the breath. Therefore, to work with 

breath is to create a link to the very source of our life, our animating force and vitality. Good breathing gives 

us power to do the things we need to do in life and increases our yogic consciousness. Bad breathing strips 

us of our life-force, causing darkness, lethargy and illness. Dr. Frawley writes: “Prana is not only the basic 

life-force, it is the master form of all energy working on the levels of mind, life and body. Indeed the entire 

universe is a manifestation of prana, which is the original creative power.” P.120 (Frawley, Yoga and 

Ayurveda, 1999) 

  If we develop the breath, we can have an impact on the force which most strongly influences our bodies 

and minds. There are many different ‘flavors’ which prana can have within us, and the nature of the prana 

determines what and how we feel, think and act. Likewise, all the things that we do influence the flavor of 

the prana and the flavor of the prana then influences what we do. The two are in a mutually inter-

dependent relationship. Thus, if we want to affect how the mind and body work (to avoid dukha), the most 

effective way is to carefully shape the prana within us. 

There is no more powerful and effective practice for influencing the prana than the work with the breath. 

Yoga has many techniques to access the pranic force whether it is through lifestyle choices, asanas, breaths, 

meditations or austerities. All of the yogic techniques are designed to influence our prana in one way or 

another, though some are more effective than others. Breathing is the most direct and effective way to 

transform our internal energies.  By breathing in the correct way we can shape our perceptions and the way 

we experience life. Greater amounts of pranic life force give us health, clarity and the power to fulfill our 

life’s mission (dharma). Thus it is an essential part of the yoga practice to create our own yoga of the breath.  



 

 

Swara 
  The pranic life-force within us is not a still or a static thing; it has a distinct rhythm and flow. Prana naturally 

flows in and out of the body as we breathe and live. It rises and falls, ascends and descends, ebbs and flows. 

Prana is very much like time, it is never still. The rhythm of the prana’s movement within us is called swara. 

If we are going to actually live yoga and be transformed by it, we must come into harmony and connection 

with this flowing swara. Good yoginis know that it is this movement of prana within us which influences all 

of our actions, moods, feelings, thoughts and perceptions. Ultimately, the swara of the prana should be the 

guiding force in the development of our yoga. “Many great yogis learned their asanas from their own 

awakened prana, not from physical practice. In fact, prana is the original teacher of yoga postures, not mere 

human instruction.” P.207 (Frawley, Yoga and Ayurveda, 1999) 

  When we are not united with the movements of swara, we tend to go against the natural course of our 

lives. Swara sets the rhythm for our actions, aiding us when we are in harmony with it and making things 

difficult when we are not. This is, again, an aspect of tantric yoga. To be a tantric yogi is to do everything in 

one’s power to live in perfect harmony with the energies and beings around us and within us, including our 

own personal swara. The simplest way to come into harmony with the life around us is to work directly with 

our own swara rhythms. When we are not in harmony with swara, things that we are trying to accomplish 

tend to go wrong. If we are working with the deep swara within ourselves, we do the right thing at the right 

time and our ends are accomplished. Our lives then reflect the natural flow of swara thus the natural flow of 

life itself. Swara is the inner guide for our lives; it is our inner guru. If we can connect with its rhythms and 

work in harmony with them, we will be guided safely along the path to bliss. 

 

The Swara Cycles 

“There can be no physical life without an order and rhythm. When this order is changed, it must be 

in obedience to an inner growth and not for the sake of external novelty. It is only a certain part of 

the surface lower vital nature which seeks always external change and novelty for its own sake.” -Sri 

Aurobindo  

  Creating a connection to the life-force is most easily done through a method called the swara cycles.  

Swara cycles are defined as the conscious harmonization of breath with asana. In swara cycles, the breath is 

the guiding force for the movements of the body. The swara cycles are a type of vinyasa (flowing) yoga with 

a distinct difference. In most vinyasa approaches, the postures are the main focus of the practice and the 

breath is secondary. In swara cycles, the reverse is true; the breath is of primary importance and the 

postures are there to support the breath. In this approach, the postures fit into the movements of the 

breath. The rhythmic flow of breath determines when and how the body moves in the asanas. One enters or 

releases an asana only at the proper time in the cycles of the breath. To do the postures guided by the body 

and not the breath breaks the yoga of the swara cycles and reduces the power of the practice. 



 

 

  The practice of swara cycles gives us a connection to the movement of our prana and helps to gently 

influence it. The work with breath and prana has two parts. One part is to become deeply aware of the 

nature of the prana, how it moves, when it moves and how it works within us. The second is to gradually 

refine the movement of prana through the practice of asanas and breath. One should try to be aware of the 

pranic life-force as often as possible, especially during the practice so that the knowledge (vidya) of the 

prana is developed. As the connection to the prana is developed, it is also manipulated in subtle ways 

through the asanas, pranayamas and meditations. In this way, the yogi can go deep into the roots of the 

self, to the very source of life. To work with ourselves at this level is to create transformation in the essential 

fabric of our being, for the prana is the ultimate transformational force. There is no more effective way to 

guide our development than to work with the breath and thus, the prana. “When prana is the focus of the 

asana practice and the movements (asanas) are placed on the flow of breath (prana) as pearls are placed on 

a string, then you have the practice of yoga as outlined by Patanjali in the Yoga Sutras.” P.207 (Frawley, Yoga 

and Ayurveda, 1999) 

 Swara cycles are an ideal way to develop harmony between the physical and energetic layers, because they 

are a practice which directly connects the asanas and pranayama. They do this extremely well because the 

breath and body are in a state of conscious harmony, not a state of disconnection as often happens when 

annamaya and pranamaya koshas don’t function together. Often the breath and body struggle against one 

another when the asanas are difficult; the breath (and thus the flow of swara) loses its integration into the 

physical layer when we can’t do an asana well. Swara cycles create a direct connection between the 

annamaya kosha and the pranamaya kosha which causes the work both in the breath and in the body to 

become deeper. These cycles are the conscious effort to unite the two lower koshas into a harmonic whole, 

thereby creating integration and the unity that is yoga.  

The Connection of Body and Prana 

   The essence of the swara cycles is the combination of asana with conscious breathing. In-breaths and out-

breaths are combined with movement to encourage pranic flow. The physical postures aid in the 

development of a smoother and more complete breath; specific types of energy are created depending on 

the posture and the type of breath used in the cycle. Fundamentally, the work is designed to give a more 

complete and deeper rhythm to the flow of the breath (and thus the swara of the prana). The breath and 

movement cycles are done repeatedly so that, over time, the movements of prana, body and mind can all 

come into yogic harmony. 

    The swara cycles differ in ways from either the pure performance of asana or the practice of pranayama. 

The two are combined in such a way that the strong points of both are utilized to create a practice that is 

distinctly powerful and effective. The physical body is moving in and out of postures in rhythmic harmony 

with the breath, and guided by the breath and awareness. The asanas are still providing their essential 

function of lengthening and strengthening the physical body but without sacrificing the support of the 

breath. The most crucial aspect of the physical body in swara cycles is that it is comfortable and can perform 

the asana repeatedly without losing its connection to the smooth breathing pattern. The general intensity of 

asanas is reduced (at least in the beginning) so that the yogi can integrate the physical and energetic layers 

carefully and consciously. Once this is done, more advanced practices both of body and breath become 

easier because there is a more fundamental integration within. 

  The most important part of the swara cycles is the flow of the breath, in and out, over and over. It is not 

enough to simply take a breath or two and move on. The nature of the swara practice is the gentle but 



 

 

constant cultivation of breath and body rhythms over time. The regular breath pattern, once established, 

must be repeated over and over in harmony with the movements of the body. If the pattern of the breath 

breaks down, then the cycle has come to its natural conclusion or must be restarted. The breath is the guide 

for the body and the movements; all the movements must fit inside of the breath and not the other way 

around. The regularity of the movement and breathing patterns establishes a stronger rhythmic flow of 

swara than would be created if a posture is only held for a short time. It is the creation of these more 

powerful rhythmic flows that we are seeking by doing the swara cycles. 

  Remember that the prana cannot be influenced in a deep way through distracted or shallow practice. The 

cultivation of prana takes time and attention, together with the correct mind-set.  Swara cycles go deeply 

into the energy body to establish harmony, but only if the cycles are maintained over time. The swara cycles 

are much like music: the beauty of the song is created as the rhythm and tone develop over time. If the 

rhythm of the song ebbs and flows, the harmony is broken and it becomes only so much noise. Our practice 

can be much the same way if we do not remain in a continual harmony with the breath and life-force. 

Therefore, the most important aspects of the swara cycles are the maintenance of evenness, balance, 

rhythm and attention over time. 

 

Basic Guidelines for Swara Cycles 
Swara cycles have a few basic guidelines which are important to remember as you work: 

¶ Maintain the Flow of Breath. The movement of the breath is the most important element of the 

cycles. Any physical movement is done inside of the guidance of the breath. One must make sure not 

to over extend the physical work and thus sacrifice the flow of breath. 

¶ Cultivate Rhythm. The flow of breath and movements of the body must have rhythm and evenness. 

The cycles are cultivated carefully over time; just a few repetitions are not enough to truly establish 

the swara cycle. The breath must stay smooth throughout the cycle, and conscious. 

¶ Calm and Concentrate the Mind. The mind and energy must stay calm (shanti), even when the work 

is difficult; this is essential to creating a meditative consciousness and keeping the energy body 

soothed. 

¶ Release when you Lose it. When the evenness of the breath deteriorates or the mind wanders, 

release the swara cycle and rest. After re-establishment of attention, one can begin another cycle. 

¶ Build up Gradually. Begin with the simpler cycles and work into more difficult ones as the breath 

gains momentum and the body heat builds up. 

  Once the basic swara rhythm is established, there can be any number of variations in both movement and 

breath patterns. Many different asanas can be incorporated into swara cycles, depending on the theme of 

the practice and the desired intensity. Similarly, there are a great variety of breath patterns one can use 

inside of the basic cycles, much like pranayama. Even though the beginning practice of swara cycles is 

simple and easy for nearly anyone to perform, the work can move to very intense levels which can challenge 

even experienced yogis and yoginis. 



 

 

Practicing the Fundamental Swara Cycles 
  All the swara cycles are built on a few simple sequences which nearly anyone can do. Beginners benefit 

greatly by prolonged practice of the fundamental cycles, due to the fact that the rhythm and depth of the 

breath are established easily. The deepening of the breath’s rhythm is one of the most difficult things for 

beginning students to do, for it is often a very alien thing to them. The fundamental swara cycles use simple 

movements of the body to aid in the establishment of the breath. When the basic cycles are done for long 

enough, every student begins to create integration between body and breath. 

   For beginners, swara cycles are more preferable for developing good breathing than pranayama. 

Pranayama is far more difficult to do well and for long enough to have an effect on the flow of energy. 

Swara cycles can be done by nearly anyone and the positive effects of pranayama can still be gained.  The 

fundamental cycles are not stressful to the body, for the cycles cultivate a balance between working and 

resting; the cycles should feels easy and soothing so that they can be maintained over time. They should 

promote the connection to the breath and not draw too much of the attention to the physical body. The 

physical movements must aid in the development of the breath and not take away from it. If the swara cycle 

is too difficult, the quality of the breath will deteriorate. Remember that the evenness of the breath is the 

first priority in this practice, stretching and strengthening of the body is secondary. If the evenness of the 

breath cannot be maintained for a number of repetitions, the cycle is too difficult and a simpler one should 

be used.  

Often, teachers observe students who go beyond their ability in an asana. These students mistakenly think 

that they should try to get into the physical shape at any cost. The cost of this approach is usually paid by the 

breath (and thus the development of the prana). When a person approaches the postures in this way their 

breath becomes harsh, abrasive and uneven. Even though the body is in the posture, the energy body is 

being disturbed; when the energy body is disturbed, the mental body becomes agitated and the harmony of 

the koshas is negatively affected. This is to be avoided in all of Hatha yoga, but particularly in the practice of 

the swara cycles. 

Guidelines 

  The basic swara cycles are done either from a hands and knees position or from supine (lying on the back). 

These positions are the most conducive to a stress-free body and open breath. Comfort is very important in 

the cycles due to the fact that the nervous system must be soft and relaxed (shanti) and the breathing easy if 

the basic swara cycles are going to be effective. There are a number of variations that can be done, but all 

should accomplish the same basic goal of steady, harmonic breathing. 

There are some fundamental ideas behind the swara cycles which will become clearer as they are practiced. 

We need to understand how the breath can guide us into a full posture and out of it again. The correct 

timing of the breath can bring us into a full pose more deeply and with full integration. Exiting a pose with 

the correct breath is equally important, for integration can be ruined just as easily coming out of a pose as 

going into it. The basic guidelines for swara cycles are as follows: 

¶ As a general rule, moving into a forward bend is done on an exhalation. The lungs are squeezed in 

these postures and exhalation is a natural reaction to this squeezing.  

¶ As a general rule, moving into a backbend is done on an inhalation. Deep backbends are often 

exceptions to this rule; one moves into a deep backbend on exhalation. 

¶  Coming out from a forward bend is usually done on an inhalation. 



 

 

¶ As a general rule, entering into twists is done on exhalation and movement back to neutral is done 

on inhalation. Lateral bends are also done in this way. 

¶ Core strengthening postures are sometimes exceptions to the forward bending rule; core 

strengthening forward bends are usually done on exhalation.  

¶ The head and face remain as passive and calm as possible. 

  These are general guidelines for creating the harmony between the breath and the movement, but as they 

are only guidelines. One must use the intelligence of the mind, intuition and experience to approach the 

swara cycles. Often subtle changes must be made to adjust the cycles into the ultimate harmony. How 

exactly one should adjust a cycle will come with practice and experience.  It is not always obvious how and 

when to breathe in or out, but understanding will come in time if one understands the basic principles. 

Feeling the poses and breaths carefully is usually the best guide if one is unsure; simply ask yourself ‘Does it 

feel right?’ Working in this way develops a highly important part of the yogic intelligence: the intuition. This 

is the kind of knowing that goes beyond mind and thought and reaches deeper into the subtle mind, it is 

another way of activating of the vijnanamaya kosha.  

 

The Simple Hands and Knees Cycles 

  The simplest cycles are very neutral for the body and concentrate on the breathing without any effort to 

lengthen or strengthen. The three most basic cycles are the Cat-Cow Cycle, the Baby-Cow Cycle and the 

Prayer Cycle.  

¶ The Cat-Cow Cycle. This is done from hands and knees, inhaling lifting the spine and exhaling 

dropping the spine. 

¶ The Baby-Cow Cycle. This is done from hands and knees to child’s pose, inhaling forward to hands 

and knees and exhaling back to child’s pose. 

¶ The Baby-Prayer Cycle. This one starts from standing on the knees and moves to child’s pose. 

Inhalation brings the body up the standing on the knees and exhalation takes one to child’s pose. 

This one is slightly more stimulating than the first two. 

Slightly more dynamic swara cycles involve some effect on the strength and length of the muscles and the 

alignment of the bones. This generally means that the body must work more intensely to go in and out of 

the pose during the swara cycle. The effort should still be light, however, and should not interfere with the 

regular rhythmic breathing. In fact, the gentle effort from these cycles should enhance the connection and 

harmony of the breath with the body. Remember that harmonization of breath and body is the main 

purpose of the swara cycles, and not the physical work alone. The more intense asanas will actually become 

more powerful if they are made into swara cycles due to the cultivation of this harmony. 

The 5 Supine Cycles 

  A very effective combination of swara rhythms called the 5 Supine Cycles can be done from lying on the 

back. These poses are more intense for both breath and body, but are still simple and good for the early 

sections of a yoga session. The Cat-Cow cycles from hands and knees keep the body in a neutral position, 



 

 

with only mild movement from forward to back bending. The 5 Supine cycles are more dynamic and require 

a greater effort to perform, but they should still be gentle enough to do at least 10 rounds comfortably. If at 

least 10 cycles cannot be done well, less intense cycles should be performed until the breath and strength 

build up sufficiently. Keep in mind while you do the more intense cycles, the cultivation of breath is more 

important than the ‘depth’ of the postures. The postures are there to aid in the development of the breath. 

If the breath cannot be maintained with smoothness and evenness, the cycles are too intense. 

  These 5 Supine cycles are an excellent way to work towards a deeper asana practice. Most of the spinal 

shapes are exercised and only the lateral bend is missing. The practice of these 5 swara cycles is a 

wonderful preparation for more intense asanas, for the connection of the body with the breath creates an 

enduring harmony of the koshas. This rhythm is easier to maintain in the more difficult asanas when the 

simple practices are done first.  These 5 Supine cycles can be done at the beginning of every practice to 

establish the harmony of the lower 3 koshas, where body, breath and mind are all working together. 

The 5 Supine Cycles Explained 

The 5 Supine Cycles are simple and easy to do and can be done for as long as one likes, in any order. 

¶ The Neutral Cycle. This is done from the back, lifting the arms over the head and bringing them back 

again. This is a neutral spine posture. Inhalation lifts the arms, exhalation takes them back down 

again. 

¶ The Bala (baby) Cycle. This is done from the back, with the hands on the knees. The legs are then 

brought towards the chest and then moved away until the arms are straight. Exhalation brings the 

legs towards the chest; exhalation takes them back to neutral. This is a very simple forward bend, 

great for people who are stiff and don’t move easily.  

¶ The Setu-Bandha (bridge) Cycle. From the back, the hips and lower back are lifted from the floor 

and brought back down again. The feet are hip width, somewhat near the hips. This is a gentle 

backbend shape which strengthens the muscles of the lower and middle spine and legs. It creates 

flexibility in the whole spine, especially the neck and thoracic spine. Inhalation lifts the hips and 

exhalation takes them back to neutral. 

¶ The Agni Kriya (belly fire) Cycle. This is done from supine, by lifting the head and shoulders off the 

floor, moving them towards the bent legs and bringing them back down again. This is a forward 

bend which strengthens the belly and increases the inner fire.  Exhalation lifts the head and 

shoulders; inhalation takes them back to neutral on the floor. 

¶ The Shuddha (purification) Cycle. From the back, the bent legs are taken to the side and back to 

center. This is a twist, which also develops the gastric (digestive) fire, cleanses the organs and 

creates flexibility in the middle spine. Exhalation moves the legs to the side; inhalation takes them 

back to neutral. 

  These 5 Supine cycles are perhaps the best way to create a basic preparation for all general practices. They 

are excellent to teach to beginners and open classes, as everyone can benefit from their performance. No 

student’s ability is so high that they would not benefit from the establishment of regular breathing. 

Remember that pranayama (the meditation of breath) is after asana in Patanjali’s ashtanga system of yoga, 

and advanced students should be moving more towards breath and away from asana. 

 If the pranic rhythm is established (and this takes some time), then the practice will be much more effective 

in general. The first 20 minutes or more of a practice can be spent on the basic swara cycles to great benefit.  



 

 

One can then increase the intensity of the physical practice safely, since the foundations of good pranic flow 

have been laid.  

  There is great value in trying to maintain the swara cycles for as much of the practice as possible. Hatha 

yoga is most effective when the breath is constantly engaged. From this essential foundation of breath and 

energy, other types of practice can be explored.  Once the swara of the pranamaya kosha is established one 

can move the focus to other areas of the yoga practice and achieve good results. 

 

Core Strengthening 
  Along with the swara breath rhythms, another of the central practices is strengthening the core. The core is 

the physical center of the body which includes the abdominal muscles, lower back muscles and certain 

muscle groups in the hips. It is crucial to engage these muscle groups for a variety of reasons. The core keeps 

our physical body integrated and connected, allowing all our movements to source from the center. It also 

creates an essential support for the spine and the limbs which supports our posture.  

The core is also an aspect of the pranamaya kosha, for the physical center is also the energetic center of our 

being. This energetic center is where our prana is stored and where it flows from when energy is activated. 

This center, part way in towards the spine, just below the navel, is called the hara. Core strengthening also 

activates this hara and enables us to store more energy there as we create it through yoga practice. 

Bringing awareness to the core creates a connection to both the physical and energetic center which can 

otherwise be lacking. Yoga is first and foremost an attempt to create connection to the center, both to the 

center of the individual body and to the world at large. The best way to connect with the greater center is to 

begin with a connection to the ‘internal’ center in the middle of the body. 

  Normal (non-yogic) life often leaves the core strength of the body lacking; modern lifestyles can deplete the 

power and stability of the belly, back and hips. When there is no power in the core, the entire being suffers a 

lack of energy and balance. This not only leads to problems of posture and spine, but also has a deep, 

negative effect upon the organs and the nervous system. When there is a lack of central, core energy, one 

suffers from all manner of physical, mental and emotional ailments. 

The Sukshma Sharira  

  The work with the core is, most importantly, work with the subtle body. This body is called in Sanskrit the 

sukshma sharira. The sukshma sharira is the true energy body, beyond that of the nervous system. It is 

comprised of nadis (energetic streams), marmas (specific points which are concentrations of energies) and 

chakras (energetic wheels or centers). The core of the body contains many nadis, marmas and one chakra 

which need to be activated if yoga practice is going to be successful. Without creating and moving energy in 

this central area of the belly and lower back, there will not be enough power in the system to make the yoga 

truly transformative. Yoga works because of prana, and prana is the force behind all changes and 



 

 

transformations. The belly is the source of the subtle fire (antaragni) in the body; it is this fire which must be 

stoked and increased so that the prana can move and grow. You can learn more about this antaragni by 

studying the third chakra and its qualities. 

