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Foreword

by Yogacharya B.K.S. lyengar

Yoga is for everyone. You need not be an expert or at the peak of physical fitness
to practice the asanas described in this book. The strain of modern life can lead to
physical pain and illness, as we neglect our bodies in the race for material success.
The stress of modern life can also lead to mental suffering: feelings of inadequacy,

isolation, or powerlessness. Yoga helps to integrate the mental and the physical

plane, bringing about a sense of inner and outer balance, or what | term alignment.
[rue alignment means that the inner mind reaches every cell and fiber of the body.

During seventy-three years of teaching and practicing, | have observed that some
students pay attention only to the physical aspect of yoga. Their practice is like
a fast-flowing stream, tumbling and falling, which lacks depth and direction.
By attending to the mental and spiritual side, a sincere student of yoga becomes
like a smoothly flowing river which helps to irrigate and fertilize the land around
it. Just as one cannot dip into the same river twice, so each and every asana
refreshes your life force with new energy.

My effort in this book has been to focus on techniques, so that even the beginner
will have a thorough understanding of how to practice asanas in order to obtain
the maximum benefit. By using a few simple props, students with different
capabilities can gradually build up strength, confidence, and flexibility without the
threat of strain or injury. The yoga techniques described and illustrated in this book
can also help those with specific ailments. Reqular practice builds up the body's
inner strength and natural resistance, helps to alleviate pain, and tackles the roof,
rather than the symptoms, of the problem. Across the world, there is now a growing
awareness that alternative therapies are more conducive to health than
conventional ones. It is my hope that this book will help all those who want
to change their lives through yoga. May yoga's blessing be on all of you.
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CHAPTER 1

Life and Work

"When | practice, | am a
philosopher. When | teach,
| am a scientist. When |
demonstrate, | am an artist.”

t is almost impossible to contemplate the art of yoga without
I considering the contribution of the revered yoga master, B.K.S. Iyengar.
From humble and inauspicious beginnings, Iyengar displayed a truly
remarkable fortitude and determination to improve his situation and
health through the art of yoga. His genius and insight into mastering
and defining the ancient practice has popularized yoga today, making it
accessible to millions all over the world and allowing them to discover
the enlightenment of spirit enjoyed in the life of a dedicated yogi.
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The Story of lyengar

lyengar yoga, the system of yoga devised by the renowned guru B.K.S. lyengar,

is the most widely practiced form of yoga today. lyengar himself continues to

write, teach, and practice yoga, remaining an inspiration to millions worldwide.

he story of B.K.S. Iyengar’s life and his path to
Tyoga is a tale of success against overwhelming
odds. Finding his vocation by chance, Iyengar was
able to transform himself from a virtual invalid to
a world-renowned yogi, becoming a living testament
to the life-changing powers of yoga.

Early years

On December 14, 1918, near Bangalore, the eleventh
child of Sri Krishnamachar and his wife Sheshamma
was born, named Bellur Krishnamachar Sundararaja
Iyengar. A weak and sickly baby, he suffered a litany
of diseases as a child: by thirteen he had been sick
with malaria, tuberculosis, and typhoid. lyengar
described his physique as “sickly with thin arms and
legs, a protruding stomach, and a heavy head. My
appearance was not prepossessing.”

Iyengar's father, a headmaster, died when the
boy was just nine years old, leaving the family to
bear financial hardship. The young lyengar was sent
to live with his brother in Bangalore. Here, his frail
health was exacerbated by poverty and malnutrition
and, as a result, his attendance at school was poor.

The path to yoga
Iyengar's future as a great teacher of yoga was
inadvertently secured when his sister, Namagiri,
married Professor Tirumalai Krishnamarcharya,
- a well-known yogi. Krishnamarcharya was a gifted
 man with a great prowess for advanced yoga
postures. In the summer of 1934, lyengar was
invited to stay with his sister and Krishnamarcharya
to continue his studies and learn the yoga asanas.
Krishnamarcharya ran a yoga school at the
Jaganmohan palace of his patron, the Maharaja of
Mysore. Here, Iyengar received basic instruction in

yoga “asanas,” or poses. However, years of incapacity
had taken their toll and at first he struggled, finding
the asanas difficult and painful. He recalls that
“sometimes the body and at other times the mind
refused to cooperate.” His guru, however, was a strict
disciplinarian who drove him hard. This, together
with Iyengar’s determination to progress, meant that
gradually he mastered some of the postures. He was
further motivated as his health steadily improved.