  The best way to create this inner fire is to combine the activation of the core muscles in certain asanas with 

the conscious breath of swara cycles. Because the essence of the internal fire is prana, the breath must be 

engaged continually if the work is going to be effective, and this is the job of the swara cycles. The physical 

core also benefits from the rhythmic movement of these cycles. Due to the fact that the swara cycles are 

movement-based, the wider range of muscular activation ensures a more complete development.  If the 

postures are static, the effect on the prana is more one-dimensional; when the muscles are engaged in a 

wider range of motion, the work is more dynamic. The body does not generally use muscles in a static 

position such as is the case when an asana is held steady. One must work the core through a greater range 

of motion if our power is going to be dynamic.  

 First, the 5 Supine Cycles are done to activate the prana and circulate it with the help of the breath and 

mind. This is the foundation. After this is established, the core is activated and the fire in the belly is lit with 

the help of the Core Strengthening Cycles. This central fire, once lit, provides the necessary transformative 

prana to the rest of the yoga practice. Just as external fire is used to refine gold into a more pure form, the 

internal fire is used to refine the body and mind into a higher state of awareness. In this way, we work more 

deeply into our subtle layers, especially into the sukshma sharira and not simply into the physical body. 

  Movement into and out of these fire-building core postures is a way to build up the prana gradually and in 

a more dynamic way. For example, the boat pose (navasana) is difficult to hold for any length of time in the 

still position. The muscles are only worked in a static way, thus the work is simple, one-dimensional and 

incomplete. The strength is only created in a very specific direction. A more effective way to build the power 

of navasana is to move in to and out of the posture with breath. The pose begins from neutral, where there 

is little to no work in the muscles. This is the position of rest and softness, where the body and nerves can 

relax. From there, the pose moves into a position of greater intensity until the final posture is reached.  The 

muscles are gradually engaged (as is the breath) and finally the complete navasana is expressed. From the 

neutral pose to the full pose requires a much wider work in the muscles, from mild to medium to full 

engagement. Then, the whole thing is done backwards as the pose returns to neutral, which creates a 

deeper kind of balance as well. So within one single swara cycle is resting, engaging, expressing the full pose, 

and returning to neutral. 

 

Balance in Swara Cycles 

  The fact that the swara cycles are very balanced in their work is extremely important, for it allows the 

postures to have a much broader effect. As was mentioned above, a static posture is exactly that: static. This 

is useful in certain aspects of Hatha yoga (especially in the later stages), but for building the prana and the 

internal fire, movement is often more effective. Physical movement aids in the movement and flow of prana; 



 

 

when done in conjunction with the correct movement of the breath the yoga becomes extremely powerful. 

Working in this way prepares one for life. Is life not full of movement, rarely static? By practicing the yoga of 

movement and breath, we are training ourselves to remain in yoga as we move through our day and our 

lives, for these swara cycles are much more akin to the movements of life than the static postures. 

 Yoga practice is a preparation so that we can maintain the state of yoga at every moment of our lives; if our 

breath and movement are working together in harmony throughout the day, the yogic prana is continually 

activated. If we are in possession of continually activated yogic prana, we experience a deep internal shift in 

feelings, perceptions and thoughts, not only during the yoga practice but in everyday life as well. This is yet 

another manifestation of The Balance of Opposites, where yoga practice and the other parts of life begin to 

blend in seamless harmony. Eventually the internal transformation becomes such that there is less and less 

difference between the consciousness inside a yoga practice and outside of it. Yet again, we find ourselves at 

the center. 

Intermediate Swara Cycles 
  After the basic foundations of breath and movement are laid and the internal fire is lit, one’s practice can 

move in many possible directions. If one wishes to continue with the work of integrating body, breath and 

mind, the intermediate swara cycles can be explored. This section of work involves practicing more difficult 

and challenging postures while maintaining the breath and movement cycles. In this part of the practice, the 

prana is highly activated and the postures are more intense; it is one of the most stimulating and difficult 

sections of the entire yoga practice.  

  The intermediate swara cycles are mostly involved with the practice of standing poses and vinyasa 

movement combinations. The swara cycles are actually a type of vinyasa, but much more care is taken than 

in the average approach to vinyasa. Often the practice of vinyasa emphasizes the smooth movement of the 

body from posture to posture, but the swara cycles emphasize the smooth movement of the breath in a 

continuous cycle. The body is guided in swara cycles by the breath; average vinyasa practice has the breath 

working to catch up with the movements of the body. This is like putting the cart before the horse; it is a 

backwards approach and a waste of time and energy.  

Sun Salutes and Standing Poses 

  The standing poses and sun salute (surya namaskar) cycles can be approached creatively and dynamically 

through the swara cycles. The standard sun salute vinyasa is a wonderful and vigorous way to strongly 

activate both prana and body. This is generally a pattern which starts from tadasana (mountain pose, 

perfect neutral) and moves to standing forward bend (uttanasana); it then goes to downward dog 

(adhomukha svanasana, a neutral spine/ forward bend pose) or to chaturanga dandasana (the push-up, a 

core strengthener). From there the sun salute flows into upward dog (urdhvamukha svanasana, a 

backbend), returning to downward dog, then to uttanasana and back to tadasana to finish the vinyasa cycle. 

The movements and asanas of the sun salute are quite strong and help to create a concentrated and 

powerful swara pattern. After some repetitions of the surya namaskar swara cycle, the body should feel 

open, the breath should feel deep and the internal heat should be increasing. From there, standing poses 

can be added or practiced in isolation.  

The standing poses lend themselves easily to the adaptation of the swara cycles. Due to the fact that the 

standing postures are such common elements of most yoga practices, it is important to develop the swara 

breath patterns of each pose. You should know which standing postures to enter into on an inhalation and 



 

 

which to enter on an exhalation. You should work them carefully, in isolated swara cycles first and then fit 

them into the overall flow of the vinyasa patterns. Try to coordinate the beginning of the movement with 

the beginning of the breath in ever-increasing unity. Try also to let the movement and the breath end at the 

same time. In this way, your practice will be a continual expression of the unity between the breath and the 

postures. 

Nearly any other type of pose can be turned into a swara cycle; it is up to your imagination and intelligence 

to apply the swara concepts to the poses. Forward bends are wonderful poses to create swara cycles in, for 

they can be repeated more comfortably in a flowing vinyasa. Backbends are more difficult to do with swara 

cycles, for they are more difficult asanas in general and harder to repeat in patterns. Twists are also 

somewhat challenging to do with swara cycles, but any poses can work if you take the right approach. 

  Yoga is a practice that must be explored and investigated. It is fascinating to observe how the poses work 

with one another and build up the prana. One can play around with various combinations of poses 

(connected by the breath, of course) and observe the results. Remember that the best way to know the 

effects of yoga is to have done yoga. There is no substitute for real and actual experience inside of yoga. No 

class or teacher can grant you this knowledge, for in this case you are your own guru. One of the best ways 

to gain experience is to practice in different ways, with different combinations of poses and breaths. This is a 

creative approach to yoga that demands intelligence and versatility, but rewards the yogini with a wider 

understanding of yoga as a whole. To practice yoga as a rigid series or to follow set ‘laws’ is to make yoga 

into a science; to practice creatively and dynamically is to make yoga into an art form. 

The Later Stages of the Practice: Decreasing and Deepening 
  The practice of the intermediate swara cycles should bring the yogi to the energetic Peak of the practice; 

once the intensity has reached its height, it should be brought gradually back down again. The Peak of the 

practice could take many different forms, such as making an effort to maintain good, steady swara breaths 

in your most challenging poses such as full backbends, arm balances or headstand; or going as deeply and 

intensely into difficult poses as you can. The most difficult section of a practice is, of course, entirely 

dependent on the practitioner. As you practice more and progress in yoga, the energetic Peak will change, 

for what was once difficult will become easy over time. After this Peak, one must descend the mountain and 

move towards more calming, quiet and internalized poses.  

The energetic intensity during the decreasing phases of the practice lessens in physical heat and effort, but 

it continues to increase in concentration and connection. This means that the poses that one does are less 

difficult to perform, they are more inside of the comfort zone of the yogi than the poses at the Peak of the 

practice. Generally, the quieter poses are done from seated or lying on the floor, such as seated forward 

bends and twists. These poses calm the nervous system and cool the body and should feel soothing but also 

engaging to the attention. Twists tend to rebalance the spine and prana after intense poses and forward 

bends are by nature quieting and internalizing, perfect postures for the later phases of a practice. 

After the energetic peak of the practice, the pranic intensity lessens but the inward focus deepens. This is 

best done in poses that are quieter and more relaxing. These later, more internal poses, feed off of the 

energy that was activated in the earlier sections. The decreasing and deepening sections of the yoga are 

designed to guide and shape the energy that was built up in the more intense parts of the practice. It is 

similar to the sculptor who gathers and prepares the clay, just as one gathers and prepares the prana in 

yoga. Once the materials are collected and prepared, then begins the real work of shaping the clay into 



 

 

something beautiful. The later stages of the practice are where the more profound yoga is done; the body 

and prana have been prepared and harmonized, and then one moves into the quieter poses to work with 

and experiment with new levels of awareness and consciousness. 

The movement inwards is often the most neglected section of yoga; people are often so involved with the 

physical body and its cultivation that that they forget the wider goals. Yoga was designed to take us from the 

outer attention to the inner attention, and this is best cultivated towards the later sections of the practice. 

Through this method, it will gradually become easier to direct the attention and consciousness towards the 

center, towards the places of calm and quiet within us. Remember, these quiet places are where we are 

most likely to learn about ourselves and to have more profound experiences of consciousness. At some 

point, our focus must shift from external towards the internal, and the sooner the better! 

  As this later section is inward-pointed, the movements of the physical body are lessened. Quieter poses are 

practiced, such as seated forward bends, twists, supine poses and sarvangasana (Shoulder-stand). It is very 

effective to continue the work of the swara cycles in this section, for the breath can be a very powerful force 

in moving the attention from the external to the internal focus. In the more intense sections of practice, the 

breath will often be a little shorter and rougher, because there is some stress of difficulty in the body. Once 

the later stages of the practice are reached, the breath should be moving more slowly and smoothly because 

the body is more relaxed and balanced. Increasing the intensity of the prana is no longer the focus; guiding 

the prana and awareness is most important element here. The breath must reflect the direction of the work, 

and the direction in later parts of the practice is towards slowness and depth. The breath becomes longer 

and slower and this moves the body and energy towards relaxation and softness. If nothing else, try to 

cultivate longer exhalations during the later stages of the practice, this will naturally lead you towards 

deeper relaxation and calm. 

  Swara cycles can be used very effectively in the later stages of the practice. The swara cycles are practiced 

differently in this section; a greater emphasis is put upon the length and smoothness of exhalation. This 

creates a more gentle kind of prana, which then gives signals to the body and mind to relax and go inwards. 

Long exhalations have a special kind of magic which automatically brings a deeper sense of peace and 

internal connection. Everything gets slower and deeper when we invest in long exhalations over time. It will 

naturally lead to states of meditation and concentration.  The inward focus will cause the movement to be 

slower, as physical movements in swara cycles are a reflection of the length of the breath. One should move 

into and out of the postures slowly and then maintain the full posture with even, regular swara breaths, 

concentrating on long exhalations. Within the full posture the breath meditation is maintained, cultivating 

the deeper energy through the breath while benefiting from the effects of the physical shape. 

This decreasing section could be any reasonable length, depending on the many factors that determine the 

nature of a practice such as time of day, age, energy level, time available to practice, etc. Once again, be 

creative and listen to your deeper intelligence, for the body and prana are constantly changing. We have to 

be open and able to recognize changes and adapt to them the best we can. Remember that the energetic 

intensity level is less important than the level of awareness, connection and concentration. More precisely, 

the energetic intensity is actually determined by the concentration in the mind, not by the body. So, even if 

you are not working as hard in the asanas, one can still do great  yoga by being present and refining the 

focus; and even if you are doing quiet poses which are not physically difficult, the yoga can be effective if the 

concentration and focus are there. 



 

 

The End of the Physical Practice 

  Eventually in this decreasing section, the asanas return to the more neutral poses, which bring us back to 

the center after our long journey up the mountain. Neutral asanas can be meditation postures such as 

padmasana, siddhasana or more deeply relaxing poses such as supta baddha konasana, savasana or any 

other supported or supine poses that encourage stillness and meditation. This return to neutral is the next 

stage in the yoga, where the practice goes beyond that of the physical body. In the classical order of yoga 

practice, one would move into seated mediation and work on the cultivation of pranayama. This section of 

sadhana is concerned with the development of the energetic body, for it is assumed that one balanced the 

physical (annamaya) kosha and is ready to cultivate the deeper layers.  

Advanced Work in Swara cycles 
  The swara cycles are very powerful and dynamic for both breath and body. They are a sandhi, or junction, 

between asana and pranayama. According to tantra, these sandhi points are the most powerful moments in 

life. Yogis try to spend as much time as possible practicing during the sandhi points; a strong practice 

becomes stronger when done during a sandhi. When done correctly, the swara cycles give the best benefits 

of both asana and pranayama because the swara cycles are a sandhi junction. Few other kinds of practices 

have the powerful effects that come with the practice of the swara cycles, for rarely does one get the 

benefits of both the physical body and the breath-work in a single expression.  

  Since the swara cycles are based on the breath, there are many possible combinations. When one takes 

into account the many types of asanas and then combines them with the countless possibilities of the 

breath’s movement, one realizes that the number of combinations is nearly endless. Once experience is 

gained in the basic swara cycles, one can move into experimentation with breath and movement and never 

find the end of interesting and powerful expressions. Movement between different asanas can be combined 

with the many patterns of breath such as viloma (stage breathing), ratio breathing, kumbhaka and bandha to 

create a powerful, unique and limitless approach to yoga practice. The possible combinations of body and 

breath are truly limitless. 

  The investigation of advanced swara cycles is beyond the scope of this book, but we can get a general 

picture of the work. Generally, the difficulty level is raised when one either does very difficult asanas with a 

highly conscious and controlled breath, or adds special pranayama combinations to the asanas. One could, 

for example, perform headstand (sirsasana) and then try to maintain 6 second inhale and 6 second exhale 

for as long as possible. This can be a very challenging way to smooth out and gradually master the prana of 

an advanced posture. The numbers of possibilities are limited only by the imagination and the depth of our 

abilities. You can create your own and see the effects if you follow the general guidelines for swara cycles 

and for asanas given above.  

 



 

 

Pranayama : Concentrated Energy Work 
  The practice of asanas and swara cycles is not an end in itself, but a preparation for deeper work. 

Ultimately, the asanas are preparing the strength and stability of the neutral spine. When one has acquired 

the ability to sit in a meditation posture for some time, with a neutral spine, the work of pranayama begins. 

Pranayama literally means ‘the discipline of prana’, and its fundamental purpose is to bring the yogin a 

greater degree of conscious control of the subtle internal energy. This involves practicing a variety of 

breaths, some simple and some very difficult and complicated. Just like the practice of the asanas, success 

comes slowly; advancement in pranayama practice is actually slower than in the relatively simple asana 

practice. One must have great patience and commitment to achieve success in the breath-work. 

  The swara cycles involve elements of pranayama, but they are not technically pranayamas. The breath and 

movement cycles lack one essential element: the straight and stable neutral spine. Pranayama is an attempt 

to activate the more important energy channels (nadis) in the being. The 3 main channels that yoga activates 

run vertically along the spine, from the tip of the tailbone to the nose or top of the head. These energy 

channels are called ida (the lunar, left channel), pingala (the solar, right channel) and susumna (the central 

channel). According to the wisdom gleaned by the ancient yogis, these channels are most effectively 

activated when the spine is neutral, aligned and balanced.  

The Neutral Spine 

  The foundation of pranayama practice is, then, the neutral spine. All of the asana practices are, in essence, 

the effort to discover the true alignment of the spine. Everything else is secondary in importance when one 

is using yoga as a means of spiritual transformation. The aligned spine is the foundation of good health, and 

from good health one reaches a greater energetic balance; from a deeper energetic balance one starts to 

undergo a transformation of consciousness. This is a step-by-step process called ashtanga yoga, the 8-fold 

path to enlightenment. If the 8-step process outlined by Patanjali is observed closely, it will be seen that 5 

out of the 8 angas (limbs) are to be practiced with a straight spine! In fact, when Patanjali mentioned asanas 

in the Yoga Sutras (and he did not do so very often) it was in reference to the neutral spine posture.  Only 

much later in the development of yoga did the wide variety of postures come into the practice. These came 

with the development of Hatha yoga and Tantra. 

  You may find that it is difficult at first to sit for any length of time with a lifted and aligned spine; do not 

despair. Working with the neutral spine is a very subtle and lengthy process. Ultimately, if you perfect the 

spine, you have reached the end goal of the entire yoga system. With that in mind, do your best and practice 

sitting often; your relationship with this ‘param-asana’ (highest of asanas) will undergo many 

transformations. What is important is to keep working with the seated, neutral spine postures so that you 

can gain the strength to be comfortable for longer. Once you get stronger and can sit for longer, then the 

subtleties of the spinal work begin. One of the best everyday trainings for yoga is to simply give up sitting in 

chairs (unless one cannot help it for the sake of politeness or decorum). Sitting on the floor, on cushions or 

carpets, trains the spine but is also a simple way to maintain the health. Western style chairs allow the spine 

to collapse, and can cut off essential circulation to the limbs and organs. Get off the couch and find yourself 

a nice carpet to sit on and you will be taking the first steps towards good health. 

The Foundations of Pranayama  

   Let’s assume that we have the basic foundations of pranayama practice: the straight spine and an ability to 

maintain the ujjai breath for at least 10 minutes comfortably. If these prerequisites are met, then one is 

ready to begin the more concentrated energy work. Energy (prana) is most easily accessed through 



 

 

breathing, and prana is deeply affected by the type and quality of breaths taken. Keep in mind that we have 

many types of prana within us, some are very general and some are extremely subtle. We have mental 

pranas, emotional pranas, physical pranas, etc. At first we are trying to affect the prana on a general level, 

by making the body and breath harmonized and balanced. Later on, the more advanced practices of yoga 

(and especially pranayama) work with very specific types and movements of prana. 

   The internal effect of pranayama cycles depends on a number of factors; each has a role to play in 

influencing of the movement and quality of prana created. All the factors combine to create a specific type 

of pranayama, and thus a specific kind of prana. Each factor can be altered in certain ways to change the 

effect on the prana, and knowing how this works is largely a matter of personal experience. The basic 

elements that affect the quality of prana are: 

¶ The general quality of the breath, whether rough of smooth, even or uneven, etc. 

¶ The general length of the breath cycle.  

¶ The relationship (comparative length) between inhalation and exhalation. Inhalation may be the 

same length as exhalation, or longer or shorter. 

¶ The length of kumbhaka (the pauses of the breath, both after inhalation and after exhalation). 

¶ The moment (s) in the breath cycle where the kumbhaka(s) are taken. 

¶ How the breath is entering the body, whether through both nostrils, a single nostril, or through the 

mouth. 

These six factors, when taken in combinations, create literally millions of types of pranayamas. Certain 

combinations are classical ones, preserved for us because they have been proven to have strong effects. 

Others can be helpful or of average intensity and many combinations are either useless or even harmful. If 

you are unsure of the effects of a certain pranayama, just stick to the cycles that you have been taught by 

your teacher or the ones which are outlined in traditional practices.  Yogis, however, are risk takers and 

sometimes try things just to know what they do. There is a certain danger in this, and one has to accept the 

consequences if things go wrong. Of course, prudence would say ‘stick to what is safe’; but we are 

sometimes a little wild, perhaps even foolish, and push practices to the limits. Pushing towards the edges (or 

the Peak) of our abilities in pranayama can teach us many things about how the practices affect the prana, 

but we risk imbalance if we take it too far. It is up to you how risky you want to make your personal practice, 

but remember, if things go wrong, you only have yourself to blame. 

 A you may try things that are not altogether safe, in the interest of knowledge, but only experiment on 

yourself, never ask another person to take this risk for you whether in a class of otherwise. You cannot make 

an omelet without breaking eggs; you will never learn to swim if you don’t get in the water. Decide for 

yourself what is right for you. 

  Remember as well, that yogis have a wide variety of techniques and opinions when it comes to breath-

work. One yogin will tell you one thing, and someone else will come along and tell you exactly the opposite. 

For example, I think it is insane to do kapalabatti (breath of fire) just before savasana (corpse) pose; and yet 

there are popular yoga systems which do exactly that. What is right? It depends on you. My advice to you is: 

do not follow any yoga system blindly. Be discriminating and intelligent about what you practice and who 

you follow; look carefully at how the yoga affects you and change things if the effects are not positive. If 

your yoga is destroying you, stop it! There is a valuable saying in Taoism: “Avoid slavish adherence to form.” 

Ultimately, your yoga is yours and must be tailored to suit your individual needs. Every person on earth 



 

 

should practice yoga differently, according to who they are and what they need. This is especially true for 

pranayama, where the effects of practice can more easily create imbalances. 

 

The Four Phases of Breath 

In order to engage the pranayama deeply in our practice, we must become more familiar with the breath 

and its cycles. The practice of pranayama is built upon the four phases of the breath, with are gradually 

manipulated and adjusted to create different effects. The four phases are simple, but many different 

practices can be done if they are understood properly. The breath is easiest to grasp if one thinks of it as a 

cycle, with a definite beginning, a phase of building and intensifying, a point of greatest intensity (a Peak), a 

descent and a point of least intensity. These are very similar qualities to those which we assign to the asana 

practice. Many of the methods in yoga and tantra are built upon this cycle of birth, growth, a Peak, descent 

and release to increase their effectiveness.  

The pranayama works with four sections of the breath, starting with inhalation, which is called puraka in 

yoga. When inhalation ends and the lungs are filled, the movement of the breath stops. This pause or 

conscious suspension of the breath is called antara kumbhaka. The release of the breath, otherwise called 

exhalation, is called rechaka in yoga. After exhalation has finished, the movement of the breath stops again, 

this time at the bottom of the cycle with the lungs (relatively) empty. This final phase of the breath is called 

bhaya kumbhaka. The cycle of the breath then starts again with inhalation/puraka and continues through 

another cycle. 

These four phases are a natural and essential part of our respiration, whether we are yoginis or not. Each 

and every breath we take in this life has these four phases within it. Pranayama uses these phases and 

applies various techniques and practices in order to influence and intensify the prana. When we change the 

natural balance of these phases, we change the nature of the prana and thus the nature of the 

consciousness. For instance, as we have seen above, if we change the length of the inhalation relative to the 

exhalation, we get a specific effect. Cultivating a longer exhalation and a shorter inhalation creates a 

softening and relaxing of the body and the prana. Doing the opposite with the breath will create the 

opposite effect: a longer inhalation will create more intensity and agitation. Adding kumbhaka to the cycle 

again changes the balance of energy and can greatly intensify the effects of the pranayama exercise.  

The yogis have delved deeply into the four phases of the breath and understood what happens when the 

breath is altered in length, depth or when pauses are applied. The number of possibilities for breath 

combinations is literally in the millions, but we will use only a small number of time-tested techniques which 

will help us in our yogic quest to balance and deepen our prana. We will begin by looking at the basic 

methods of pranayama. 

Ratios and the Four Phases 

  As with all yoga, the practices are built on a few fundamental techniques that can then be modified and 

intensified. The relationship between the four phases of the breath is expressed in a ratio such as 1:0:1:0. A 

ratio is simply the relative relationship of the phases of the breath in terms of length. The first number 



 

 

represents the inhalation, the second represents the antara kumbhaka (pause after inhalation), the third 

number is the length of exhalation and the fourth is the length of bhaya kumbhaka (pause after exhalation). 

The base length of the breath will be determined by the inhalation; for this example let us say that the 

breath is a 4 count length. In the above example, the inhalation is a ratio of 1, the pause is 0, the exhalation 

is 1 and the pause after exhalation is 0. 

 Then you multiply the length of the breath by the number of the ratio. Thus in this example, with a 4 count 

inhalation multiplied by the ratio of 1 you get 4 (4 X 1=4). The pause after inhalation is 0, so there is no 

conscious kumbhaka (4 X 0=0). The exhalation is again 4 counts because the ratio is 1 (equal with inhalation). 

The pause after inhalation is again 0 because the ratio is 0. Thus in the example inhalation is equal to 

exhalation in length, regardless of the length you started with. If the base length of inhalation was 8 counts, 

you would also exhale for 8 counts because the ratio between inhalation and exhalation is even.  

If we changed the relationship between the phases of the breath, we will have a different type of 

pranayama, with different length breaths. If we wanted to create a breath cycle that had inhalation and 

pause after inhalation the same length and exhalation twice as long as inhalation and no pause after 

inhalation, the ratio would be 1:1:2:0. If inhalation was again 4 counts, then according to the ratio, pause 

after inhalation would also be 4 counts. Since the ratio number of exhalation is 2 (meaning twice as long) 

that would make exhalation 8 counts. The final 0 indicates that pause after exhalation is still 0.  If the 

inhalation was 8 counts, then pause after inhalation would be 8 also and since exhalation is twice as long as 

inhalation according to the ratio, it would be 16 counts.  

Changing the length of the four phases relative to each other can create very drastic and powerful effects on 

the mind and prana. It is safest to stick with the general rule that exhalation should be the same length or 

longer than inhalation. This prevents too much prana from building up in the system, for longer inhalations 

tend to create agitation and accumulation of prana in a way that does not benefit the yogi. This is just a 

general rule, but good to stick with until one knows more about pranayama. There are many different types 

of ratios, each with a different effect, and one can experiment; but it is best to practice under the guidance 

of a teacher who has practiced pranayama extensively and is familiar with the methods. 

Before we go too far into changing the relationship between the breath phases, let’s look at the basics of 

pranayama practice. 

Basic Pranayama Breaths 

Some of the fundamental cycles in pranayama practice are: 

¶ Ujjai breath. This is the foundation breath that starts all pranayama cycles. It is the most basic, 

‘neutral’ breath; all pranayamas begin and end with ujjai. The inhalation and exhalation are 

generally of the same length and they are smooth and slow.  Always begin a pranayama cycle with 

ujjai, and after one is finished with a certain pranayama, return to ujjai for some time. Ujjai is an 

excellent pranayama for creating an overall balance of the systems and improves the health. It 

makes the organs and nervous system strong and vitalizes the mind, providing clarity to the senses. 

¶ Ujjai breathing with exhalations being up to twice as long as inhalations (1:0:2:0). This is a great 

breath to create a deeper control over the prana, calm the senses and help the mind to internalize. 

It is lovely to do just before savasana. It is also an essential breath to master before one tries some 

of the difficult advanced ‘ratio cycles’. 



 

 

¶ Ujjai breathing with small kumbhakas. Adding slight intensity to the ujjai cycle, short pauses of the 

breath deepen the connection to more intense parts of pranayama practice. These pauses 

encourage a deeper pranic balance and create a connection to the inner stillness, which is so 

important for meditation. 

¶ Viloma breaths. During the inhalation, exhalation or both, one or more short pauses are taken. At 

first, only one pause is taken in the middle of the breath, but more can be added as the comfort 

comes. A basic cycle may look like this: inhale, pause, inhale, pause, exhale, pause, exhale, pause. 

Then begin again. This is a fantastic way to move towards longer kumbhakas, which must be trained 

slowly and gently. It forces the yogin to be present with the breath at all times, for one has to be 

alert due to the constant changes of the breath. When the pranic body really accepts this cycle, the 

pauses and breaths will happen without mental effort, the breath rhythm creates itself. 

¶ Kumbhaka after inhalation. Once one is comfortable with viloma, the kumbhaka after inhalation 

(antara kumbhaka) can be practiced. A steady long inhalation is taken and then one pauses in 

kumbhaka. The breath is only paused for as long as one is perfectly comfortable; when the body tells 

you to release the kumbhaka; you exhale and continue the cycles. It should be a sustainable breath, 

meaning that it is one that you can do for a number of cycles in a row, without pausing to rest.  6-8 

cycles is the minimum number that one should be able to do. If you cannot do this, shorten the 

kumbhaka to make the cycle more comfortable. The more difficult cycles can be approached in time 

and through practice. 

¶ Kapalabatti kriya. The popular heating breath is done rapidly with an emphasis on the exhalation. It 

creates internal fire, strength of the abdominal muscles and cleanses the organs and nervous 

system. 

A thorough understanding and relationship with these basic pranayamas will help one more into the deeper 

and more difficult breath cycles with safety. These simple breaths can be combined in many ways and other 

elements can be added as familiarity and comfort increase. 

Cautions 

   A few important things are to be avoided during pranayama practice. Do not create physical, energetic or 

mental stress through the pranayama; if there is fear, anger or other negative emotions caused by the 

practice, do less or consult your teacher. Do not do too much. Overzealous students have caused lasting 

damage to their energy systems through too much pranayama. Some have even gone insane; this is no joke. 

Treat the practice with reverence and respect, for ultimately yoga is the devotion to the higher 

consciousness. Destroying yourself through over-intensity will not get you to the goal. More specific hints 

and cautions can be read in Iyengar’s book on the subject: Light on Pranayama. 

   Get into the habit of looking closely inwards during and after pranayama practice. This is by far your best 

guide and gauge for intense practice, for only you can truly know what is going on inside of you. Not every 

practice is good for every person and ‘right person, right practice’ is a fundamental tenant of pranayama. If 

things are not feeling balanced and open during or after practice, then adjustments need to be made. This 

could simply mean lessening the intensity of what you are doing. It could also mean that the sequencing, the 

techniques or the exercises themselves are faulty. It can be very difficult to find your way through the maze 

of pranayama correctly! Of course, the best method is to work carefully and slowly and be patient.  The 

work of refining the prana and energy systems cannot be rushed.  



 

 

 

 Nadis and Prana : The River and the Water 
  If the pranayama is cultivated correctly and carefully, the results can be magnificent. The breath-work is 

another step inwards in Patanjali’s system; it is stronger and more difficult than the asanas. Physical 

postures help to bring a certain amount of control to body and energy, but it is only a preparation for 

pranayama. With the help of the controlled breathing, the energy system is gradually purified and 

intensified. Asana and pranayama clean the pathways of energy (nadis) so that the prana can flow correctly, 

in the way which is encouraged by the yoga. More energy is able to move through the system as the nadis 

become cleaner; the energy channels are gradually able to handle larger amounts of prana and move it in 

ways which create clarity of mind and good health. 

  The systems of subtle energy can be difficult for the mind to grasp. There is no ‘evidence’ of their existence 

through photographs or western medical proof. Nadis, prana, marmas (energy points) and chakras (energy 

centers) can only be experienced through spiritual states, as normal states of consciousness are not subtle 

enough to grant us awareness of them. However, the existence of the sukshma sharira (subtle body) is well 

known by both Vedic and Chinese systems of medicine and spirituality. The yoga practices naturally develop 

connection to the prana, nadis, and chakras, usually without our active awareness of them. Whether we can 

feel it directly at first or not, It is certainly helpful to have some understanding of the subtle body as we work 

with the yoga. 

The prana flows within us through channels which are called ‘nadis’. One of the definitions of nadi in Sanskrit 

means ‘river’, and this is exactly the role the nadis play within us. The ‘river’ of the nadis carries the ‘water’ 

of the prana around the ‘earth’ of our bodies. The prana collects in ‘lakes’ of energy which are the chakras. 

Smaller collections of prana, which are similar to the acupuncture points of Chinese medicine, are called 

‘marmas’. 

  Our lives are animated by prana and defined by how the prana flows through the nadis. Our habits and 

movement patterns, thoughts and emotions all create (and depend on) certain movements of prana through 

the nadi channels. If we repeat movements (whether physical, emotional or mental) enough times, they 

become habits; every time we fall back into these patterns the habit is reinforced. The more we follow our 

habits, the stronger is the flow of prana in the specific nadis which create the action. This is why it can be so 

incredibly difficult to break our established habits of living, for it is not simply a question doing or not doing; 

habits establish an energetic pattern in the nadis which is actually a powerful and fundamental part of who 

we are. 

Yantra s: Divine Pranic Pathways 
  The movement of prana through the nadis determines our levels of health, emotion, mind and 

consciousness.  It does not move the same for everyone, due to the fact that everyone has different patterns 

and habits of life.  Everything we do creates a pranic energy pattern inside of us which moves the prana 

through certain nadis and neglects others. As we do things (or feel things) more often, the pranic 



 

 

movements through specific nadis is reinforced and it becomes easier to perform that action again the next 

time. These energetic patterns form the essence of our internal pranic pathways, which we could call our 

‘pranic yantras’. 

  A yantra is a geometric diagram which is specific to a certain type of energy. Usually a yantra is dedicated 

to a higher type of consciousness like a god or goddess. The lines in a yantra are, in a sense, an energetic 

map which will direct one’s prana to commune with the divine, much like a circuit board which directs the 

energy in a computer. A person can harmonize their prana with the yantra through meditation and yoga 

and, over time, can come to realize that pattern within themselves. The pranic pattern of the deity can 

become a pranic pattern of the individual; thus the individual prana can become like the divine prana and 

the energies of the two become harmonized. This is a technique commonly used in Tantra, where higher 

energies are realized in the subtle body through meditation and ritual. We can do something similar in yoga 

practice by purifying the mind, body and prana and creating connection to higher aspects of consciousness. 

 

Habits and Pranic Pathways 

  This concept of yantra is most useful to us because it helps to illuminate the reality of our pranic pathways. 

Divine yantras reflect aspects of higher life in energy, but in fact all aspects of life have an energetic yantra 

or pattern. Everything we do creates a type of internal yantra/pattern of energy, for the prana must move in 

certain patterns through the nadis for us to perform actions. These pathways are gradually etched into the 

fabric of our beings and form the energetic essence of our day-to-day lives. If we were to map out the 

energy of certain actions in our lives in line form, they would certainly not be as clean and beautiful as a 

divine yantra. Chances are, if we mapped them out, most of our actions would form a mess of conflicting 

lines and movements. All of our actions in life form internal yantras which can help or hinder our progress in 

life; they can be clean or messy, constructive or destructive. Unlike the harmony created by a divine yantra, 

our everyday yantras would not be much to look at, for they do not reflect a deeper harmony.   

  When we live according to our whims or by following the demands or influences of society, our internal 

yantras are not clean. The patterns are often conflicting and without unity; some of the habits of life are 

constructive, others destructive. We constantly move between light and dark, positive and negative, 

constantly shifting between the polarities of energy. This type of restless, confused prana does not lead to a 

higher life, but keeps us mired in conflict and unhappiness. It can be very difficult to break the habitual 

patterns of action and thought because the prana burns pathways for itself into your energetic ‘circuitry’.  

One can think of habits like a river flowing through a landscape. At first (as with new habits), the river flows 

along the surface of the land and can easily change its course without too much trouble, especially when 

there is more water (prana) in the river. As the river of pranic habit flows along the same lines of the earth 

(your energetic body) over time, a deeper riverbed is carved. This is when the prana starts to become more 

like a yantra; a set pattern is starting to form. Here, it is more difficult for the river of prana to change its 

course for the pattern is more deeply carved. However, it is possible to alter the direction of the flow if 



 

 

enough water (prana) floods the system; another course then has the chance to form. If the river of habits is 

strong and long, a deeper bed is carved out of the earth and a canyon is created. Once the river flows 

through a deep canyon, it is nearly impossible to alter its course. The pranic movement has become ‘fixed’; it 

would take such a monumental force of prana to alter it that there would be a great destruction of 

everything around it. 

 Such are some of our habits that we will carry for our whole lives; they are a permanent part of our 

energetic landscape. This is not to say that all of these habits are bad, one must simply realize the force and 

impact of such things on our energetic patterns and thus on our lives themselves. What we really want is to 

create pranic pathways that are deep and powerful, but which follow a course towards perfection and purity 

as outlined by the yoga systems. 

  One of the reasons that yoga and other spiritual pursuits are effective is because they create purified pranic 

yantras within us. The energetic lines which are created by higher thoughts and actions are cleaner and 

more beautiful than the confused lines of ‘normal’ life. One of the goals of higher yoga is to realize the 

perfect, harmonic lines of a yantra within one’s own energy system. It is these more perfect movements of 

prana in the nadis which will enable one to experience the higher levels of consciousness, leading eventually 

to moksha, or liberation, but certainly to a greater happiness and contentment with life. 

  The yoga system seeks to create and develop more perfect energetic lines in the yogi. As we have seen, 

everything we do creates an internal yantra, but not all actions are created equal. The yoga has lasted for 

thousands of years because the lines of energy created in the practitioners are so strong and powerful. Many 

of the practices we do today are very similar to the ancient ones because the yantras of prana created by 

them are so pure. Such practices tend to last through time, because they are closer to perfection; they are a 

little slice of the divine yantra. In a sense, these practices are part of a larger, universal yantra which always 

exists; this higher yantra is a slice of the cosmos in its more harmonic, more perfect state. The yoga practices 

simply tap into that vaster harmony of energy. Many of the techniques that we practice in yoga are similar to 

ancient practices because they are so effective at creating a more profound harmony within us. 

 

0ÁÔÁÎÊÁÌÉȭÓ Ashtanga Yoga 

  The development of the yoga marg was outlined over 2,000 years ago by the sage Patanjali. This step by 

step method guides our yogic development from the crude to the subtle, from the external to the internal. 

We can see how Patanjali’s 8-Limbed (ashtanga) system gradually creates and perfects the internal yantra of 

the yogin and harmonizes it with the universe: 

1. Yama begins the process by working on the harmony of the individual with the outside world. 

Negative and selfish actions (actions done through ahamkara) create disharmonious pranic lines 

within; these must be purified by following the rules of yama if the later steps are to be effective. 



 

 

Yama creates the overall foundation of energy in the sadhaka. It is the largest and most basic yantra 

of spiritual energy in the body, upon which all the other, more subtle yantras will be built. Successful 

yoga of yama itself can be a very powerful force on the path to realization, due to the fact that it is 

the root of the entire system. Neglect the root and lose the fruit! 

2. The second stage is Niyama; it is largely concerned with actions that relate to your own body and 

actions, and less with the outside world. Cultivation of such internal states such as contentment 

(santosha), cleanliness (soucha), self-study (svadhyaya), selfless dedication (ishvara pranidhana) and 

practice (tapas) further refine energetic patterns and purify our habits. These first two limbs of yoga, 

so often neglected, are the fundamental guides for the movement of prana. By following yama and 

niyama faithfully, the wandering rivers of prana are guided into the deeper channels. Once the 

pranic force establishes these channels, they become ‘good habits’, which are also difficult to break. 

3. Only when these ‘good habits’ are established will the next step, asana, be effective. In modern yoga 

asana is the most commonly used method for establishing pranic yantras. It is easy to see how the 

performance of asana creates energetic patterns. The body at first resists the poses because the 

patterns of prana are not established in the directions of the asanas; they are programmed to follow 

different movement patterns. Gradually, the body and prana accept their new pathways and the 

postures become easier, one can then move on to more difficult poses which further refine the 

pranic movement. The asanas are very special postures; they are not arbitrary shapes, but they have 

actually been refined over the years to establish a more perfect flow of prana in the direction that 

yoga seeks to go. Certain postures, such as sirsasana (headstand), and padmasana (lotus) are 

especially powerful for opening pranic channels. 

4. The last step in the ‘active’ yoga is pranayama. As we have seen, the breath is the most powerful 

pranic force in the body. Good breath creates clean pranic channels and bad breathing causes 

blockages and darkness in the pranamaya kosha. Specific breath patterns can do more to establish 

good pranic yantras than most asanas, if they are done correctly. The pranayama builds upon the 

patterns created in the asanas and refines them. The pranayama is more specific in its effect and 

creation of pranic lines; as the yoga goes more inwards, the pranic pathways become more specific 

due to the refinement and concentration of the prana. It is here that the yogi is concentrating the 

prana in the main nadis of ida and pingala, and removing the prana from the less important 

channels. Eventually, the yogi seeks to move the prana in fewer and fewer nadis and, at the very 

end, only a single nadi: susumna. 

5. Most of modern yoga is stuck on the work of the asanas and a little of the pranayama, but there is 

so much more. More subtle even, than the movement of prana by the breath is the influence on 

prana by the senses. The fifth stage in the system is called pratyahara, often called ‘sense 

withdrawal’. Very important nadis connect our senses to the sense organs and nervous system; a 

large amount of prana is needed to keep these sense organs activated. There is a chain of cause and 

effect between the sense organs, the mind and the prana. We receive impressions though the 

senses and these impressions are translated into the mind and energy body, where there is then an 

acknowledgement and reaction which often translates into some kind of physical or emotional 

action or reaction. Certainly, the stimulation of the sense organs creates vrittis, the mental 

fluctuations. This whole process, of course, requires prana and the movement of prana in certain 

nadis. The pratyahara seeks to remove the prana from the nadis which feed the senses and re-direct 

it to other, deeper nadis. The method to activate these internalized pranic yantras is to remove the 

connection between the senses and the outside world. It is much like going into a cave, where there 



 

 

are few distractions and stimulations for the senses. One can see how yoga activates certain nadis 

and, once they are controlled, de-activates others.  

6. The later, internalized steps of the yoga marg further refine and concentrate the prana in specific 

nadis. In the stage of dharana, a deeper concentration of mind and prana is practiced. Here the 

prana still resists being deeply concentrated on a single point, so there is fluctuation (vritti) of 

energy in different nadis. The yogi is gradually fixing the prana with a more refined concentration on 

a single subject. This narrows the movement of prana into fewer and fewer nadis; the energy and 

the channels must be very pure if this stage is to be successful. The yogi is moving away from the 

messy, personal pranic yantras and embracing the clean, divine, universal ones. Yoga is, by nature, 

the movement from the personal to the universal, and back again. 

7. The seventh stage is called dhyana. Here the prana is focused and held on a single point for longer 

periods of time. Success here means that the prana is held still and concentrated in very specific and 

pure pranic yantras. The prana (and mind) do not wander from the focus, but remain fixed and 

intense. According to yoga, it is this concentration which will eventually bring the higher realizations 

of the limitless perfection that exists everywhere and nowhere all at once. 

8. The final stage is one of liberation (moksha) and perfect freedom from suffering and delusion. Here, 

the yogi is released from all limitation; the deepest state of absorption is called samadhi, and it is the 

final goal of the yogi. One attains the ultimate yantra within and actually becomes the divine, the top 

of the mountain has been reached and the yoga comes to an end. The personal yantras within have 

been unified with the divine, perfect yantras of the universe; one truly becomes yoga, united with all 

things. 

  Some of these ideas are practical and others may be distant ideas for us. What is most important to 

remember as you cultivate yoga (and life in general) is that everything we do will create pranic patterns 

within us. We must try our best to embrace the yogic patterns of life, for they have great powers to heal and 

transform. Everything we think, feel and do has an influence on our energetic makeup; yoga can create 

positive pathways which can help us live good and constructive lives full of joy, love and satisfaction. One 

must be vigilant to avoid and eventually eliminate our negative habits of body, mind and emotion. The 

practice of yoga gives us the power to change the course of these negative energy patterns and direct them 

in more constructive and spiritual ways, but it takes great effort. Many of our patterns are very strong and it 

takes enormous courage and determination to make changes. Faith and confidence in ourselves, in yoga and 

in our teachers will lead us forward on the path of success. Remember that good habits lead to good habits 

and bad ones reinforce bad ones. It is your choice. 