The Maharaja of Mysore often requested
demonstrations at the yoga school. One time,
Iyengar was the only pupil available to demonstrate
the more advanced asanas. He practiced diligently
and surprised Krishnamarcharya by performing
exceptionally well. Iyengar continued to make rapid
progress and began to accompany Krishnamarcharya
on yoga demonstrations around the country.

The emergence of a yoga teacher
At the age of eighteen, Krishnamarcharya asked
Ilyengar to teach at the Deccan Gymkhana Club in
Pune in Maharashtra. This was an isolating period
for Iyengar since he had no knowledge of the local
language, Marathi, or the culture, and no family
nearby. Moreover, many of the people he taught
were more accomplished than him at the asanas.
Iyengar also struggled because, although his
teacher had been strict, he had never thoroughly
explained the techniques for the asanas. lyengar
resolved to practice diligently to acquire an in-depth
knowledge of each asana, observing the intricacies

The young B.K.S. lyengar (top left). lyengar and his wife,
Ramamani, embark on a train journey (top right). lyengar's guru,
Professor Tirumalai Krishnamarcharya, is garlanded and greeted by the
lyengar family (bottom).

10
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Yogacharya lyengar in Eka pada rajakapotasana, the King pigeon pose
(above), and in Vrschikasana, the Scorpion pose (right); teaching the
late Sir Yehudi Menuhin (opposite page, left); receiving the Padma Bhushan
Award, one of India's highest civilian honors (opposite page, right).

of the movement of each part of the body. The

precision he developed was reflected in his teaching,

and his students grew in number. He was now also
conversant in Marathi and English, as well as
Sanskrit, Hindi, Tamil, and Kannada, enabling him
to communicate with his students.

As lyengar’s reputation grew, people of all ages
and abilities sought instruction from him, including
many with ailments. Yoga had helped to improve his
health, so Iyengar was unwilling to turn anyone
away. Instead he used his in-depth knowledge of the
human body to modify and adapt the poses, making
yoga accessible to all. He developed the use of props
such as ropes, belts, wooden blocks, and bolsters to
help the elderly, weak, and inflexible experience the
therapeutic effects of yoga. The innovative system
of lyengar yoga was beginning to take shape.

Family life

In 1943, his brothers arranged for him to meet
sixteen-year-old Ramamani. Iyengar was very taken
with her, and they both consented to marriage.

Ramamani knew little about yoga at the start of
their marriage, but she soon absorbed the essence
of yoga and supported her husband. As well as
fulfilling the traditional role of wife, caring for

their five daughters and one son while Iyengar
concentrated on his yoga, she also became Iyengar's
trusted critic and advisor.

International recognition

As lyengar’s reputation for excellence spread, he
began to gain influential students, such as members
of the Indian royalty and prominent business, sports,
and entertainment personalities.

In March 1952, a fortuitous meeting with the
famous violin maestro Yehudi Menuhin was the
catalyst to Iyengar teaching abroad. At their first
yoga session, Menuhin explained how he was
constantly fatigued from lack of sleep, unable to
relax, and suffering from a variety of aches and pains
common to many musicians. Iyengar prescribed
Menuhin a program of asanas and in a short time
his muscular pains completely disappeared and
a regular sleep pattern was restored. After this,
Menuhin became a devoted student and arranged
for lyengar to teach abroad in London, Switzerland,
Paris, and elsewhere, spreading his reputation
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across the globe. They enjoyed an extremely close
friendship that endured for 47 years, until Menuhin’s
death in 1999.

Iyengar made his first visit to the United States
in 1956 and returned often in the 1970s, his distinct
style of teaching helping to popularize yoga in the
United States. His career continued to develop and
in 1966, lyengar's first book, Light on Yoga, was
published. This became an international bestseller
and went on to be translated into seventeen
languages. Often called “the bible of yoga,” it helped
yoga become an international phenomenon. His
second book, Light on Pranayama, was published in
1981 and has been translated into 12 languages.

The Ramamani lyengar Memorial

Yoga Institute

In 1975, lyengar opened the Ramamani lyengar
Memorial Yoga Institute in Pune, named in memory
of his beloved wife. Initially, Iyengar personally

conducted all the yoga classes in the very busy
schedule and the Institute soon became an
internationally renowned center of excellence.
In 2003, Iyengar officially retired from teaching,
reflecting that it was time to “let the next generation
come through.” Today, the Institute continues to
thrive. The classes, which are hugely popular and
oversubscribed, are taught by his eldest daughter,
Geeta, and his son Prashant, as well as by other
senior teachers who trained under Iyengar’s strict
tutelage. Ilyengar himself continues to write and
teach the Institute’s medical class.

lyengar's achievements are exceptional. He has
toured 25 countries, published fourteen books, been
bestowed with hundreds of awards, and is widely
accredited with popularizing yoga. His artistic yoga
performances have elicited epithets such as the
“Michelangelo of Yoga.” Because of his dedication
and commitment to yoga, millions worldwide are
experiencing the benefits of the ancient art of yoga.