 

Chapter 4: Bandhas: Deep Energy Work 
  Hatha yoga has been designed over the years to create specific movement of prana in the nadis. As we 

have seen, all actions in life create energetic pathways.  The nadis that are activated are largely dependent 

upon how we live and what we do and feel. Many movements of prana are also a natural feature of the 

body’s energetics; proper movements of these deeper pranas keep us healthy and happy. These pranas can 

be understood by a deeper investigation of Ayurveda, the ancient Vedic healing system. Yoga largely 

attempts to reinforce these natural movements and ensures that good clean prana is flowing in the right 



 

 

amounts, and to the right places. This creates the basis for good health of the body and happiness in the 

mind and heart. 

Dharma : The Inner Pathway 
  The natural movements of prana within us maintain our connection with normal life and its demands. Basic 

yoga practice helps us to be more involved our lives and the lives of others according to the dictates of the 

society in which we live. The yogin gains the health and clarity needed to conduct their lives and fulfill the 

desires and demands of life in society. No dramatic changes have been made to the internal energy flow that 

would radically disrupt one’s life. For most of us, yoga is simply an aid to our fulfillment of dharma, our 

higher path in life. It is like the larger manifestation of iccha, the heart’s desire. Dharma is not simply what 

one desires to accomplish in life, but is more akin to the deepest urges that lead to fulfillment. It is our raison 

d’être, our purpose or calling, that which we feel we are on earth to fulfill. For many of us, it is not easy to 

know what our true dharma is, but much of life is about gradually finding the clarity to know this inner truth. 

Once we know our dharma, life takes on much more meaning and direction, as we can then be sure of our 

path in life. 

  The dharma of most people is intertwined with the society in which they live. They have a role to play in the 

continuation of life; this usually involves marriage, jobs, procreation (children) and the many other roles that 

one can play in society. The dharma of a person participating in society is very important, for without it the 

fabric of society would unravel. Yoga can aid us if this is our dharma, for it can help us to be healthy, 

conscious and to conduct our lives in the best way we can. People’s good health and clarity of mind are 

essential if society is going to be functional and constructive. When the general health of the nation is 

corrupted, society becomes dysfunctional and it is harder for people to fulfill their dharma and to live happy 

lives. Thus, yoga actually strengthens the foundations of society and elevates the whole. 

  It is not every person’s dharma to take an active role in society, however. Traditionally, yogis were 

renunciates; they turned their backs on the demands of society and spent their energy seeking spiritual 

knowledge. Pursuing life outside of society’s rules was their dharma; their higher calling brought them to 

seek a life in which all their efforts could be spent in the pursuit of yoga and spiritual life. This yogic dharma 

is what has kept yoga alive for so many thousands of years. People have given everything (and sacrificed 

much) to live and realize the depths of yoga.  In order to have full immersion in yogic life, a person had to 

change their relationship to society, to other people and even to themselves. A ‘normal’ person who is 

immersed in society could never truly pursue the yogic life to its depths because their pranic patterns were 

not suited to it. 

  This is true because of the type of energy which a person cultivates in their lives. Remember that all our 

actions create certain movements of prana in the nadis. A ‘householder’ (which is the common word used 

for people who are involved in society) has a certain kind of energetic movement which allows them to 

operate in the world of jobs and families and society at large. This person’s prana supports their lives and 

allows them to continue to pursue their dharma in city and village. Yoga can, of course, help these people by 

granting health, clarity and long life. There is no need for them to become renunciates to practice yoga. 

Many great yogis had families and jobs and lived within society. They are not mutually exclusive. To be sure, 

society needs such people, who can relate to both the spiritual life and the mundane life. 

  Those who had a different calling, however, practiced yoga in a different way. They cultivated their prana in 

ways that would not suit the householder. The deeper yogic pranas do not support life in society, but are 



 

 

more suited to life in ashram, hermitage or forest (jungle). The attention and energy necessary to cultivate 

these pranas required their full concentration. These yogas took them farther away from the normal life in 

the cities and immersed them in the spiritual consciousness. All unnecessary distractions were done away 

with so that the yogi’s dharma could receive full attention.  

Prana  and Life 

  If you consider the types of energy necessary for different types of lives, you will understand more about 

pranic yantras. A person who spends most of their energy meditating in a cave would have great difficulty in 

fulfilling the demands of life in a city. Similarly, the city-dweller would have trouble sitting in a cave 

meditating for any length of time. The pranic channels active within them are vastly different. We try to 

cultivate a yoga which is appropriate for the type of life we want to live. Not every type of yoga is 

appropriate for our lives, because we can open channels which do not aid in the pursuit of our dharma. You 

may find that if you do a long and intense yoga practice, it is difficult to go out into the city and deal with all 

of the dangers and distractions. One just wants to stay at home and be peaceful, rest and enjoy. This kind of 

contrast can cause conflict and discord within us because yoga can open certain channels which do not serve 

our lives in the outside world. It is a great challenge to find balance between the states of awareness created 

by yoga practice and our everyday consciousness of city and society. 

  As we have seen, most of the basic yoga practices that are done today are suitable for any type of life. The 

pranic channels which are activated simply bring greater health and harmony to body and mind. Most 

asanas and some pranayamas are suitable for everyone, although some yogis insist that certain postures are 

not appropriate to householders. Headstand, for example, is a powerful posture that encourages spiritual 

states and renunciation; some would say that this is not a proper practice for average people. Besides a few 

specific postures, most asanas create a basic, solid, healthy movement of prana. However, as the yoga 

practice becomes deeper and more powerful, the movements of prana become more specific and more 

inward pointed. 

  In the later stages of pranayama and other related practices, the pranic yantras created become more 

specific to the life of renunciation. Fortunately, most people who practice yoga and live lives of householders 

do not have the time or intensity necessary to succeed in these later stages of yoga, so there is little danger 

of problems. Normal life and many of the basic yoga practices encourage the natural movement of prana in 

the body, supporting life as it is. The more advanced practices actually start to change the movement of 

prana in the body quite radically, and cause a dramatic shift in the mind and life of the yogi.  

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Vayus: the Internal Airs 
  Yoga, on a surface level, appears to be the stretching and strengthening of muscles and body. Whether we 

know it or not, the techniques of Hatha yoga have effects on the subtle body as well. The beginning phases 

of practice are largely concerned with the physical opening of tissues and the circulation of prana, but 

gradually the yogi seeks to create deeper effects. As we have seen, the activation of specific nadis is essential 

for activating the more subtle parts of the yoga. Once these nadis are activated, the effects of practice 

become even more powerful; the work begins to effect the essential movements of energy (vayus) which 

control the functioning of body and mind. Vayu is often translated as ‘air’ from the Sanskrit. 

It is largely due to the effects on the subtle body (sukshma sharira) that yoga works as well as it does. The 

poses and practices have been refined over the years to influence the functioning of the entire being, 

beginning at the surface and gradually going deeper in its effects. The vayus cannot be affected until the 

breath activates the nadis through pranayama, and the nadis cannot be opened until the physical body is 

harmonized through asana; asana cannot be effective until the yamas and niyamas are embraced. Thus, the 

beginning stages are essential for success and cannot be skipped; going to the higher stages before the lower 

ones are mastered can lead to unpleasant consequences and powerful imbalances. Once the initial stages 

are completed, then the yoga practices change their focus. No longer does the yogi concentrate solely on the 

physical work of asana, though some work with the body is still helpful. Gradually, the sadhaka  (seeker) 

concentrates the focus of the practices on influencing the vayus and activating the yogic nadis which will 

allow passage to the inner states of yoga. 

Bandhas 
In the later stages of pranayama practice, the yoga initiates more direct influences on the movement of 

prana and the vayus. These practices are called ‘bandhas’, or energy locks. They are attempted (generally) 

after the fundamentals of pranayama have been mastered, due to the fact that the bandhas are such 

powerful influences upon the internal energy. The bandhas are only effective when the prana has reached a 

higher level of intensity through concentrated breath-work. Instead of moving the energy around, as 

pranayama is supposed to do, the bandhas actually lock the energy and concentrate it in more limited areas, 

in preparation for another type of pranic movement. 

  Essential to the understanding of the work of bandhas is the concept of the vayus.  There are 49 vayus in 

the body, but the most important ones are of 5 different types. Each of these 5 types of vayu has a different 

function, and together they control the most essential, subtle functions of the body. These essential 

functions are not recognized by western medicine, but have been understood by the Vedic tradition for 

many hundreds of years. They form the foundations for all the smaller movements of energy in the body. 

The vayus are a part of the internal airs called vata, which are responsible for all internal movement. 



 

 

“Vata in its five forms, Prana, Udana, Samana, Vyana and Apana, is the upholder of both structure 

and function in the organism. It is the impeller of upward and downward movements, the controller 

an d conductor of the mind, the impeller of the senses, the conveyor of all sensory stimuli, the 

arranger of the body elements, the joiner of the body’s parts, the inspirer of speech, the field of 

action of touch and hearing and the root of those two senses, the womb of laughter and exaltation, 

the stimulator of the gastric fire, the desiccators of morbid doshas, the eliminator of excrement, the 

divider of the gross and subtle body channels, the moulder of the foetal form, and the sustainer of 

the activities of life: all these are the normal functions of Vata in the organism.” P.55 (Svoboda, 

1992) 

  Each of the 5 vayus moves in a different way and influences different parts and functions of the body:  

¶ Prana originates in the chest and moves up towards the third eye and head. It governs the senses 

and influences the functioning of the mind and heart as well. It helps us to take things into the body, 

such as energy and sense impressions. It directs the other vayus, governing their function. 

¶ Udana moves from the throat to the top of the head and governs speech, memory, vitality, 

aspiration, effort and willpower. 

¶ Vyana is centered in the heart and rules circulation of nourishment and helps us in movement and 

locomotion. 

¶ Apana operates from the navel to the anus and influences elimination and release of wastes such as 

gas, menstruation semen, etc. 

¶ Samana functions in the belly and balances the upward moving prana and the downward moving 

apana, and governs digestion and assimilation of both energy and food. 

  All the vayus are essential for the healthy functioning of the being, and all 5 must be balanced and 

harmonized if one is to be truly healthy. The vayus are influenced strongly through the yoga practice, but are 

influenced in some way or another by everything we do. The asanas and pranayamas will naturally bring the 

5 vayus into harmony (provided the type of practice is appropriate). 

Prana  and Apana  

 Three of these vayus, however, have special importance to the work of the yoga. Prana, apana and samana 

not only influence our health, but play powerful roles in our actions, feelings and perceptions; certain special 

practices work directly with these three vayus to influence their effects upon us. 

  Prana and apana vayus have very specific directions of movement. Prana moves from the diaphragm and 

goes up into the throat; apana moves from the navel downwards to the anus. Prana largely rules the actions 

of mind, heart and consciousness, rules the organs of sense perception and influences our inspiration and 

aspiration; apana rules elimination and provides energy to the sex drive and the ‘lower’ desires. These two 

vayus rule very essential and influential parts of our personalities. Our senses provide us with information 

and experiences of the outside world and, in turn, influence our actions and reactions to life. Prana plays a 

large part in this cycle of perception and reaction. The flavor and strength of this upward moving prana will 

largely determine what we perceive and how we react. 

  Energy goes in and out of the head through the senses, but energy and wastes also leave the body from 

below. Apana controls the elimination of physical wastes; as we know, proper elimination is essential for 

good health. Incomplete elimination is the mother of all sorts of diseases. Thus, apana must be functioning 

properly for our health to be vibrant, for without good functioning of apana wastes will not be eliminated 



 

 

completely. Equally important is apana’s influence on sexuality. The sex drive influences our behavior (at 

least in the early and middle stages of life) very strongly. Reproduction is a primary focus of the life force, as 

it is with all creatures. The nature and strength of apana has a very powerful effect upon how we behave 

with regards to the sexual desires and the urges towards sex and reproduction.  

  Both of these movements of energy are of great importance to the yogini. Whatever kind of yogini one is or 

desires to be, it is of utmost importance to consciously influence our reactions and desires which arise as we 

live life. This is not suppression or oppression, but the intelligent and voluntary influence of the higher mind 

and heart on what we do and how we do it. We do not want to be a slave to anything in life, especially to the 

base urges which cause us to do all manner of things which we may wonder about afterwards. A person who 

lives according to their dharma wants to act consciously instead of being blind and acting unconsciously, led 

by lower urges. Yoga is the journey towards balance; the lower energies have their place, but we would 

rather lead our lives from the heart and higher mind than from the constant fluctuation and struggle 

between desire (raga) and aversion (dvesha) which influenced by our more unconscious self. 

  It can be terribly difficult to get a grip on the deeper forces that influence us, which are often independent 

of what our higher mind seems to want. Struggling against these forces can cause dramatic imbalances due 

to repression, which then cause even worse consequences than if a person simply acted according to their 

desires. One example is the forced celibacy of monks and renunciates. If the renunciation of sexuality is the 

right thing for a specific individual, there will be little or no inner conflict. They will be acting according to 

their dharma, and their choice can be a wonderful and constructive force in their lives. If the individual has 

not moved beyond the powerful movements of apana (the reproductive and sexual force within us) and still 

renounces sexuality, terrible things can happen. A person can be torn apart by conflicting desires and thus 

move away from the state of harmony that yoga seeks to create. To fight against these primal forces within 

us is to invite disaster.   

  Yoga techniques gradually encourage a certain influence and control over these instinctive forces. Specific 

types of Tantric and Hatha yoga practice can go to the root cause of these primal movements and helps the 

higher mind to have an influence on our actions and feelings; this keeps us from becoming slaves to the 

uncontrolled movements of prana and apana. The most effective techniques for controlling the vayus are 

called bandhas. 

The Bandhas: Reversing the Movement of Vayu 

    The simplest way to control apana and prana vayus is to reduce the intensity of the directional flow. 

Apana flows strongly downwards and prana flows strongly upwards, and this flow gives energy and intensity 

to our reactions and urges. Normally, the flow is unchecked and we cannot help ourselves when the vayus 

influence us. For example, when the flow of apana is strongly downward, we have the urge towards 

sexuality. We can add a conscious force to this play of action and reaction if we practice the bandhas.  

  Thankfully, the 5 koshas of the physical body, energetic body, mental body, emotional/intuitive body and 

bliss body are all a single, interdependent unit. We can perform physical actions which have an effect upon 

the more subtle movements of energy which then influences the mind, which can then perhaps influence 

our higher mind. It is this interdependence which yoga techniques depend on for their effectiveness. Even 

though many of the practices seem to be largely physical, they will eventually have a profound effect on the 

deeper layers of our being. Specific physical techniques can cause such forces as the vayus to change their 

actions, and thus change their influences upon us. The bandhas enable us to take charge of fundamental 

forces that move us and change our lives for the better.  



 

 

The bandhas are of three types, and each works specifically on one of the three most important vayus: 

prana, apana and samana. The word bandha means ‘lock’ and this is exactly what the bandhas do to the 

vayus, they lock them down and check their movement. Bandhas serve to lock the upward movement of 

prana and the downward flow of apana so that the flow is not so intense. When the flow is lessened, we are 

not so influenced by the habitual actions and reactions which the movement of prana and apana usually has 

upon us. For example, if we lessen the upward flow of prana, we might be a little less influenced by the 

impressions that we take in from the outside world, and thus our stability of mind is less shaken and we 

remain more peaceful. If we lessen the downward flow of apana, the unconscious urges of the sex drive are 

lessened, which gives us more space to express our sexual energy consciously. The practice of bandhas takes 

us from the instinctive to the intelligent method of living life, so that we are freed from habitual and 

instinctive reactions and can become conscious and freely choose how we want to live and express ourselves 

in life. 

  

When and Where to Practice Bandhas 

  Working with the bandhas is quite simple in a way. At the appropriate times in the asana and pranayama 

practice, one ‘locks’ parts of the body so that the movement of vayu is reduced. To control the downward 

flow of apana, the mula bandha (the root lock) is used. To control the upward flow of prana, jalandhara 

bandha (the chin-lock) is employed. The third bandha, uddiyana (the abdominal lift), influences samana vayu 

in the abdomen and aids in our absorption of prana. The upper and lower bandhas combine to create a 

powerful action on the prana in the center which can lead to yet a deeper movement of energy in the nadis. 

Of course, the work of controlling the vayus through the bandhas is yet another step towards the profound, 

inner states of advanced yoga. Even if the subtle workings of the bandhas are not fully understood, they can 

still be practiced to great effect. 

  What is important is to employ the bandhas in the right way at the right time. The bandhas are more 

advanced practices that should be approached with caution; improper use of the bandhas can lead to 

imbalances, due to their powerful effects. These methods should be practiced for the right reasons as well as 

in the right way. Some people hear that bandhas increase sexual power or could be the path to raising 

Kundalini and they practice bandhas to gain these effects, but often it is the misguided ahamkara (ego) leads 

them. When the ahamkara leads the way in yoga, the results can be problematic. They can even take a 

person backwards instead of forwards on the path. When we are dealing with more advanced practices, the 

mind and heart must be even more pure in their intentions. To do the bandhas because you think you will 

become more sexually powerful (or for any other low reason) is to invite problems into your life. Many of 

the internal energies work in their way for important reasons. “The more an energy is essential to the 

maintaining of life, the more it blinds and deceives us, thus protecting the vital functions from dangerous 

interference.” P. 17 (Danielou).  So please, be careful with these types of yoga and get the guidance of an 

experienced teacher. 

 



 

 

Bandhas in Asana 
  Certain modern styles of yoga ask the yogi to lock the bandhas at all times during the practice. For the 

method we are exploring in the manual, this is incorrect. Bandhas are to be done willfully, at specific times 

during the yoga.  Usually, bandhas are employed in the later stages of pranayama, when the breath is deep 

and calm and the yogi is absorbed in the work. This is not always the case, but in classical approaches to 

yoga it is generally done in this way. If one looks at Hatha yoga as a methodical, step by step approach, one 

will see that each stage prepares the practitioner for what will come later. Asana practice opens the physical 

body and creates the basic foundations of strength and flexibility, which includes the power necessary for 

the bandhas. Pranayama opens the nadis and circulates the energy, building the pranic and physical control 

required for the later practice of the bandhas. 

  For most of us, it is best to take the simpler and safer route. As our practice concentrates mainly on asana, 

we can take advantage of this and develop the bandhas gently and slowly. Many of the asanas create light 

bandhas without much effort on our part. The correct performance of certain poses naturally activates the 

bandhas, albeit in a gentle way. By consciously putting certain poses into our asana practices, we can gain 

the basic benefits of the bandhas without going to extremes. If we later want to practice the bandhas as a 

more specific pursuit, the foundations will already have been laid. If we look closely at the actions of these 

energy locks, we can see them working in certain asanas; we can then make sure to practice these poses 

regularly to gain their benefits. 

Mula: The Root 

  The mula bandha is called ‘the root lock’, and is developed by working with the legs and hips. Its basic 

action is a contraction of the perennial area between the anus and the genitals. This is an activation of the 

pelvic floor, which forms the foundation for the organs in the hips and provides stability for the whole body. 

This root area must be developed through strength and pranic circulation if good health is to be created. 

Many important organs have their home in the pelvis, including the reproductive organs and the organs of 

elimination. These organs form the foundation of our entire physical being; upon the functioning of the 

pelvic organs, all of our other systems are built. It then follows that good health in the pelvis is essential for 

the health of the entire body.  

  Many of the yoga poses concentrate on the opening of the pelvis and hips, and others build strength and 

stability there. Without openness in the hips, most of the intermediate and advanced poses and practices 

cannot be done. Another very important action in the hips is the strengthening and contraction of the 

perineum and pelvic floor which occurs in certain asanas and creates an action much like mula bandha. 

Generally, the poses which activate the pelvic floor are ones where the legs are activated straight out or hip 

width and the hips are tucked under with the buttocks contracted. Essentially, this is a light backbend shape 

with strong contraction from the hips, down through the legs. This includes many poses, but common ones 

are: ustrasana, salabasana, setu bandhasana, urdhva dhanurasana, and utkatasana. You can discover many 

others if you look and see which poses contract the hips and tuck the pelvis under. This type of action 

strengthens the pelvic floor and naturally creates a mula bandha-like action. Thus, the effects of mula 

bandha can be gained through a well-rounded asana practice with concentration on these light back-

bending poses. Day by day, if these poses are done, the action of mula bandha will gradually take effect.  

Jalandhara  

  Slowing the upward movement of prana is the job of jalandhara bandha. This is done simply by bowing the 

head and dropping the chin towards the breast bone. If you practice this and feel carefully its effects, you 



 

 

can observe that a deeper quiet comes over the mind due to the forward position of the head. The upward, 

active movement of prana into the head is lessened; this soothes the mind and brings it into a deeper state 

of calm and focus. Since quiet introversion is one of the goals of yoga, jalandhara bandha is an important 

tool to use in later parts of a practice. The dropping of the chin also activates certain glands in the head and 

neck whose secretions control vital functions, which then brings a greater state of health to the physical 

body. 

  This is the simplest and mildest of the 3 bandhas, but that does not mean its effects are less important. It is 

a position which can be used to advantage in many situations, from meditation or full bandha work or subtle 

employment in the asanas. Every yoga posture that we do is asana, regardless of the type of practice we are 

doing. If we are doing asanas for their own sake, then the jalandhara bandha can be used in certain 

situations to increase the power of an asana. As we know, the energetic action of forward bends is quieting 

and calming. The natural position for the head, then, is also forward. Some yoga styles lift the head and look 

forward when in a forward bend, but this movement contradicts the natural energetic flow of the forward 

bend. A forward bend with a lifted head works against itself, for lifting the head is a type of back-bending 

and is therefore stimulating. This lifting of the head in forward bends should only be done for specific 

reasons and not as a general practice.  

  It is better and more harmonious practice to keep the head down in forward bends so the all parts of the 

body can aid in the quieting of the body and mind (which is the job of forward bends). The restless energy 

flowing into the head slows down dramatically when we employ the jalandhara bandha (chin lock) in 

combination with a forward bend. The surrendering and softening of the head releases tension and de-

activates the mental processes; through surrender we can become more ‘witness’ and less ‘actor’ in the 

drama of our lives, at least for a time. So this releasing of the head has profound effects on the energetic 

direction of the pose. Through the chin lock bandha the natural quieting action of a forward bending pose 

can be further strengthened in its effects. Since forward bends are quieting and the jalandhara bandha is 

quieting, it seems like intelligent practice to put them together.  In nearly any forward bend, the chin can be 

dropped more actively forwards to activate the bandha.  

  Jalandhara is a gentle bandha which can also be done during meditation and should be done during 

pranayama. Since both of these practices are internalized states, the jalandhara bandha can be useful in 

encouraging the inward focus. Some asanas also create this chin lock or help us move towards it. The most 

important of these poses is shoulder-stand (sarvangasana), which naturally brings the chin towards the 

chest. Shoulder-stand is said to be one of the best poses for the establishment and maintenance of good 

health and the natural jalandhara bandha is one of reasons why this is true. Shoulder-stand has a natural 

quieting action on mind and body and creates a soothing feeling. It is best done later in the practice so that 

one can take advantage of the quieting effects and help with the performance of Savasana.  

  There are many poses where the employment of jalandhara bandha will work nicely, but not all are 

comfortable or useful; certain poses work better than others for this type of work. Any of the long-spine 

forward bends work nicely with the chin lock, such as pascimottanasana, uttanasana, janusirsasana, etc. The 

forward bends in which the back is quite rounded are less effective; a long spine is important to get the 

correct action of the bandha. Straight spine seated postures are also natural places to do jalandhara bandha, 

for this is way forward towards the advanced practices. Eventually the bandhas are done from cross-legged 

seated positions such as padmasana (lotus), or siddhasana. Thus it is good to practice sitting with straight 

spine and dropping the chin if you have any desire to work towards the full maha bandha (3 locks) practice. 



 

 

There are many other opportunities in the practice to work with jalandhara bandha, just use your 

imagination and play around. It is a mild bandha and therefore less dangerous to experiment with. Just 

remember that it is complimentary to forward bending but contrary to back-bending, though even in certain 

backbends it can be taken for good effect. Add the chin lock to your practice and learn for yourself how it 

works. The only way to truly know anything in yoga is to have done it yourself and experienced it. 

Jalandhara is a gentle bandha which can also be done during meditation and should be done during 

pranayama. Since both of these practices are internalized states, the jalandhara bandha can be useful in 

encouraging the inward focus. 

Uddiyana Bandha 

  The third bandha is called ‘uddiyana’ and in Sanskrit it means ‘flying upwards’. In this bandha, the belly is 

pulled up actively towards the spine and the whole area between the pelvis and the ribs (in front) is 

hollowed. On a physical level, the action creates pressure on the abdominal organs and nerves which gives 

them strength and tone. It also circulates the prana in this vital region more completely and purifies the 

abdominal organs. This effect is very important for good health, as many vital organs and processes are 

located in the abdominal cavity. In particular, it is digestion which is most affected by the stimulation of the 

abdomen, specifically, it is samana vayu which is activated by this bandha. Good digestion (and elimination) 

is the root of good health. Without a strong and healthy digestive system, toxins accumulate and the health 

and well-being of a person is impaired. The digestive process is also the foundation for the feeding of the 

tissues in Ayurvedic medicine. These 7 tissues (called ‘dhatus’) are fed in an ascending order which starts 

with digestion and ends with the bone marrow. All of the processes and functions of the body are 

dependent upon these dhatus for their functioning. The process does not actually end with the bone 

marrow, for upon this marrow other very essential processes are built. The tissues feed our essential life 

force, our inner fire, our aura and even our perceptions and spiritual development. These are topics for 

deeper study, beyond the scope of this manual, but it is important to know the basic workings of the internal 

processes. 

  So we can see how vital the proper functioning of the abdominal organs and digestion is to vibrant health. 

Good health can open the door for greater experiences and spiritual development; we must harmonize the 

system so that if functions in the best way it can. If we can activate the natural wisdom of the body, it can 

lead to a more profound and meaningful existence. The refinement of the digestive system is the beginning 

of the purification which leads to the activation of the higher internal processes which yoga practice seeks. 

The first step along this road involves the work with uddiyana bandha and the strengthening of the 

abdominal organs. 

  The basic action of uddiyana bandha is the hollowing of the belly and the drawing of the abdominal wall 

towards the spine, in and upwards.  This has an effect upon the organs of course, but the movement also has 

influences upon the subtle body. As we have seen, the mula bandha redirects the downward prana upwards 

and the jalandhara bandha redirects the upward prana downwards. These two opposite energies, turned 

towards each other, meet in the area of the belly. The upper and lower bandhas are further activated by the 

action of uddiyana bandha. In the language of yoga, prana vayu and apana vayu are turned so that they 

activate samana vayu in the abdomen. 

  Samana vayu has a special purpose in the subtle internal movements of energy. It has a great influence 

upon the activation of the more powerful and deeper prana and shakti which yoga eventually works with. 



 

 

Beginning yoga practice works with basic, primary forces but as the sadhaka progresses in the practices, the 

type of prana activated is different than at the early stages. Proper activation of samana gives the prana a 

profound movement towards the source of all energy, the Kundalini shakti.  What is more important than 

raising the Kundalini shakti for most of us is the balancing of the prana and apana forces within us. This 

balancing occurs on a subconscious level, but it is one of the critical movements of energy in yoga.  The 

influence of prana and apana within us cannot be understated, for they affect our actions, feelings and 

health in profound ways. The regulation of these two forces is, along with the balancing of ida and pingala 

nadis, the most important of the internal energetic actions of yoga. 

  Regardless of whether we can work with these profound forces or not, we can still benefit from the practice 

of the uddiyana bandha. Certain asanas naturally create uddiyana bandha and help us gain the positive 

effects from the bandha without undue strain. Uddiyana bandha can be difficult for average yoga 

practitioners to access, for it is the strongest of the three bandhas. Thus it is best done with the help of the 

asanas until the movements are more familiar. In general, two types of postures help with uddiyana bandha: 

forward bends and inversions. Both types of asanas encourage the inward movement of the abdominal wall 

towards the spine. It is through these types of postures that uddiyana bandha can be trained and eventually 

practiced more intensively. Forward bends demand that the belly hollow somewhat and the belly organs are 

also compressed, which are both characteristics of uddiyana bandha. Inverted postures naturally bring the 

organs up, as uddiyana bandha does, and both encourage the activation of the prana of samana vayu. 

  Prana, apana and samana vayus can also be accessed through the energetic body, mainly through the 

breath and balanced work in the asanas. This is actually and easier and safer way to work with the 

movement of the vayus than the more difficult work of the bandhas. The upward movement of prana is 

affected by inhalation; the downward movement of apana is affected by exhalation and the kumbhakas 

effect samana. The wisdom of the yoga system shows itself here once again. Before any intense work is 

attempted, the simple groundwork is laid, often without conscious knowledge of it happening. As careful 

pranayama is cultivated (or the swara cycles) it begins the work that will be carried on in the bandha 

practice. Beginners get the benefits of the balanced vayus just by breathing carefully. More advanced 

practitioners can decide how far they want to take this work by combining asana, kumbhaka and bandha 

together at their (or the guru’s) discretion.  As in any good yoga, the early steps contribute to the work 

which will be taken up later on, just as good breathing will prepare us for the more active regulation of the 

vayus with the bandhas. 

  A few postures are very useful for activating the energy of uddiyana bandha. The simplest is perhaps the 

cat-cow movements from hands and knees. When the cat-cow swara cycle is practiced, one can emphasize 

the upward movement of the belly during exhalation, when the spine lifts. This creates a wonderful type of 

uddiyana bandha with nearly anyone can do.  Every student can gain the benefits of the gentle belly lift, 

strengthening the abdominal organs and the digestion in general.  Shoulder-stand is also a very useful 

posture for working this bandha, for the pressure is lessened on the abdominal muscles (especially when the 

hands are on the hips and the hips are dropped slightly). With less pressure on the abdominal wall, there can 

be more free movement of the area; due to the inversion, the belly drops in naturally and a gentle uddiyana 

bandha is created. When the rhythmic breathing is added and the belly is pulled in during exhalation, 

uddiyana bandha is the result. This is actually the easiest and most effective way to take advantage of the 

action of the bandhas. Other postures also have the basic work of uddiyana bandha within them; look 

closely and experiment in practice to find the best ones. 



 

 

 

The Three Bandhas at Once 

  Once the basic postures are mastered, the bandhas can be gradually introduced to make the effects of the 

asanas stronger. Engaging the locks during is a wonderful and gentle training but gradually one does the  

bandhas as a specific practice. Eventually, all three bandhas are practiced at the same time, for they work 

most powerfully together. The full bandha practice is generally done from a seated meditation posture, but 

this is quite difficult and requires great comfort with pranayama as well. All students can benefit from the 3 

bandhas if they are practiced inside of certain asanas which are conducive to their performance. Certain 

common asanas enable us to access the energy locks easily because of their geometry and shape. The two 

main ones are downward dog (adho mukha svanasana) and shoulder-stand (sarvangasana). 

  Downward dog is the most commonly performed posture in modern yoga, and this is actually a very 

positive thing. The natural shape of downward dog give us access to the three bandhas quite easily. The 

relationship between the legs and hips make the activation of mula bandha simple. The half inversion of the 

upper body drops the head and gives spaciousness in the neck, enabling us to pull the chin towards the chest 

easily. The long spine and inverted movement in the belly allows for the pulling up of the abdomen in 

uddiyana bandha. Thus the three bandhas are working in downward dog almost without any effort by the 

yogi; the very performance of the asana activates the bandhas in a simple and natural way.  

  Shoulder-stand has similar advantages for the work of the bandhas. The inversion gives freedom to the 

pelvic floor and a natural lift and mula bandha can be contracted easily. Active work in the legs and 

contraction of the buttocks gives a light mula bandha. The position of head and shoulders is a very active 

jalandhara bandha, and an essential element of the shoulder stand. No effort is needed to create the chin 

lock. Due to the inversion, the belly is quite free and loose and can move in towards the spine without undue 

effort. Once again, the posture naturally encourages the movement that the bandhas activate.  

  Even though average students can benefit from these poses, they are not getting the full effects of the 

bandhas. In order to do the deeper work which the bandhas create, the focus of the poses must change. It is 

assumed that a posture can be held comfortably and that the alignments are generally correct if the bandhas 

are going to be employed. One must take the focus off of the ‘stretch’ of the posture and put it on the 

breathing and the contractions of the locks. The best way to approach the bandhas in the asanas is through 

the rhythm of the breath. The chin remains in the jalandhara bandha as the breath is activated. Mula 

bandha can be gently contracted continually or squeezed and released in harmony with the breath. The root 

lock can be squeezed during inhalation, during exhalation, during pause after inhalation or after exhalation 

or any combination which is comfortable. It is just the uddiyana bandha which must be activated during a 

specific cycle of the breath. It is only during the exhalation and/or pause after exhalation that uddiyana 

bandha is practiced. There are many ways to approach this, but uddiyana bandha is never done during 

inhalation or pause after inhalation.  

  The most classical way to do the three bandhas during asana is to follow the breath and focus mainly on 

exhalation. As you exhale, the uddiyana bandha is gradually drawn in until the exhalation is completed. Mula 



 

 

bandha can also be contracted during this phase of the breath, or can be contracted continually. At this 

point, at the end of the exhalation, the uddiyana bandha is at full strength and the belly is pulled in towards 

the spine. One can then, if there is comfort and breath control, pause after exhalation with the three 

bandhas employed for as long as stillness and ease exist. Whenever the body tells you to breathe in, the 

belly lock is released and inhalation comes in smoothly and slowly. Then cycle can then be repeated.  

 

Classical Bandha Practice 
  Eventually, one may be ready to do the three bandhas in the ancient way. This is certainly an advanced 

practice and requires comfort in a seated meditation posture, a profound comfort with pranayama 

(especially kumbhakas) and previous experience of bandhas in asanas. Only when these factors are in place 

should the classical bandha practice be attempted. One must be able to sustain a steady breath rhythm with 

kumbhakas after exhalation for many cycles; the pausing of the breath after exhalation must be comfortable 

and easy, cycle after cycle. The posture must be upright, with the spine lifted and straight. The belly must be 

able to move in easily for uddiyana bandha.  

To perform the 3 bandhas, one sits in a meditation posture, lengthens the spine in neutral and stabilizes the 

root. This is the mountain yet again and now the stability of the base and the lifting of the spine are more 

important than ever. From this stable place, the breath cycles begin to flow, slowly and deeply. After the 

rhythm of the breath is established, the prana is controlled and the mind is concentrated, the 3 bandhas 

practice can begin. After a full inhalation, the chin drops into jalandhara bandha and the exhalation goes out 

long and smoothly as before, drawing the belly inwards as one does on intense exhalations. At the end of 

the exhalation cycle, the belly remains pulled in as the bhaya kumbhaka (pause after exhalation) is retained. 

At the same time, the root lock of mula bandha is contracted and the 3 bandhas are in place. 

One remains in this state on intense energetic control and stillness for as long as the mind remains 

comfortable and the body still. As soon as there is any movement away from stillness, the bandhas are to be 

released and the cycle can start again, or one can do some breath cycles before attempting another round. 

The effect of the bandha practice is only realized when one experiences stillness in the practice. Due to the 

pranic intensity of the practice, there can be discomfort, agitation or unease. If this occurs, release the 

bandhas and reestablish the stillness or try the bandhas another day. Remember that the effect of the 

bandha practice is on a deep pranic level of the vayus and movement of the internal airs. To tamper with the 

natural movement of the vayus can be a profound spiritual practice but it can also cause us to become 

imbalanced and disrupt forces which were probably functioning quite well on their own. Consider carefully 

before you enter into any extremely intense type of bandha practice. 

  This is the culmination of all the yogic practices that have come before, including yama, niyama, asana, 

swara and pranayama. All the important lessons learned in the earlier phases of the yoga must now be fully 

activated. In a sense, this is the crossroads between the physical practice and the more advanced limbs of 

yoga. After the bandhas, the yoga moves more completely inwards towards the states of mediation. There 

are no more physical efforts after the bandhas are mastered, the yoga is purely internal and becomes 



 

 

increasingly subtle. One this point is reached, very deep changes are happening inside the yogi and even 

more careful and concentrated practice is necessary. To reach a comfort with the bandhas is to reach the 

end of the beginning stages of yoga. A new phase will dawn in one’s approach to yoga (and even life itself) as 

the yogi steps forward to meet the spirit within. 

 

Chapter 5: The Philosophy of Yoga Practice 
  Yoga is a very unique system, for there is integration between philosophy and practice. In many European 

philosophical systems, there are endless logical theories, explanations and treatises as to how the mind 

works, why there is suffering, the nature of the universe, etc. Rarely, however, are any practical solutions to 

the problems presented nor are there means to investigate the truths put forward by the philosophy. 

Philosophy remains the property of philosophers. The yoga system developed in a very different way. Yogis 

were not satisfied in being told how things were, but they wanted to understand and experience it for 

themselves; yogis want to know and not believe. Thus the yoga system was created to encourage an 

experience of the truths and theories which were put forward by the philosophies. Yoga was refined into a 

system that was highly practical, one which asked for nothing more than an open mind and the spirit of 

exploration. Certainly there are dogmas and beliefs like any other philosophy, but largely the yogic 

philosophy asked only for agreement when there was an actual experience of truth. Through this 

experiential approach the yoga philosophy was tested time and time again, by some of the greatest souls to 

have walked this earth. 

  This ancient method is a perfect system for the western mind, because in the west we want to know ‘why’. 

Many people do not want to simply believe without some kind of proof or logic. The mind wants to 

understand the method or pattern behind whatever it takes on as its ‘truth’. In this way, the yoga is ideal, for 

the ideas in the philosophy can be investigated and proven to be true or false through practice. No blind 

belief is asked for: the mind will accept when sufficient proof is obtained and truth will be established. 

Through the yoga systems of experiment and investigation, the truth of the philosophy is established by 

each and every person who practices. The philosophies of yoga are quite varied in some ways and the 

methods, techniques and experiences of the ancient yogis explore the very edges of human conscious 

experience. Whether we can reach these profound depths or not is irrelevant, for we can still experience the 

truth of yoga at our own level and in our own way. The yoga philosophy have kernels of truth for  every 

person, regardless of their level of development.  

  Due to this approach, yoga philosophy could be called a ‘practical philosophy’, for it attempts to give us a 

system with which to understand the nature of ourselves and our relationship to the universe. We are 

largely talking here about the foundation of yogic philosophy, the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali, but also of Tantra 

and Advaita Vendanta. At the time when Patanjali was writing, yoga was a very different system than it is 

today. Back then, the asana practice was not emphasized as a practice in itself; some would argue that it 



 

 

hardly existed at all. The yoga at that time was centered on the inward practice, not on the body. Only much 

later in yoga history did the yoga focus on the purification of the body and energy. Today, it is practical for us 

to concentrate on the body and breath due to our largely outward-pointed focus, which is demanded of us 

by the modern world. 

The Sutras 

  The Sutras are divided into four padas, or chapters. Of the four, only the first two are really comprehensible 

to the average yogi; the second two chapters are dedicated to highly advanced practices which are not 

accessible to most people on the planet today. Thus, most students of Patanjali’s yoga focus on the first two 

chapters called Samadhi pada and Sadhana pada or, ‘the chapter of bliss’ and ‘the chapter of practice’. 

These first two chapters form the essence of yoga philosophy and are invaluable to students who really want 

to explore yoga in its original intentions and goals. It is also highly useful as a means to self-inquiry and in 

understanding the workings of our minds. The sutras lay out the basis of the yogic system of development 

through eight limbs, or steps of practice. The system developed by Patanjali can be accessed by anyone, at 

any stage of yoga, for it spans the vast realm between the beginner’s agitated mind and the sage’s perfected 

one. 

  If one looks at Patanjali’s Yoga Sutras (in the first 2 padas, at least), it will be discovered that there are only 

a precious few sutras dedicated to asana and only a few more to pranayama. Most of the early sutras are 

dedicated to the explanation of the psychological processes that make up our personalities, perceptions and 

thoughts. Since ultimately, yoga is the study of the many levels and movements of consciousness, these are 

very important sutras to contemplate. It is of critical importance to the development of our yoga, that the 

nature of consciousness be understood; by knowledge of our mental processes, we can become masters of 

the mind and not slaves of it. We can learn to work with what we have and not fight against it, for the mind 

can be a very tricky and elusive thing to understand. The more knowledge we have of its workings, the more 

we can work with it successfully. Remember, that when we say ‘mind’ we mean the whole of the 

consciousness and not just the discursive thoughts that run through our mind. By ‘mind’ we mean the 

complete being, as expressed by the 5 koshas, from the physical body to the bliss body.  

To avoid confusion, we will use the Sanskrit word for ‘mind’ or consciousness, which is citta. This citta 

encompasses the three main sections of our consciousness, which is the ahamkara (ego), the manas (mind) 

and the buddhi (the higher or spiritual mind). The main focus of the first half of Patanjali’s sutras is to 

understand and explore the citta.  

Body and Consciousness 

  How many of us really understand how the citta works, where the thoughts come from or the many 

possible states of consciousness? We generally live in particular states of consciousness which we have 

developed over the course of our lives. Rarely do we try to step out of our habitual modes of mind and look 

back at them, so we can understand their workings. Fundamentally, yoga seeks to do exactly this: to develop 

a ‘witness’ consciousness (shakshi) so that we can be conscious of the workings of the citta and eventually 

influence it, train it and expand our experience of it. The first stage of this quest is to learn what the basic 

makeup of the citta and consciousness is and how it works. The main focus of the yoga sutras is to provide a 

framework for us to understand our many modes of awareness. As we gain clarity about the nature of the 

awareness and the citta, we begin to gain control over its workings and movements. It is the same in the 

physical body in many ways; we are not particularly aware of tightness or looseness in the body until we 

work closely with it through the awareness created in asana. The same goes for the workings of the mind: as 



 

 

we work with it, we become more familiar and gradually knowledge and understanding develop. Ultimately 

the eight-fold system of Patanjali takes us away from our old habits and patterns of mind and action and 

brings us towards a communion with more profound states of consciousness.  

  The deep meditations of the ancient yogis revealed that mind is the primary influence over the body. The 

nature of the thoughts affects the health and functioning of the body; negative thoughts create illness and 

disease and healthy thoughts create a healthy body. The body also has an effect upon the mind, so if the 

body has vitality and health, the mind will reflect it. The most critical thing to realize as you develop your 

yoga is that bad thoughts create disease and sickness. Yoga maintains that the primary cause for disease, 

above both environmental and hereditary influences, is the mind. Bad thoughts go directly to the physical 

body and cause a reaction. Every person has experienced this cause and effect, at least on a small scale. 

   Consider when you have felt an intense experience of fear or anger. The breath becomes quick and short 

(already a negative thing according to yoga), and the body may tremble or become very hot. This is not a 

terrible thing in isolation; if it only happens very infrequently, it is not a huge problem. The real problem lies 

in the more protracted states of emotion. When certain negative feelings continue to manifest over longer 

periods of time, then the body will be affected adversely. 

  Swami Shivananda writes: 

“Whatever you hold in your mind will be produced in the physical body. Any ill-feeling or bitterness 

towards another person will at once affect the body and produce some kind of disease in the body. 

Intense passion, hatred, longstanding bitter jealousy, corroding anxiety, fits of hot temper actually 

destroy the cells of the body and induce disease of the heart, liver, kidneys, spleen and stomach. 