"Yoga releases the creative
potential in life.”
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A Day in the Life of the Guru

Yogacharya B.K.S. lyengar has been treading the yogic path for over 70 years

and is widely recognized as yoga's foremost exponent. His enduring physical

fitness, mental agility, and youthfulness bear witness to the benefits of yoga.

D espite his worldwide fame and increasing age,

Iyengar remains undeterred from following the
philosophical precepts of yoga and continues to live
the simple life of a dedicated yogi. His modest and

unpretentious lifestyle is exemplary to all those who
seek to follow the yogic path.

The early hours

In the early hours of the morning, a world-renowned
yogi stirs to the pre-dawn chorus of chattering birds.
At 5:30 am in Pune, India, the sun has yet to rise and
the air feels fresh and cool. There are no rickshaws
rattling past, no sounds of horns, and no students
talking in hushed voices. Iyengar relishes the
tranquillity of these first hours of the morning.

He begins the day with a bath and then, staying
true to his south Indian roots, has a drink of milky
coffee with sugar. This is all the sustenance that he
needs to begin an hour's practice of pranayama, the
yogic art of uniting the mind and breath to release
energy around the body. lyengar stresses the
importance of pranayama in the practice of yoga

@

when he states that “the yogi’s life is not measured
by the number of his days but by the number of his
breaths” and that “this harmonizing of the breath is
the foundation upon which the practice is based.”
Dressed in a white linen tunic, he sits in the lotus
position, his back straight and his barrel-sized chest
expanding rhythmically as he commences the
pranayama session. After the session, Iyengar
spends an hour reading the newspaper to catch up
on world news and enjoys another cup of coffee.

The morning practice

Iyengar lives with his family in a two-story house
next to the Ramamani lyengar Memorial Yoga
Institute (RIMYI), named in memory of his beloved
wife, Shrimati Ramamani Iyengar. The Institute bears
witness to Iyengar’s standing as a world-renowned
yogi: its walls are adorned with the numerous
awards, citations, presentations, offerings, and works
of art bestowed on Iyengar over the years, including
the certificates from institutes and universities
around the world.

®
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The early morning routine
of pranayama is integral to
the yogic day. For Yogacharya
lyengar, pranayama is “to witness
and observe the smooth flow of
inhalation and exhalation" with

"depth, subtlety, and precision.”
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At around 9:15 am, lyengar walks over to the
RIMYI to begin his personal yoga practice. He
removes and neatly folds his tunic and wrap and
places the garments in a corner before selecting a
mat, blanket, and a wooden block from an array
of equipment. Wearing only shorts and the sacred
Brahmin thread, he finds a space in the hall
alongside the other yoga students, places a clock
timer close to his mat, and dedicates the next two
to three hours to his own practice. He begins with
a supported backward bend and then removes the
support and eases into an advanced backward bend.
This is followed by a comprehensive program of
inversions. First, Iyengar uses a curved rope suspended
from the ceiling, after which he holds Sirsasana
(Headstand) for 30 minutes. He finishes the
inversions with 20 minutes in Sarvangasana
(Shoulderstand).

In contrast to many of the students in the hall,
his practice looks effortless and free, even while
holding the most challenging poses, and he moves
with an agility and lightness that is incredible for his

Yogacharya lyengar assists his granddaughter to stretch fully in Utthita
Trikonasana, the Extended triangle pose (below), and guides her in
Marichyasana Ill, a spinal twist pose dedicated to Sage Marichi (opposite).

age. He holds poses with the utmost concentration,
stilling and quieting the senses to achieve a state of
dhyana, or meditation. When asked why he remains
in one posture for so long he says, “When I was
young, | played. Now I stay.”

As he practices, students continue to arrive,
prostrating themselves before him to show reverence
for their guru. Other students from the intermediate
class stop as they pass the hall to watch respectfully
as the yoga master moves into another posture. His
unrelenting passion for yoga is contagious and a
source of inspiration throughout the Institute.