Violent fits of hot temper do serious damage to the brain cells, throw poisonous chemical products 

into the blood, produce general shock and depression and suppress the secretion of gastric juice, 

bile and other digestive juices in the alimentary canal, drain away your energy, vitality, induce 

premature old age and shorten life.” P. 24 (Shivananada, 1997) 

Mind and body are so intimately connected, that is it impossible to discover where one ends and the other 

begins. Agitation and problems in one area will naturally and immediately affect the other. The mind creates 

a certain ‘flavor’ of prana as one thinks, feels and lives. It is this ‘flavored’ prana which is created by the mind 

and goes on to influence the health of the body. It is a common saying in yoga: ‘As you think, so you 

become.’  Or, as I often put it: ‘You are what you eat, you are what you drink, but above all else, you are 

what you think.’ When the thoughts are negative, body and mind become unsteady and this unsteadiness 

creates vrittis (fluctuations or agitations) which then affects the prana which then affects the organs and 

physical vehicle.  

  Again, Swami Shivananda: 

“When the mind is agitated, then this body also is agitated. Wherever the body goes, the mind 

follows. When both the body and mind are agitated, the Prana flows in a wrong direction. Instead of 

pervading the whole body steadily and equally, it will vibrate at and unequal rate (unrhythmically). 

Then the food is not digested properly. Diseases originate. If the primary cause is removed, then all 

diseases will disappear.” P.24 (Shivananada, 1997) 

  As yoga is (partly) the pursuit of joy and happiness of both body and mind, it is essential that the mind and 

thoughts be purified. There are countless methods to achieve this aim, and each person approaches the goal 



 

 

in their own way. Whatever the method, one must work hard to create santosha (contentment) and shanti 

(peace) in the mind and heart and body. Only then will suffering and disease disappear. When illness and 

imbalance disappear, we are then free to pursue our higher callings and manifest our higher selves. Before 

we can realize this ideal, it is essential to understand how the mind works, what influences it and how we 

can gradually control the negative tendencies of the mind. 

The Foundation of Patanjali  
  The entire philosophy of yoga is built upon a single sutra; it is this sutra which defines the goal for every 

major yoga system. Sutra 1.2 states that ‘yoga is the stilling of the fluctuations of the mind’. This simple 

statement has tremendous power and meaning, which must be grasped if one is to truly comprehend the 

methodology of yoga. Through the ages, countless different systems have been developed to approach this 

goal, some are gentle and mild and other are extreme; whatever the methods, they are all designed to attain 

the state outlined in sutra 1.2.  

  How can all of yoga be boiled down to such a simple statement? This will become clear when one looks at 

one’s own mind and sees how difficult it is to still the vrittis (fluctuations) of the mind. To actually still the 

mind in the way that yoga demands is an extremely difficult task for most people. The rewards for success in 

this endeavor, however, are the highest fruits of yoga and the realization of bliss in this life. The higher states 

of yoga cannot be reached when the mind is constantly restless and unfocused; for the movement of the 

vrittis prevents it. 

  Through the thousands of years of yoga development and experimentation, many profound things were 

discovered about the nature of citta and consciousness. In fact, the yogis have delved deeper into the nature 

of consciousness than nearly any other group in history. They learned that most of us live largely in the 

realm of the ‘thinking mind’, which is basically the internal dialogue that plays out in our heads most of the 

day (and some of the night). We are accustomed to this state of mind and rarely do we step outside of it and 

experience a different state of consciousness. However, it is outside our ‘normal’ state of mind where we 

must go if we are to experience the discoveries of the ancient yogis for ourselves. The old seekers realized 

that our chattering mind keeps us from experiencing existence in more universal and profound ways. Only 

through the silence of the thinking mind can we begin to experience the universe for what it really is, and 

not what we project onto it. It is only through the stillness of mind spoken of in sutra 1.2 that these vast 

realms can be explored. 

 

The Landscape of Consciousness 
  Even though the silence of the mind is a natural feature of our psychology, it is an elusive state. Remember 

that yoga does not create anything new within us, but simply unlocks our pre-existing potential. Old habits 

keep us in certain modes of being and we can feel very constrained by them, but that does not mean that we 

do not have other possibilities of awareness. What yoga is trying to do is rearrange our landscape of 

consciousness so that we are not stuck in a canyon, but are free to roam and explore the vastness of 

existence and experience. What the Yoga Sutras do initially is to explain the various states of mind, the 



 

 

things which keep us from the silence and the remedies to this restlessness. When we understand the 

workings of our own minds, we will have more awareness of our current state. Through awareness we can 

then work to change our mental habits. 

    Sutra 1.6 outlines the 5 activities of the mind, and all mental movements fit into one of these 5 categories; 

these movements are called vrittis by Patanjali. T.K.V. Desikachar translates them as: comprehension, 

misapprehension, imagination, deep sleep and memory.  To really grasp the nature of these vrittis takes 

some effort, and studying the Sutras (and your own mind) is the best way to go about it. Then we can know 

where, at any given moment, our consciousness dwells. It is crucial to be aware of the state of the mind at 

any given time, especially as you practice yoga. One can gradually understand if the mind perceives things 

correctly or incorrectly, imagines things, dwells upon memories or even rests in the silence of deep sleep. 

Knowing the nature of these mental vrittis is the first step in silencing them. 

A Little Experiment 

  Do a little experiment on yourself. Sit for a few minutes and just let the mind wander. Do not try any 

techniques or even try to meditate. Simply try to be aware of the movement and the subjects of your 

thoughts. (If there are absolutely no thoughts, great, skip ahead to the advanced section of the practice.) 

Then emerge from the meditation and look back upon the thoughts and what they were like. Try to fit them 

into the 5 categories of vrittis and discover whether you were having correct perceptions, incorrect ones, 

flights of imagination, trips down memory lane or moments of stillness (as in deep sleep). It is not easy to 

know whether our perceptions are correct or incorrect, but this will come as your self-awareness and yoga 

deepen. If you are not clear, read the descriptions of the various states in the Yoga Sutras and compare 

them to the thoughts you had during the experiment. By becoming more aware of the nature of the 

thoughts, one can grasp the general workings of the mind. It is like any process of transformation: first you 

look closely and become aware of the current situation. Once this knowledge is gained, then one begins to 

develop a certain detachment (shakshi) and the ability to step back from the full absorption in the thoughts. 

It is an essential skill in the yoga to be able to look at one’s self and say ‘Ah, look at the mind; it is absorbed 

with this thought or that.’ By being able to do this, the yogi gradually develops a more intelligent and higher 

part of the consciousness which is not absorbed in the drama of life, but is able to look down from above 

and observe. As we develop this ability, we gradually gain what is called jnana, or spiritual knowledge. 

Vrittis 
   Patanjali’s first and most basic concept involves the mental movements called vrittis.  Vrittis can be 

defined in many ways: fluctuations, movements, agitations, ripples, thought-wave or even whirl-pools. They 

are essentially the products of the surface mental and emotional activity. Swami Shivananda describes them 

as bubbles which appear on the surface of the ocean, only to disappear and be replaced by other bubbles. 

The ocean is our deep consciousness, vast and limitless; the vrittis are the fleeting movements of the ocean. 

They don’t last, nor are they an essential part of the ocean. The ocean remains, whether the bubbles appear 

or not. It can be very hard to reach the depths of our ocean of consciousness if these vrittis continue to 

manifest, however. Once the bubbles cease, the ocean becomes clear and we can see to the depths. 

  The vrittis largely make up our outer personalities; they are our expressions of opinion and fleeting 

emotion, our tastes and preferences as well as our disgusts and aversions. According to yoga, it is these 

petty thoughts and reactions which keep us from complete inner peace and clarity which is our true 

consciousness. When we live purely by the movements of the vrittis, we become more and more absorbed 

in our small, ego-driven worlds. It is very hard to see the larger picture of life when we are being constantly 



 

 

tossed about by opinion, thought and petty emotions. Only when we can become more still in mind and 

heart will we begin to experience life in its vastness and fullness. Our small egos (ahamkara) will only bring 

suffering and pain in the long run; the ego which controls the mind and body will gradually bring us into 

imbalance and disease which will result in dukha and suffering. 

  The vrittis can be of many types, of course. Not all are lower expressions of the ahamkara; some of the 

mental movements can be very high and lofty. As we refine our minds and hearts, our vrittis become clearer 

and more elevated, which will eventually lead to the higher yogic states where the vrittis cease for certain 

periods of time. Even if we cannot attain the state of complete stillness, we can refine the movements of the 

mind and heart so that we are living in sattva, or harmony, and using the mind for constructive expressions. 

  It takes great strength and determination to deal with the vrittis and destroy our negative patterns of 

thought and feeling. Some of our habits are very deeply ingrained within us, and their destruction would 

(seemingly) threaten the very fabric of our personalities.  This is not really the case, for the true self is a 

much higher force than the small, egocentric personality. The foundation of the yoga, regardless of method 

or style, is the refinement of vrittis and personality. Even when you change the body through asana, you are 

gradually affecting the vrittis (fluctuations) of the body and the mind as well.  To change physical vrittis is 

relatively simple, but to create a deeper change is far more challenging. But change we must, for stagnation 

is death. If we accept this monumental challenge to our very nature, we can gain great strength and clarity. 

Every time we transform one of our lower thoughts into a higher one, or still it completely, we benefit 

hugely. Each and every victory over darkness or ignorance or selfishness gives us more power to take yet 

another step forwards on the yoga marg. It is this process which is the true yoga. We must make a profound 

effort to understand our own vrittis and deal with them as they arise. It is a very difficult way, but there is no 

better method than to go straight to the source of the problem, and this problem is the vrittis. 

Abhyasa and Vairagya  
  After the initial sutras which set the goals for yoga, Patanjali then gives a simple formula for the 

development of jnana (knowledge) in sutra 1.12. He states that yoga is simply abhyasa and vairagya, or 

practice and detachment. One of the characteristics of a yogi is the drive to make an effort, to be 

transformed and gain wisdom. The yogi is not content to simply sit back and let the lower parts of 

consciousness control their lives. They engage abhyasa (practice or effort) to move beyond the life ruled by 

the urges. The effort is balanced, however, by the power of vairagya, or detachment. If a person only 

concentrates on the personal effort of abhyasa, they can actually get more involved in their personal dramas 

instead of less. Remember that yoga is the effort to be in union with all things around us, and the universe at 

large. If too much emphasis is put upon the individual self, one will never reach a state of unity; abhyasa 

without vairagya can actually increase the ego-centered focus instead of lessening it.  Thus, by adding a 

certain detachment to the work, one can withdraw from full concentration on the small, ego self and step 

back into the spaciousness of the non-self.  

  Take the experiment which we did above as a simple example. When you were sitting there and letting the 

mind run on its natural lines, were you not deeply absorbed in your own mental constructs?  We can easily 

become totally absorbed with the things we think and the drama of our own lives. Rarely do we step back 

and observe with a neutral consciousness, but this is what we must do if our yoga is to be complete. 

Vairagya comes in when we are able to see the nature of the mental movements with some other part of 

the mind which has no investment in what type of movements the mind is making; it is the essence of the 

shakshi/witness consciousness. We must develop vairagya by realizing that we are not simply the sum of our 



 

 

thoughts, but we are larger and greater than that. It is only through stepping back a few paces and looking 

that we can know that our ego-selves are not the only part of our beings; there is so much more! We must 

learn how to detach from our thought patterns and sit quietly in the center. 

The Physical Classroom 

  The classroom for lessons about abhyasa and vairagya is, at the beginning, the physical body. These two 

opposite but complimentary forces must be applied in the asana practice. We try to balance abhyasa, or the 

effort to make the poses, with the vairagya of detachment. The asanas must always be a balance between 

the abhyasa necessary to make the poses and the softness and detachment granted by vairagya. Ultimately, 

when one engages vairagya in yoga practice, it is realized that it is not important whether the pose is done 

or not; there is no investment in the outcome, but only the purity of the moment. In a way, it is only through 

detachment that we can actually exist in the moment; for when we release our obsession with qualities or 

outcomes we sit down squarely in the now. Think of yourself in a heavy and intense backbend; what is the 

mind doing? Generally, it is fully involved with the effort required to do the pose. It is absorbed in abhyasa. 

What one must do in every situation in our lives is to make sure we also have a healthy dose of vairagya as 

well. In the backbend a balance must be created so that we do not put all of our consciousness in abhyasa, 

but we soften the pose and keep ourselves safe by engaging some vairagya. The mind must say ‘Oh, this is a 

very difficult and intense pose, it is true; but it does not worry me. I see that the body is working hard and 

that is good, but in my mind I still feel calm and still.’ By practicing this way, one can develop a balance 

between abhyasa and vairagya even in the most intense situations, and this is a vital lesson on the path of 

yoga. A certain level of detachment also keeps us from going too far in the asanas and causing injuries 

because doing and not doing are in balance. It is usually too much abhyasa (effort) which causes problems. 

The Interruptions 
  Since we tend to be so deeply involved in our own feelings and mental movements, Patanjali gives a more 

complete look at the obstacles to the state of yoga. In sutra 1.30 he lists some problems which might keep 

one from practicing or realizing the state of yoga.  Desikachar lists them as: illness, mental stagnation, 

doubts, lack of foresight, fatigue, overindulgence, illusions about one’s true state of mind, lack of 

perseverance and regression. All of us can relate to these categories in one way or another. Think of the last 

time you know you wanted to do something that would serve your higher self and yet you didn’t. Why? 

Check this list of problems and see where your excuse fits in. You will find that most of the obstacles to 

accomplishing our heart’s desire fall into one or more of these categories. So next time you falter, whether 

in a pose or elsewhere, try to understand the nature of the weakness. By looking at yourself in an honest 

way, you can gain self-knowledge (svavidya) by understanding what keeps you down. Once again, by 

knowing our minds and emotions more completely, we begin to gain power over them and they lose their 

ability to control us.  

  It is, of course, only part of the work. Gradually a deeper investigation must be pursued so that we can 

move beyond the interruptions, but it can be hard to endure the many obstacles that crop up in life. At some 

stage, these problems will be less and less a factor, and there will be more space and freedom in both life 

and mind. Patanjali gives us hope in sutra 1.36 when he says ‘When we inquire into what life is and what 

keeps us alive, we may find some solace for our mental distractions.’ (Desikachar, 1999) 

  Many people, when they have their sights set on some accomplishment, want to go straight to the goal. 

They don’t want to have to take the tedious and necessary steps to get there, they want to skip ahead and 

have it now. This impatience is partly human nature but is also very much a product of our modern age, 



 

 

where we expect our every desire and wish to be fulfilled instantly, if not sooner. This may seem a fulfilling 

approach when it comes to the simple things in life, but the things which are truly worth having  are only 

made so because we work to get them. The value (and depth) of an accomplishment generally increases 

when a person applies their life-force (prana) to the task. Yoga is one of the ultimate goals in life, giving the 

loftiest experience of life on earth, but it cannot be done in a day. The whole of our efforts and energies 

must be put into the yoga for it to truly show its wonders. To try and skip ahead is to miss crucial steps on 

the path which must eventually be trod by the seeker, even if it means turning back and returning to a point 

which one thought they had already passed. One must take the work step by step, only as quickly as nature 

allows. 

Vrittis  and Cultivation 

  Thus the sadhaka often wants to gloss over their own, personal vrittis and move straight ahead to the more 

sublime expressions of the yoga, but this is a dangerous game. On the emotional and mental plane this 

inattention can be subtle, but it is easy for us to understand if we look at how people try to skip ahead in the 

asana practice. (Remember that the asanas are simply a basic training for what will come later in the work 

of mind and heart.) Often students have their sights set on some goal in the asana which they cannot yet 

accomplish, be it a deeper backbend, a foot behind the head or some other shape deemed important by 

their teacher or style. A student who has not truly embraced their (current) limitations will struggle and 

strain to realize this shape or movement. They will not want to do the simple work of opening first, as a 

preparation for the deeper shape; they will want to do the whole shape right away. Of course, opening into 

it slowly would be the sensible and sustainable approach, and allow for eventual success. Human nature and 

the mental vrittis of impatience and greed will cause a student to ‘Forsake the near to seek the far’, as the 

Taoists would put it. Despite the fact that it makes the goal seem nearer, going directly to that pose, it has 

actually put the goal farther away; for essential steps on the path were skipped, and lack of preparation 

exposes one to danger of injury or worse.  

  So the best way is of course to be patient and work gradually, step by step. Only then will the 

accomplishments be a permanent feature, and former work will not need to be revisited. Sometimes a keen 

and advanced student eventually gives themselves an injury which forces them to go back to simple poses, 

and even these poses can be difficult. They have to re-create their entire approach to the yoga due to this 

injury which is actually an essential lesson.  They thought they had passed beyond certain levels of the 

practice, but eventually they were forced back towards the beginning again. They had to then look again at 

simpler practices which they may have skipped over when they came to them the first time around. Nature 

has forced them to go back to these places and create a more balanced relationship before they can again 

move forwards.  

  The same formula will apply to all the work in the yoga, be it physical, mental, energetic or emotional. A 

good student looks closely at themselves and tries to be honest about their own personal vrittis, limitations, 

delusions, abilities, desires and so on. This work will lay the foundations on personal honesty (satya) which 

will be ever more critical as they advance on the path. Some of the most important work in the yoga is not 

opening the body in the asanas, but opening the mind to see one’s self honestly and deeply so that one will 

truly know themselves. It is the blockages and dark areas of the self which are the true hurdles on the yogic 

path, not the body. The resistance in the body is caused by these deeper blockages in mind and heart; so if 

we can know our inner landscapes intimately, the work of the body will come smoothly and strongly. It is 

critical our inner growth to take the lessons of Patanjali and put them into practice so that we can evolve 



 

 

into our true selves and not be controlled by our vrittis only. Study Patanjali and use the work as a mirror to 

look into your own heart. 

The Solutions 
  As we discover the things within ourselves which hold us back from our true depth and wideness, we must 

then figure out how to fix them. Just to realize the existence of these inner blockages is a great step towards 

their release, but often special work must be taken up if they are to be permanently fixed. Patanjali’s Yoga 

Sutras introduce us to the many ways which we can be obstructed on our pursuit of yoga, but the solutions 

are less clear. As each of us has a unique combination of vrittis and experiences, there are no set solutions 

which can be applied to us all. We must each come up with our own methods of healing ourselves, taken 

from the tools we learn in the yoga or elsewhere. 

  Patanjali offers precious few solutions for the enduring problems of the vrittis. The sutras assume that our 

personal blockages will be quickly gotten over and our progress will be expansive. Perhaps in the time in 

which he wrote and for those whom the writing applied, this was true. However, in the modern age, our 

personal dilemmas present a massive barrier. In the old days, the seekers dedicated their very lives in the 

yoga. Everything that stood in the way of their success was sacrificed. Most of us in the modern era have 

many-faceted lives. We play many roles in the course of a day, not just yogi or sadhaka; our inner lives are 

more complex and often filled with conflicts of interest. Much of what Patanjali writes is of little value to our 

modern affairs. Nearly half of the Yoga Sutras are far above and beyond what we will be able to realize in 

this life; they are of a different age.  

  As time progressed, people’s lives and inner makeup changed. Patanjali’s time gave way to new situations 

in life and in yoga. No longer was this ancient method enough to help people along in the path to success in 

yoga. A new method was needed to assist seekers in these new times, and that method was called Tantra. 

 

The Role of Tantra  in Yoga 
  The philosophy of Tantra came much later in the history of yogic philosophy and methods. Tantra was only 

developed when these new approaches were needed by those wishing to succeed at yoga. Tantra is a 

philosophy appropriate for the age in which we live. It helps us to see the world in such a way that we can 

make sense of our feelings and desires and situations and place them into an appropriate relationship with 

yoga sadhana.  Often in the modern world, it seems that most of life is very far away from the ideals and 

methods of ancient yoga and this is largely true. It can be very difficult to create harmony between our 

modern lives and the aesthetic yogas of old. Tantric philosophy developed due to a need for a philosophy 

which is useful for the modern world; Tantra helped to bridge the (seeming) gap between the mundane life 

and the spiritual.  

  What makes Tantra so special is its all-inclusive world view.  In this day and age, most seekers cannot give 

the whole of their lives to the pursuit of spiritual enlightenment; we must live other parts of life as well. 



 

 

Often these other parts of life do not seem particularly ‘spiritual’, especially if we take them in the context of 

the ancient yogas. The old yoga philosophies often saw the world in two parts: one was the world of 

delusion, ignorance and suffering in which we live on a day-to-day level (called maya or samsara). The other 

part was the world of the spirit (purusha) which alone was true and real, but separate from that of our 

average reality. The two could not exist at the same time. If one wanted spiritual life, the other life must be 

forsaken. According to the ancient philosophies, to live in the mundane world was to be forever outside the 

world of spiritual connection and yoga.  

 The development of Tantra changed all of this. As the world changed, there was gradually a need for 

spirituality to exist side by side with day-to-day life; the philosophy of Tantra gave people a spiritual 

perspective which allowed everything to exist at once without conflict. Spirit and matter not only could exist 

at the same time, according to Tantra, but were actually indivisible, and existing everywhere. The two 

seeming opposites were actually two poles that together made up the whole. One could not exist without 

the other. Matter is supported by spirit and spirit takes its expression in matter; therefore, spirituality and 

mundane life exist always together, even if perhaps they are in unequal proportions. No matter what life one 

is living, there can be spirit and divinity within it; and even if one has renounced the world and has taken 

extreme vairagya, there is still an essential element of matter in that reality. Any two extremes are always 

part of an indivisible whole. 