Halfway through his practice, as he emerges from
a backward bend, he notices his granddaughter,
Abhijata, practicing across the hall. Like many other
family members, she regularly practices in the main
hall. She is holding Utthita Trikonasana (Extended
triangle pose). Iyengar calls her over and asks her to
repeat the pose, chastising her for not fully aligning
the chest and hips. He then spends a few minutes
with her, continuing to guide her through several
other poses. When asked about his daily rigorous
yoga routine, especially impressive at his advanced
age, lyengar replies that, “If the body collapses, the
mind cannot hold on. [ am doing poses with sheer
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"Age cannot be the problem coming
in the way of practice. One needs to have
strong willpower in one's practice.”

willpower to maintain both body and mind.” After
the morning’s practice, lyengar looks relaxed and
unfazed, his eyes sparkling under the trademark
bushy eyebrows. As he stops briefly to speak to the
office staff, sharing a joke in Marathi with them, his
contagious laugh fills the room: despite standing at
just five feet tall, lyengar commands a powerful
presence in any room. Even though he receives
constant unconditional adoration from all who come
to learn yoga at the Institute, he manages to remain
humble and true at all times to the practice of yoga.

Morning prayers

After the morning practice, lyengar returns to his
house for a bath, after which he emerges dressed in
a crisp white cotton kurta and dhoti, his white hair
brushed back and a tilak (thin red stripe) running

down his brow to signify it is time for the morning
puja, or prayers. He sits cross-legged in front of large
statues of the god Venkateshwara, better known as
Balaji, and his consort, the goddess of wealth,
Mahalakshmi. The idols are adorned with scented
flowers and the sweet aroma of incense fills the
room. He recites Sanskrit slokas, or verses, and offers
scented water and sweetened milk to the gods.

After the puja, a large shell symbolizing the feet
of the god Balaji is placed on the head of each
member of the family as a blessing. Then, with the
right hand cupped, the family each sip a spoonful
of the blessed water and milk. Shortly after the
morning prayers, Iyengar sits down with his family
to a simple lunch consisting of a vegetable dish,
rice, curds, and fruit and, at around 1:30 pm, he
retires to his room for a rest.
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"| have
willpower and
positive faith,
and courage
and vigor
In practice.”
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Daily practice for Yogacharya lyengar With the timer set for 20
minutes, lyengar uses a suspended sling to help him hold three different
positions, including a variation of Adho Mukha Vrksasana, the Handstand

pose (1). Using the vertical part of the stage to support the chest,
lyengar holds a variation of Bhujangasana, the Serpent pose (2). Another
variation of Bhujangasana, where the head is drawn toward the feet (3).

Sirsasana, the Headstand pose, known as the father of asanas (4). With
graceful control, lyengar adeptly folds his legs into Urdhva Padmasana
in Sirsasana, the Lotus pose in headstand, and allows his chest to fully
expand (5). Sarvangasana, the Shoulderstand pose, also known as the
mother of asanas (6). Setu Bandha Sarvangasana, the Bridge pose (7).
lyengar concludes his practice with Padmasana, the Lotus pose (8).

19
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Yogacharya lyengar's bedroom is temporarily transformed into
a prayer room where he pays homage to the deities Balaji and
Mahalakshmi (above). In the afternoon, he spends several hours in the
Institute’s library for correspondence, reading, and research (opposite).

The library
Some time after 2:30 pm, Iyengar returns to the
Institute to spend time working in the library, which
is located in the basement. The library is long and
narrow with desks running down the center. Along
the walls, enclosed behind glass doors, run the
shelves, which contain over 8,000 titles in several
languages. The subject matter is diverse, ranging
from yoga, philosophy, spirituality, and ayurveda to
human anatomy and physiology and much more.
lyengar spends the rest of the afternoon here,
working at a large desk where he sorts through the
stack of correspondence, much of which requires
a response. He dictates his replies, which are then
typed up and sent out by one of the students. The
remaining time is allotted for reading, carrying out
research, and receiving guests.

Several students join Iyengar in the library,
quietly reading books and making notes. When a
senior teacher at the Institute stops for a brief chat,
the silence is broken and the students now feel
free to discuss yoga sutras and yogic philosophy
in hushed voices. This is also an opportunity for
students to ask Iyengar any questions.

Many devoted students voluntarily give their
time and skills to the Institute. Today, two students
are spending time scanning, indexing, and hence
preserving the large quantity of photographs located
in the Institute’s archives, a time-consuming task.
At about 4:00 pm, one of the workers at the Institute
brings Iyengar his third cup of hot coffee, which he
slowly sips while he makes notes on an article.
lyengar returns home at around 5:00 pm and the
library closes at 5:30 pm.

Evening time

Iyengar shares his home with his children: Suchita
and her family, Prashant, and Geeta. Members of his
extended family also regularly visit and stay. The
house, which has an old-fashioned feel, is simply
furnished and feels extremely homey. At about

8:00 pm, Iyengar sits down with his family to the
main meal of the day, which consists of two
vegetable dishes, curds, and rice, followed by fruit.
He prefers his vegetables lightly cooked and spiced,
rather than raw, and if he has chapattis, he will skip
the rice. lyengar does, however, have a predilection
for milky desserts.