  This approach of Tantra opened up the spiritual work to many new fields which it was previously banned 

from. Suddenly, everything that one did, felt, said and thought was (or could be) and expression of 

spirituality. Gone was the perspective of “this is spiritual, but that is not”. If life is approached in all its forms 

through the ways of the Tantra, everything begins to take the shape of the divine; no matter how crude, low 

or base it may seem.  This then opened up the connection between body and spirit that was gradually 

developed into what is called Hatha Yoga. Before Tantra, the body was treated as an obstacle and a 

hindrance to spiritual work; after Tantra the body became a vehicle for higher realizations. The lower levels 

of matter and energy were taken as simply a more crude expression of the ultimate reality of the divine. It 

wasn’t that the body was devoid of spirit, it was simply a cruder form.  

Tantra and Hatha Yoga 

  Instead of ignoring the physical and energetic planes, Tantra employed them as tools for realization. Often, 

it is the lower expressions of matter which keep us from realizing the higher forms. We become engrossed in 

the needs and urges of the body, the patterns of energy and thought and the fulfillment of emotional needs. 

These are our vrittis, our ahamkara and our maya. These lower urges can keep us chained, blindly, to the 

physical planes and cause us to forget the wider planes of the spirit.  Tantra addressed that problem by 

developing a system which will purify the lower planes of our being and free us from the chains that bind us 

there. When those chains are lifted, we are more open to the realization of the spirit behind all matter.  

“Tantra, which neither shuns physical existence nor embraces it indiscriminately, teaches that 

because consciousness is established in the body, the body should be one’s temple or fire altar; 

everything one does with that body should be an act of worship.” P.59 (Svoboda, 1992) 

  The Tantric yoga approach employs asanas, breaths, bandhas and forms of meditation to bring more 

consciousness and spirit into our own personal physical matter, the body. In most of us, the feeling and 

knowledge of spirit is hard to realize in our moment-to-moment existence. The work of Hatha Yoga gradually 

charges the physical layers with the consciousness of spirit; it moves us from the ego-based obsession with 

matter to the realization of the universal within ourselves. Then the two worlds of spirit and matter become 



 

 

one reality and then one truly lives the life of unity: yoga. The cause of our suffering and unhappiness in this 

life is the lack of yoga, the lack of unity between the two planes of spirit and matter within us.  

  Tantra offers a real and immediate method of fixing the problems of division within us. The vrittis, avidya, 

dukha and even physical illness are repaired from the ground up through Hatha Yoga and the Tantric world-

view. Often problems that we don’t know how to fix (or that we didn’t even know we had) are purified 

through simple Hatha Yoga practice. The forms and methods of Hatha Yoga were developed to be nearly 

universal in their effectiveness for removing suffering. The lower layers of ourselves are refined into more 

universal patterns of energy which bring us into harmony with the purusha (the spirit). This is, once again, 

the concept of pranic yantras which the yoga creates within us. These yantras, as we create them in 

ourselves, give us a healing unity between spirit and matter that is the very goal of Tantra.  

  As we practice the methods of Hatha Yoga, naturally we will be faced with certain imbalances that we have 

within us. These could be at first physical, then energetic and gradually we have to look at our mental and 

emotional imbalances as well. The basic practice gives us a way of approaching our vrittis in a clear and 

helpful way. When we start to see these things within ourselves, we then go back to Patanjali’s philosophy 

and try to apply it as best we can. As we live and learn, we also must use the Tantra as a way of accepting 

our lives and making the most out of our unique situations and the challenges we face. 

 

Tantra  and the Life-cycle 

  Tantra has a complex history and many volumes of deep philosophy to support it, but its basic essence can 

be grasped by anyone. Since Tantra is a practical philosophy above all else, it is helpful to consider it in the 

context of our yoga practice. The yoga practice is ideal for investigating the nature of Tantric philosophy and 

for putting it into action. Every moment in life is an opportunity for us to embrace Tantra, but during yoga is 

one of the best times. Yoga practice is a time to not only work with the body and the breath, but to apply the 

deeper concepts that form the basis of the yoga. For most of us, the practice of Hatha Yoga is essentially a 

type of Tantra; many of the principles of Tantra exist in our yoga practices, whether we know it or not. Yoga 

is most effective when we can use the intelligence of the mind as well as the body to aid in our evolution and 

growth. 

   A few simple ideas from Tantra can benefit us enormously when we are going deeper into our yoga.  The 

essence of Tantra is very simple. The same Tantric life-cycle applies to everything and every being in the 

universe, whether it is an ant, an elephant, the moon, time, the Gods, history, our minds, a single breath, 

etc. All things and events are made up of a unity between two opposite but harmonious forces, as we 

discovered above. All expressions of energy and prana have a cycle of movement from their creation 

through their growth, flowering, decay and destruction. Essentially, the greatest polarities in the cycle are 

the moments just before birth (or just after death) contrasted with the time of greatest energy and 

expansion. 



 

 

 The dynamic interaction between these polar forces gives life, movement, change, growth and death; 

whatever happens in life, it is caused by this interplay of opposites. Without doing yoga or spiritual work, we 

are often helpless tools within the play of these forces. When we become more aware, we can begin to see 

how the more profound forces influence us. Eventually we can learn to play with these forces and 

consciously influence our own personal destinies. If we can go deep and work with the opposing forces 

within us, we can eventually create balance. It is this balance which activates our more universal, spiritual 

selves and gives meaning and beauty to life. A vibrant relationship with this Tantric Balance will bring us into 

harmony and yoga with ourselves and eventually into profound unity with the universe itself. 

The Tantric Balance 

  In the general view of the Tantra, the universe is a play between two polar opposites such as activation and 

rest, stillness and movement, life and death, light and dark, Prakriti and Purusha, up and down, etc. The 

interaction between opposites we will call the Tantric Balance. There are countless numbers of opposite 

energies in the world; the yogin must simply open the eyes to see them. A seeker will see these forces 

according to the perspective of their own lives and level of spiritual development.  What we need to grasp is 

exactly how these forces are at play within our own lives. Each of our activities has a different balance 

between the opposites. For example, when we are sleeping, there is a Tantric Balance between activity and 

stillness. The balance between opposites during this time needs to weigh mainly on the side of quiet and 

stillness if there is going to be deep and restful sleep. If we have restless dreams or disquiet in the body, we 

are farther from the extreme of quietude and closer to that of activation. If we lay down, but cannot fall into 

the depths of sleep, we are even closer to the extreme of activation and farther from that of quiet. 

Generally, the act of sleeping requires most of our energy to be residing on the side of quietude for sleep to 

be fulfilling. If we are overly active in sleep (meaning that our Tantric Balance is not in balance) we will not 

sleep soundly and will not feel rested in the morning. Thus one can see that the balance of forces within is 

not serving our higher purpose, for we cannot rest completely.  

  The Tantric Balance between the two poles moves and changes and can cause any particular act in life to 

be more or less effective depending on the dynamic play between the two sides.  In order to maintain this 

essential Tantric Balance, we must be aware of how these forces work within us and work hard to create a 

deeper harmony between the two poles. Yoga and spiritual practice is the best way to create and maintain 

balance in both the inner life and the outer. This can be a challenging task, to apply the wisdom of Tantra at 

every moment of life; instead, we first apply the ideas when we are making our yoga ritual on the mat. In 

this concentrated time, we can work with the concepts of Tantra within the limits of yoga asana, pranayama 

and meditation. You will start to understand the workings of things within the yoga, and then the knowledge 

will gradually apply itself to all parts of life. Once some comprehension (jnana) of Tantra comes to the 

sadhaka, the vision of the world broadens and widens and we experience life in a vastly different way. When 

we experience things differently, our reactions are also different and so is our experience. If this experience 

is an expression of the deeper truths of existence, we are on the path to happiness, bliss and moksha. 

The Solar and the Lunar in Cycles 

  So the question then remains, how does this play of opposites really work in the stage-play (lila) of life? 

How can it be applied in yoga practice? In the beginning, we will take a very simple approach and then widen 

its application as we grow into the understanding of Tantra. In order to truly experience the Tantra (and not 

just have it as an idea in the mind) we can work with the opposites as we make the asanas. Many of the 

concepts of Tantra are done by us without our conscious knowing, but in yoga we want to be aware of the 

more subtle play of forces both internal and external.  We must see how the play of opposites works within 



 

 

the performance of a pose, a breath or a thought and then bring it together into a larger understanding. Step 

by step, as we look at individual parts of the yoga, we will see how the Tantra is there in every moment of 

life. 

  Even though there is an interaction between opposite forces in the universe, it is not a linear, straight line 

dynamic. The interaction between the poles is best thought of as a circular dynamic. Actually, it is more 

accurate to think of them as arcs or cycles, for they are always ebbing and flowing, smoothly rising and 

falling like the waves on a beach. One of the lasting symbols (and very real manifestations) of a Tantric cycle 

is the monthly course of the moon. The moon is continually moving through its cycles, smoothly and evenly. 

When it finishes one cycle, another one begins. In a lunar month, the moon begins from its birth, at the new 

moon, and gradually grows from there. Day by day it waxes in intensity and size until it reaches its height of 

intensity at the full moon. After full moon, it gradually wanes until it returns to its original, dark phase again. 

The then cycle begins again. 

 

  There are the two poles of intensity in a cycle: the high and the low. In the case of the moon, the high pole 

would be the full moon and the low pole would be the black moon. They are the two most concentrated 

points of energy in the monthly course of the moon. For the practice of Tantra, these sections are significant, 

for they are the points of greatest intensity. Moments of intense concentration of prana (in any form) are 

highly useful to the tantric, for practices can be done which work with that concentration to create a greater 

effect. The moments of greatest intensity, such as the full moon, noontime, the summer solstice, etc are full 

of active prana. The opposite end of the cycle is the still, dark, quiet moments of least intensity. In the 

world’s cycles these moments are like the dark moon, midnight, the winter solstice, etc. The prana is at its 

lowest point, but that does not mean that this point is not significant, for it is. It is powerful, but significantly 

different than high pole. Thus, the Tantric cycle is made up of a continual, circular interaction between the 

high and the low points, the energized and the still, in constant interaction and interdependence. 

The Tantric  Balance in Asana 

  Let us look, then, at how philosophy interacts with practice in the form of Tantra. The asanas are the best 

place to start our investigation, for they help us to learn the simple lessons which will apply to all of our 

other practices and to life itself.  Look at the life-cycle of a posture: see how we get the idea in the mind to 

perform the posture, move into it, gradually work to make the full expression of the asana and then 

eventually release it. Already the opposites are at play; we go from passive (neutral, before the posture) and 

gradually activate into a fuller intensity (the complete pose) and then back to neutral (releasing the pose). 

We have moved from one opposite, low point, to the other opposite, the high point, and then back again. 

There is a kind of circular movement in an asana which is a reflection of other tantric cycles of sun or moon. 

This reflective quality of different energies is the very essence of Tantra. These circles and cycles are 

happening within us and all around us at every moment, and we can explore them in personal ways to gain 

jnana of the larger forces around us. 



 

 

  One can also see the many different forms of Tantric Cycles within a single asana. As we perform a pose, 

we must root into the earth from whatever part of us touches the ground. The Root is an essential part of 

every pose, but it is not the only thing. If we only rooted, but did not work to create the Tantric Balance, we 

would become dull both physically and mentally. In order to keep the play of forces in harmony we must 

also work to balance the energy of The Root by doing the opposite. In the interest of balance, there must be 

some lift away from The Root in every asana. This balances the downward forces of gravity with the forces 

which move energy and consciousness upwards. Only by rooting and lifting will the pose be effective and 

powerful. Without knowledge and application of Tantra, perhaps we would not be conscious that these 

forces need to be balanced; but as we understand and apply Tantra to the postures, they become more 

dynamic and powerful. The upward activation of energy creates essential internal movements which will 

make the whole practice a manifestation of the harmonic play of the Tantric Cycles. 

  There are many of these subtle balances which need to be created in the asanas, and they are discovered 

as one travels along the yoga marg and develops more subtle experiences in the practice. Another example 

of the Tantric Cycle can be seen in how we practice. The Intensity must start from the quiet and still, build 

up to the heights and then return to the quiet again. If we do highly powerful poses for the entire practice 

and neglect the quieter ones, the balance can be tipped in the wrong way. Yoga can easily take us into 

imbalance if we do not practice intelligently. Highly stimulating practices can move us towards the 

energized, high side and neglect the opposite side of quiet release. This is not a problem if it is done 

occasionally, but high energy practice day after day can lead to imbalances like restlessness, agitation or the 

inability to sleep deeply. So a practice must be balanced between stimulating poses and relaxing poses, as is 

appropriate. 

   Remember that there is no perfect formula for yoga poses or sequences. The tools must be employed in 

the appropriate way and in the appropriate time, with intelligence and discrimination. We must be on 

constant alert to the Tantric balance which is being created through our actions and thoughts, through our 

yoga and all parts of our lives. If we cannot sleep well, for example, then we must adjust the yoga so that we 

do more poses that are on the cooling and calming side of the balance; then we can come into harmony and 

sleep soundly.  

 

The Tantra  of the Breath 

  In the pranamaya kosha (the energetic body), the same principles of cycles also apply. The breath has a 

natural Tantric Cycle to it, and is perhaps the most perfect example of Tantra in action. Every breath begins 

with an inhalation (puraka), which begins on the side of extreme quiet and builds in intensity. The beginning 

and early stages of an inhalation are quiet. Eventually the in-breath (puraka) builds into a full inhalation, 

which is an expression of great energetic intensity. The second half of inhalation and the complete inhalation 

are intense and energizing. The cycle from the quiet to the intense is completed at the end of the inhalation; 

to complete the cycle everything is reversed. Exhalation (rechaka) begins from a place of full energy and 

eventually ends at a state of deep rest. The full intense energy of full inhalation begins to lessen as the 

breath shifts to exhalation. By the end of exhalation the cycle has returned to the quiet and calm prana.  



 

 

  The natural rhythm of the breath, which sustains our lives, has a Tantric cycle as its essence. There is a 

natural balance between inhalation and exhalation, inherent in every breath that we have ever taken. Our 

very life force is in a state of cyclical balance, which has great power if we apply the higher lessons of Tantra 

to it. This relationship between the opposites in the breath is one of the most powerful influences on our 

internal energetic balance. We can play with the forces of the breath when we are more in touch with the 

subtleties of our prana and more aware of our internal Tantric Balance. Part of the active Tantric practice 

involves working with the natural cycles of energy within us. This approach creates a more complete 

connection to with the inner self and also intensifies prana within us. 

The Tantra  of the Mind 

  The mental layer (manomaya kosha), too, has its movements and balance between rest and action. During 

much of the day (and often the night) the mind is moving and changing, bouncing from topic to topic, object 

to object, memory to memory. This is a state of high activation for the mind and the mental body, for 

involvement in life and action tends to make our minds very active in quality. This state of consciousness is 

charged with vrittis. What is crucial to realize (and Hatha yoga practice moves us towards this realization), is 

that the active mind is not our only mind-state. The activities of life have caused us to forget our quiet 

minds, the mind of quiet, calm and introspection. This calm mind is the mind of meditation and of intuition; 

the quiet mind brings us into connection with the Vijnanamaya kosha, the layer of profound knowledge. 

. Most of us are very imbalanced as far as our minds are concerned; we do not have a Tantric Balance 

between activity and rest in the mind. The more profound work of the yoga is to gradually become aware of 

the mental balance of the mind and work a little bit more towards the mental quiet, which is necessary for 

meditation and yogic states. For this reason, more advanced practitioners must spend more time working 

with the vrittis and the states of the mind. This work must be done in Savasana, yoga nidra and meditation. 

No deep yoga can be done until the Tantric Balance is established in the mental body; only then can we 

begin to have more universal experiences, wider realizations and experience the bliss of the true self: 

anandamaya kosha. 

  The work of the Tantric seeker does not stop when one leaves the yoga practice, but must continue and 

extend itself to all parts of life. Perhaps the hardest balance of all to create for the yogi is the balance 

between the various parts of life. Sometimes we are yogis, other times we work, or are family members, 

teachers, asuras, or any of the millions of other possibilities. Once we find some physical and energetic 

balance on the mat, we apply that knowledge to how we conduct ourselves in life, away from the protective 

and isolated practice of yoga. The real test for spiritual seekers is not in how they can do this asana or that 

breath, but how they can live their lives in a balanced and constructive way. The yoga, for most of us, is not 

an end in itself but a practice for the actual living of our lives. The simple philosophy of Tantra can be an 

immense aid to the development of ourselves as complete beings, if we continually apply it to life. It 

provides a way for us to see ourselves and our lives clearly and truthfully. It gives us guidance so that we can 

continue to move forwards in our development and become the best people we can be. 

 

Chapter 6: Ritual and Mantra in Yoga 
  Most of life is a series of patterns which help us to order our lives in a useful way; hopefully this order will 

help us to realize our goals in life.  These patterns are a natural part of human life, for we each require a 



 

 

certain number of regular actions to maintain the rhythm of our lives. Without these life-patterns, our lives 

would be chaotic and lacking in direction. Some of our patterns are an expression of natural forces, and 

others are more consciously adopted by us. For instance, our bodies tell us to eat at fairly regular intervals. 

These patterns are very hard to resist; if they are, often they well cause discomfort and dukha. The ingrained 

patterns programmed into the human body are there to keep us alive and functioning so that we can 

maintain our lives. Other patterns are created by the things we desire or are compelled to do. These are 

generally created by our minds and hearts; they are products of our individual personalities. Since both 

these types of patterns are such essential parts of our lives, it is important to create a positive relationship 

with them. 

Many of these patterns can be called ‘habits’ because we do them with less attention but in a more or less 

fixed regularity. Certain habits are beneficial to our lives, others destructive or harmful; much depends upon 

how we approach and relate to our actions. If we perform actions mindlessly, robot-like or without 

attention, the habit is in a sense harmful. Lack of attention is lack of connection and the common, habitual 

actions are most often guilty of lack of attention in life. Special moments in life we put more concentrated 

focus on, such as births, baptisms, rites of passage, marriages, birthdays, religious festivals, and so on. In 

these moments, we concentrate our life energy more deeply. The events are thus made more special, 

powerful and memorable due to our concentration and presence. If we are to approach yoga as a whole-life 

practice and not just something that we do on the mat, we must eventually treat our common, habitual 

actions in a similar way to the special events of life. Yoga does not start or stop in life, it is all a matter of 

attention, awareness and how we treat any given moment. Our special challenge is to find the yoga in each 

and every moment, no matter how mundane or habitual it may be. 

  One simple way to maintain the yoga in every moment in life is to employ another aspect of Tantra, that of 

ritual. Ritual here does not mean the obscure mutterings of some priest or Brahmin, or something that we 

blindly follow because it is tradition. In yogic life, ritual is a thing of concentrated awareness and intensity. It 

is the conscious investment of our spirit and heart in a given moment; this investment of our deeper selves 

makes the moment one of great power and significance.  It is one of the aspects of Tantric philosophy that 

every moment in life has a significance, a purpose and a power, if only we plug ourselves into it. The yoga is 

an obvious ritual of concentration, but not every part of our lives gets the special attention we pay to the 

yoga practice. Even such things as fornication (sex) and defecation (going to the toilet) have significance and 

importance in the life of the Tantric. In many orthodox religious systems these actions are considered low 

and unholy; in Tantra, they are given their rightful place in the fabric of life, not ignored or repulsed, nor 

given too much attention. In this way, we can create connection and balance in life by divinizing (or making 

holy) every single moment in life and every single action we perform simply through awareness of the 

moment. 

  The best way to maintain the yogic connection to life is by creating ritual for our actions. Rituals invest a 

given moment with consciousness, attention, spirit and presence. Any time we are really there, in the 

moment, with the ‘now’, we are in yoga with life itself.  Too often we treat life with a fickle mind; certain 

moments are special and others are glossed over as some other moments are anticipated. This mentality 

causes us to think of certain times as spiritual and others as not-spiritual; we divide our lives into times 

where we are doing yoga and times when we are not. Eventually all of life must be the yoga, whether we can 

‘practice’ yoga or not. The most difficult yoga is usually off the mat. 



 

 

 

The Creation of Ritual 
  Thus, we need to work on creating rituals out of all parts of life. This does not mean that we need to light 

incense and candles every time we go to the toilet (although you can if you wish to); it means that we need 

to invest our attention and presence in every action, no matter how mundane. It may be difficult at first to 

know how to approach this, but we can start simply. The best way to start is to ritualize our yoga practice on 

the mat. As we know, the times which we work on the mat are actually our training for activating yoga in the 

rest of life. If we develop a ritual for our yoga practice, we can eventually develop rituals for other times in 

our lives. Yoga practice is our time to concentrate and be in the ‘now’, fully present; concentrated attention 

to the present moment develops our feelings of connection with the higher, divine parts of ourselves and 

life.  

  Ritual is created when we take a block of time (in this case, the yoga practice) and make it special through 

the concentration of our attention. For the time which we have devoted to the ritual, we try to stay in the 

spirit and mood of the work. Rituals generally have a special focus at the beginning and at the end of the 

session devoted to consciously opening and eventually closing the time of concentrated attention. It is 

important to try to open and close the ritual employing more of less the same actions, mantras or 

meditations each time. Regularity and consistency are important aspects of effective rituals.  For example, 

one simple ritual is to both open and close the yoga practice with 5 minutes of OM repetition. At the 

beginning, before any asana or pranayama is done, the practice is initiated with the 5 minutes of OM ritual. 

This simple ritual takes us into the special time and space of yoga, where we have set aside a block of time 

for self-development and communion with the higher. The opening ritual is like the entrance to the inner 

temple; once we pass through the entrance, we are in holy space. We will not leave this space until we once 

again pass through the gates (through the closing ritual) and exit the holy space. 

  What makes this method so powerful is the development of our internal reactions to the ritual. Every time 

we make our 5 minute of OM (or any other ritual actions) we move into a familiar space of yoga. The 

opening ritual sets the tone for what will follow afterwards, which at the very least is a shift in consciousness 

from the mundane to the connected. Every time we perform the ritual of yoga, our internal reaction is 

strengthened and fortified and we move more easily into the yogic connection. Eventually, the opening OM 

ritual creates a natural reaction (created by conditioning) which instinctively moves us towards the 

consciousness we have developed through yoga practice; the relationship between the two develops into a 

positive feedback loop. Over time, we become accustomed to this relationship where chanting the OM 

initiates a movement into the yogic consciousness. The two work together in an action/reaction relationship; 

the action of OM causes our subtle consciousness to react and move us towards the yogic feeling because 

we have formed this internal relationship over time. 

  In a way, ritual works with a simple but deep psychology that exists in all creatures. All beings associate 

certain actions with certain reactions; many of these are instinctive and non-conscious. If we see fire, there 

is an imbedded knowledge cycle that the action of touching something which is burning will lead to the 

reaction of pain. Many of these cycles keep us safe and away from danger, but others do not serve us in a 

constructive way. These negative reactions can be addressed as the yoga develops, but it is most important 

to forge new yogic associations through the practice. Many things in life can be spiritualized through ritual, 



 

 

so that the natural action/reaction cycle becomes positive and constructive. For example, one can re-create 

the reaction to fire by creating a ritual which connects our consciousness with the positive aspects of fire. To 

the yogi, fire is a manifestation of the energy of transformation. By using the internal fire in yoga as a 

catalyst for growth, fire becomes a positive force in life. The action/reaction cycle within the yogi can be 

transformed through rituals involving fire; when the yogi sees fire, there is not fear, but an association of the 

ritual fire with the internal fire.  

The methods of spiritual development are not necessarily complicated. We must simply and mindfully 

develop positive action/reaction relationships within us, particularly in relation to the yoga but eventually 

with all actions of life. In this way, every time we engage a certain action, we also have consciously 

developed a reaction which serves our lives and works for our growth. This is a fundamental action of Tantric 

sadhana, where we look deeply at ourselves and try to re-formulate our action/reaction cycles. We can use 

these cycles to bring us towards the higher experiences of consciousness; we can also train ourselves to 

avoid the sparking of negative cycles within us. It is these negative action/reaction cycles which cause us 

dukha and feelings of pain and isolation.  

  Once the association between the opening ritual and the practice that follows is strengthened through 

repetition and ritual, it becomes ever easier to enter the yogic consciousness.  Every time we make the ritual 

and follow it with the yoga practice, the relationship between the two gains power. Eventually, simply the 

repetition of OM is enough to move the yogi directly into the yogic mentality because the association 

between OM and the yogic experience is so intense.  

Mantra 
  All of existence is vibrating, in one way or another. Vibration is movement, both in a perceptible way, such 

as sound, and in many ways which are more subtle. It is obvious, when something changes or transforms, 

that there is movement and thus there is vibration. All things are changing and moving every moment; the 

universe is in a constant state of flux, without pause.  Even such things as mountains are in a continual state 

of transformation, even if their movements are imperceptible to human awareness. Many other things are 

changing in a way that we can relate to, such as the transformation of a seedling into a flower in a garden. In 

our limited and short lives, we develop relationships with the transformations around us. We ourselves grow 

and transform on a daily basis. Many people also take great joy from these transformations, such as the 

growth of our children, the yearly cycles of a garden, or our own personal growth in this life. All of these 

movements are a form of vibration, which is the driving force behind growth and all life-cycles. 

  We can take pleasure in the experience of growth which surrounds us, but we can also become lost in these 

transformations. Due to the constantly shifting and changing universe, our attention is often fixated on the 

small things in front of us, but we lose sight of the larger picture. All of us need to create connection with the 

more universal aspects of life and not simply concentrate on the transitory forms in front of us. This is the 

work of spirituality:  to experience the universal vibrations inside of the limited forms which come and go in 

our lives.  Many of us experience these limited forms and assume that they have permanency, but in fact all 

things are impermanent. The essence of all things is eternal, but the outward forms will certainly pass away 

at some point. Even the great Himalayan Mountains will eventually transform into hills, plains or even an 

ocean. Truly, the only consistent thing in life is change. Constant transformation of life and matter is an 

undeniable truth of the universe. 



 

 

  It is known by yogic and Tantric experience that all things have both a constantly changing aspect and an 

eternal one. The essence of the universe is yet another manifestation of the Tantric Balance. The essence of 

anything and everything is eternal; all things have a slice of the divine consciousness, no matter their form. 

What we are trying to do with yoga and spiritual practice is to be able to see the unlimited within the 

limited; to see the forms in front of us and see the divine essence through the veil of matter and change. 

Usually we are only able to see the changing forms in front of us, and we mistakenly take this form for 

permanent. This mistaken perception is an aspect of avidya, or ignorance.  When we take the transitory for 

the eternal, our personal Tantric Balance is unstable, and we are living in delusion and ignorance. Through 

the certain forms of yogic ritual, we can actually uncover the essence of matter and develop a true 

understanding of the nature of the universe. One of these rituals is the practice and repetition of word 

vibrations called mantras. 

  It is very difficult to see through the outward forms and shapes of things, into their heart and essence. The 

methods of yoga and Tantra are designed to lead us to this very state of clarity and truth. In the asana 

practice we do this by creating these more perfected forms with the physical body. The Pranic Yantras 

transform our chaotic energy lines into universal ones. There is something of the universal in the shapes of 

the asanas, and recreating these with our own bodies helps us transform ourselves from the individual to 

the cosmic universal. With the breath we attempt to create regularity and rhythm within us so that we can 

reflect the greater vibrations of the larger universe. With the meditation, we work to move away from the 

obsession with our limited selves and embrace a wider, more universal existence. All of the forms of the 

practice have, as their goal, the experience of the essence, both within and outside the personal form. 

  The key to this widening perception is the connection with vibration. Through the practices, we gradually 

re-form our personal vibrations to reflect the wider vibrations of the higher consciousness. In our limited 

minds and forms, we vibrate in certain ways, often erratically and without direction (which are vrittis). As we 

go deeper into the yogic experience, we refine the personal vibrations of body, breath and mind. As our 

personal vibrations gradually become more in tune with the harmony of the cosmos, our lives begin to 

change. We start to perceive things in a different way.  Our actions and reactions also change; even the 

things that happen to us in life take a different turn. Whatever vibrations we have within us are the 

vibrations which will come to us. Vibrations in life are attracted to similar, harmonious vibrations. If our 

personal vibration is crude, then crude vibrations will come to us. Like attracts like. If our personal vibration 

is more harmonized with the universal, then our lives take a more universal expression, due to the shared 

vibrations. 

  The many forms of vibration can all be used to bring us into yoga with the things around us. Forms, colors, 

smells and tastes all have vibrations which we can create deeper connection with if we refine our 

perceptions. However, the most subtle vibration which is available to us is that of sound. Sound has a much 

closer affinity to the essence of things than sights, smells or tastes. These lower forms of vibration are more 

difficult to penetrate; their universal essence is more deeply hidden. Sound, however, has a much more 

direct connection to truth because the very essence of sound is vibration. One of the reasons music is so 

popular is due to this connection with universality; music and sound more easily express the truth behind 

form, without actually having form.  From ancient times, the rishis (seers) of India have used vibration to 

express spiritual truths. These truths have taken the form of mantras, which are sacred sounds designed to 

reveal the spirit behind matter. 



 

 

   Mantra practice is the repetition of sacred sounds during the practice of yoga or ritual. Mantra is rhythm, 

movement and vibration; simply a condensed version of universal energy which is also rhythm, movement 

and vibration. There is an ancient tradition of mantra in India, much older and more powerful (and more 

commonly used) than the practices of Hatha Yoga. The sounds and energetics of mantras have a subtle and 

profound effect on the consciousness, far beyond what we can understand with the thinking mind. Certain 

yogas are solely concentrated on the practice of mantra and the rituals associated with them; others 

combine mantra with the asana, pranayama and meditations of Hatha Yoga.  

 Regardless of how one wants to employ mantras, they are very useful for developing the powers of speech, 

clarity and concentration. They are useful for the opening rituals of yoga, or for promoting the absorption of 

the mind which is necessary for good meditation. Mantras are fascinating, challenging and charged with 

yogic shakti if practiced with the right spirit. 

  One of the best ways to develop one’s rituals is to use certain familiar mantras at the beginning and at the 

end of the practice. Devote the first section of any practice to the repetition of mantras; it could be only a 

short invocation or a longer, more involved ritual. Regardless of the length of the mantra practice, spend 

some time harmonizing your prana with the practice. Mantra concentrates prana through one of the most 

subtle energetic expressions within us, the power of speech. To work with mantra is to develop a connection 

to subtle vibrations; the vibrations that are created by mantras give us connection to forces which are 

beyond what we can relate to through ordinary means. They are like a window to a more subtle, divine 

world where the thinking mind cannot go. Through repetition and absorption in mantra we have access to 

the great forces of shakti which are very difficult to cultivate in other ways. 

  In the natural development of Hatha Yoga, we begin with the physical body, working to develop and purify 

the prana within it. Eventually, the work becomes more subtle and the physical shapes become less 

important because we are working with more subtle forces than the physical body can express. When these 

stages are reached, the seeker explores the yoga with pranayama, ritual and mantra practice. These two 

sadhanas (a sadhana is the particular direction taken by the yoga as a whole) are much more focused on the 

refinement of subtle prana and the development of the citta. Pranayama and mantra can take us into many 

places which the asanas can never take us; they are for those who have established the basic health and 

stability of the physical layer. However, all of us can benefit from some work with the mantras and lay the 

foundations for the later levels of practice.  

 

Ways to Establish Ritual with Mantra  
  As you explore yoga, try to learn some mantras which you feel some relationship to. A simple, neutral 

mantra is that of OM, which is the most basic mantra used to express the unity of existence. Another basic 

mantra is ‘OM Shanti, Shanti, Shanti’, which is chanted to bring peace to all creatures and forces in creation. 

These can be done to open and close the yoga practice for great effect. They can be done only a few times or 

for any length of time which suits. Other mantras have more specific energies associated with them; often 

they are dedicated to shakti (energies) of consciousness in the form of deities, or formulas which open the 



 

 

yogi to other kinds of shakti. There are many thousands of mantras, and you must discover ones which 

resonate to you personally.  Develop a relationship with a mantra or a few mantras and practice them at the 

beginning and end of your yoga.  Put them in an order and stick to that order every time the ritual is 

repeated. This is the simple way to create a ritual so that your practice can be deeper. You can repeat the 

mantras and do any other rituals which suit you; you can light a candle or oil lamp, you can light incense as 

well, make any meaningful movements or actions that help you create connection. What is most important 

is that you do basically the same thing every time you do the ritual. You can, of course, add things like more 

mantras if you like, but make sure that you always repeat the basic foundations of your ritual every time. 

An Example 

  Suppose you have developed a basic ritual to open your practice. You light a lamp and a stick of incense, 

repeat OM for 5 minutes and then begin the yoga. Some days, you may feel like spending more time with 

the opening rituals, and they can be extended to whatever length you wish. You can, for example, add more 

time with the OM mantra, or chant other mantras which you are working with. This can lead to meditation, 

the setting of intentions, visualizations or other techniques that are interesting to you. Eventually this may 

even become the bulk of your practice, or sometimes replace some of the asana work. Other times, one will 

do only the most basic elements of the ritual and continue on with the Hatha yoga. It all depends upon how 

you feel and what you are interested in working with. Play around and develop different ways of interacting 

with your practice so that you become a dynamic and versatile yogini. 

   You may discover, through this method, that there are many areas of the yoga which give you a powerful 

feeling and a profound connection. In this way, you can keep growing and changing as you develop your 

sadhana. Remember to formally close the yoga practice as well, giving thanks and gratitude to any beings 

and forces in life that you wish, chant the closing mantras and finish the practice. The final ritual can also be 

extended to whatever length and focus that suits you. When the practice is formally concluded, you are then 

open to pursue the other modes of life which are important to you. By following this simple formula, the 

yoga can charge the rest of life with a power and consciousness that brings happiness and satisfaction to life. 

 

Chapter 7: Integration: The True Meaning of Yoga 
  If we are to truly practice yoga, we must bring all that we are and all that we do into a larger harmony. 

Every part and piece of life, at first, seems to be its own separate force and power. Eventually as we gain 

experience in yoga, we realize that there is nothing which is isolated or disconnected from the whole. It is 

often said ‘No man is an island’, and this includes all creatures and energies as well. Everything takes its 

origin from the source consciousness of purusa; we all share this commonality which is the essence of our 

beings. There is an unlimited eternal consciousness which all things have a slice of, whether it is rock, plant, 

animal, human or otherwise. The true goal of yoga is to actively realize this truth, not with the mind, but 

with the entire being experiencing this wholeness as a living reality. 



 

 

  For most of us, this realization does not come in a flash, where our consciousness is suddenly altered 

forever. It is generally our fate to take things slowly and gradually, for the limitless consciousness is very 

hard to experience in our present state of mind. Day by day, as we practice the yoga and refine ourselves, 

we experience small understandings that grow in size and depth. All who trod the path of yoga must realize 

that it is a long path which can only be traveled one step at a time. Great patience is a primary and necessary 

trait possessed by yogis throughout the world. Only when the yoga marg is carefully explored will the 

secrets of yoga reveal themselves. 

  Often the ahamkara (ego-mind) causes us to have mistaken notions about our abilities, accomplishments 

or actions. We can really only progress when our consciousness becomes more complete. The ahamkara 

must work in concert with the pranamaya kosha, the manomaya kosha (mental body) and the body of 

higher wisdom, vijnanamaya kosha. Until there is balance between the ego-mind and the rest of the 

consciousness, there will be suffering (dukha) and delusion (maya). Until there is balance, shadows will still 

dwell in the areas which the light of consciousness does not penetrate. It is this limited thinking which keeps 

us from progress on the path of yoga; it is this limited thinking which makes the whole world seem to be a 

collection of parts and not a manifestation of a whole. This type of restless ego-mind wants to skip ahead 

and be ‘advanced’, thinking itself too far along to cultivate the basic foundations of practice.  

  However, foundation is where the essence of integration is found. The simple parts of life and yoga must be 

integrated into our understanding before more advanced elements can be approached. As we know, the 

yoga path towards integration is done through practice, abhyasa. We start with basic practices and gradually 

we are faced with the lessons which we need to learn in order to grow. The practice of the asanas, breaths 

and meditations create wonderful conditions for us to move into deeper realizations. We learn about the 

body, the energy, the mind and the emotions in the context of yoga practice; slowly, however, we realize 

that these lessons are not limited to the moments of yoga. Slowly we begin to grasp the deeper yoga, the 

yoga of integration. 

  In order for the yoga to serve us in the highest possible way, we must put the lessons to practical use. The 

yoga must extend beyond ‘the mat’ and into the rest of life; truly there is no separation between the two!  

This integration of yoga could be difficult to do consciously when we are faced with the ‘realities’ of life, but 

it does not matter, for the yogic transformations are deeper than that. The real changes of yoga happen 

below the surface, often without our conscious awareness. We surrender to the wisdom of the practice and 

let it mould us into the shape of yoga. Day after day, week after week, month after month, year after year, 

we must keep practicing yoga and keep growing. Only after looking back after years of dedicated practice do 

we see the lasting changes that yoga has brought to our lives. Only through constant cultivation will we 

make these changes permanent parts of ourselves.  

  At the beginning, we feel these changes in the body. We open ourselves to health and balance and we feel 

better in general.  When we feel good, we can live a life of happiness, love and satisfaction. Our 

relationships, both within and without, become more in harmony with the lives we want to live and the 

people we want to be. As we go deeper, we adjust our energy systems and our minds so that they, too, can 

be in integration with our lives and the world around us. Every step on the yoga marg is directed towards 

integration, harmony and self-knowledge. Each time we practice, we further our development and increase 

our realization that truly, all of life is yoga. Eventually we get to the state where we realize that every 

moment is yoga and every experience an opportunity to practice what we have learned. No moment in life is 

devoid of the yogic connection, but it is up to us to know this fact and to live it. 



 

 

 

  Remember that all of the techniques and methods of yoga are simply opportunities to increase the 

knowledge of ourselves, our svavidya (and thus our knowledge of everything). Often people get lost in the 

methods and lose sight of the goal; but we are really trying to practice an integrated yoga which offers us 

something in the now, while we also prepare for the future. We should try to practice with a broad 

perspective on what is happening now, and what is to come as we develop further. The things we do today 

should not only help us today, but be a certain preparation for the later stages, even though we don’t often 

know what the later stages will hold for us. However, if we are broad-minded, we can do our best to be 

ready by working the yoga dynamically. 

  If we take the asana practice as an example, we know that we are good at certain types of postures, and 

less developed in others. It is necessary to have a good relationship with all the different spinal positions, not 

just the ones we are good at. Let us say that we backbend easily but forward bends come with effort. In 

order to keep the practice balanced and develop evenly, we need to do extra forward bends to encourage 

integration. We will need the ability to forward bend well in the later stages of the asana practice; it is a 

necessary step on the path to the deeper states. As we develop, we look carefully on our abilities and our 

weaknesses and try, every step of the way, to adjust and balance them. This will be extremely helpful as we 

approach the intermediate and advanced practices, for we will have all the right tools in place. 

  We create integration in the physical body so that we can breathe well; good breathing one of the major 

goals and effects of the asana practice. If some part of the physical body is imbalanced (if we have not 

treated it correctly in the asana practice), it will be very difficult to take the next steps into the yoga. If the 

body has been well-balanced through a complete approach to the asanas, it will be ready for the pranayama 

and energy section of the yoga. The annamaya kosha (physical body), and in particular the spine, is activated 

through good asana practice. When the spine is activated, we can then begin to do the work in the 

pranamaya kosha (energetic body) through the breath work. Without the integrated spine and early 

preparations of the body, the pranayama section will not be effective.  

  It is not the physical body alone with will prepare us for the pranayama and energy-work; we must make 

preparations in the energy body as well. If we are integrated and far-seeing in our approach to our practice, 

we will also prepare the breath for the later stages. During our development of the asanas, we should also 

spend some time working gently with the breath, by doing the swara cycles or basic ujjaii breath. Simple 

breathing might not seem particularly useful when there is so much to do in the asanas, but this preparation 

will pay off later on down the road when we focus more completely on the breath. Once one arrives at the 

stage of pranayama and breath control, there will already be a basic experience of it; the foundations have 

already been laid for the stages to come. If you have done ujjai and Swara cycles for some years, when it 

comes time to focus solely on the breath, it will come easily and you can progress steadily.  

  The same thing applies for the stages of dharana (meditation) and dhyana (concentration). If, as we 

develop, we slowly create simple relationships with the exercises of meditation, they will be familiar when 

we reach the stage in earnest. Throughout our development we can also use mantra and ritual to prepare us 

for meditation and breath-work. We develop a mantra practice little by little as we work on developing the 

asanas. Later, the mantras will be a greater focus and the asanas less so. At the beginning, we focus mainly 

on the asanas but also practice little bits of the breath and mantra/meditation. Later on, the asanas become 

less of a focus and we concentrate mainly on the breath while working a little bit more on mantra and 



 

 

meditation. Later still, we leave behind all but the most critical asanas and even all but the most crucial 

breaths and focus on mantra and mediation.  

This is the method of integrated yoga; everything we do now will be useful to us later, as we develop. Do not 

waste time by pursuing methods which will not serve you later on. Life is too short to spend it in exploring 

dead-ends! Yoga sadhana is like building your own inner temple; all the bricks of practice that we put down 

at the beginning stages should be the foundation which we build upon in the later stages. If you follow the 

yoga in this way, your development will be smooth and you will progress well on the path. When new stages 

come, you will be ready by having prepared yourself in advance. Remember, careful work from the very 

beginning will bring success as you progress in your yoga. If you work consciously and with great patience, 

success will come, without a doubt. 

Shifting and Changing as we Grow 
  If it is our desire to progress along the yoga marg, we must be willing to shift our approach as we go. We do 

not want to get stuck in any one method or style. The greatest asset yoga can give you for life is to be 

adaptable and dynamic. We need to be able (and willing) to change our ways as our lives change; we need to 

adapt to the changes that life brings. The only thing certain in life is that it will change; it is up to you 

whether you change with it or adhere to the old ways. True yogis acknowledge the movements and cycles of 

life and change with them. In this way they stay in harmony with all things, regardless of circumstance. This 

includes the yoga practice and everything else life may bring us. If we don’t bend, we will break. The great 

tree has its roots deep into the ground; if strong winds come the tree will sway with them. Despite the 

movement of wind and branch, the roots stay firmly connected to the ground. Our yoga is the same: if we 

plant our roots firmly into the soil of yoga, the winds of life can blow us here and there, but the yoga is 

always beneath us, feeding us. By doing good and powerful yoga, we can be sure that we will always be fed 

by it, regardless of what life may place before us. In this way, we can lead happy and fulfilling lives, with the 

power of yoga always behind us and the greatness of life in front of us. 

“When we are happy we are, by and large, happy about something.  Our happiness is dependent on 

an outside agency and therefore is rather limited and short-lived. Only when we have developed a 

measure of contentment so we become independent of outside emotional nourishment. Our search 

winds down, and we begin to discover the joy within ourselves, which is an intimation of the 

unsurpassable bliss of Being.” P.77 (Feuerstein, 1998) 

  So, practice well and deeply. Live your life in the best way you know how, with consciousness and 

compassion for all living beings. Use the yoga for what it is: a tool for us to create beauty and happiness 

within. When we are joyful, we can bring that joy to those around us. By living the life of yoga, we can not 

only transform ourselves, but also the world. Through the power of yoga, we can each do our part in making 

the earth a place where all creatures can live out their dharma in the best way they can.  

 “Love is the crown of works and the flowering of knowledge.” –Sri Aurobindo 
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