The meal, which is prepared by his daughters
Geeta and Suchita, closely follows the
recommendations of the sattvic diet, which states
that meals should consist of healthy, vegetarian,
foods that are “pure” and wholesome. The diet is
believed to provide the body with strength and
energy, thus increasing vitality. lyengar advocates
eating light meals since these help prevent feelings
of sluggishness, enabling the body to achieve the
difficult poses. For the rest of the evening Iyengar
sits with his family and together they exchange
stories of their day. He watches the television news
at 9 pm and then retires to his room at 10:40 pm.

This time spent with his family reflects the
importance of family life to Iyengar and his devotion
as a father to his five daughters and one son and
grandfather to his many grandchildren. It is also
clear when looking at how he spends his waking
hours, that Iyengar is guided overwhelmingly
by his unwavering commitment to yoga.

20
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Good Works

Yogacharya B.KS. lyengar's childhood experiences of ill-health and deprivation

have imbued his brand of yoga with a strong philanthropic element, reflected

in his philosophy, "Take an action, no matter how small.”

_ 4_ As well as being an inspirational teacher of yoga,
i Iyengar is also driven by an overriding desire

. to improve the lives of others. This desire can be

seen not only in his innovative methods of practice,

which benefit those with health problems, but also

in his charitable ventures to improve the lives of

the underprivileged in his home village of Bellur.

Bellur Krishnamachar and Seshamma
Smaraka Nidhi Trust (BKSSNT)

As an adult, Iyengar regularly visited the temple
in his village, Bellur, and was always saddened at
the plight of the children who lived without basic
amenities. In 1967, lyengar began to rectify this
situation by building a primary school, the first
of his many good works in Bellur. In 1998, having
promoted yoga all over the world, Ilyengar decided
that he wanted to promote yoga in Bellur, saying
that his “only desire now is to take yoga to the
villages.” However, he knew that the basic needs
of the villagers would need to be met before they
would be willing to take up yoga.

In 2003, the Bellur Krishnamachar and Seshamma
Smaraka Nidhi Trust was formed, in memory of
Iyengar's parents, to provide the village of Bellur with
the basic necessities that would enable it to flourish.
The Trust has four distinct objectives: to provide
education, to provide health-care facilities, to

- improve social standards and living conditions, and

to expand the cultural skills of the villagers. Land
procured by the Trust has been developed and now
houses a new road, the Trust office building, a high
school, with all the teachers’ salaries paid by the
Trust, a guest house, and a large building to be used
for cottage industries. The Trust has also developed
the infrastructure of the village, building roads and

fences and establishing power supplies. It has
opened a day-care hospital with surgical facilities,
where services and medication are supplied free of
charge to the villagers. The Trust now plans to build
schools in other impoverished parts of India.

Yoga chikitsa (yoga therapy)

Although Iyengar has retired from teaching
mainstream classes, he continues to teach the
special needs’ classes at the Ramamani lyengar
Memorial Yoga Institute (RIMYI) in Pune. People with
problems such as heart conditions, arthritis, diabetes,
migraines, multiple sclerosis, and cancer continue
to come to the RIMYI from all over the world to
experience the therapeutic effects of Iyengar yoga.

As well as helping those with specific medical
problems, Iyengar yoga has proved hugely beneficial
in helping people overcome difficult addictions, or
deal with severe trauma. A long-standing student of
Iyengar’s, Father Joe Perreira, runs the Kripa
Foundation De-addiction Centre in Bandra, Mumbai.
At the Centre, drug and alcohol addicts are taught
yoga, meditation, introspection, and group therapy
alongside a 12-step Alcoholics Anonymous Program.
The Centre has a remarkable recovery rate. A similar
program is used at other addiction centers around
the world.

In the aftermath of the Gujarat earthquake in
2001, Ilyengar sent senior lyengar yoga teachers to
teach yoga to the survivors to help them cope with
the tragedy. lyengar once said that “giving does
not impoverish and withholding does not enrich.”

The colorful gateway to the village of Bellur (top). Students at the
local school now start the day with yoga, fulfilling Yogacharya lyengar's
vision of promoting yoga in the place of his birth (bottom, left). Villagers

register for free eye tests (bottom, right).
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A Family of Teachers

Yogacharya lyengar is considered one of the most gifted and charismatic yoga

teachers of our time. His gift has been to spread the teachings of yoga across

the world, making it available to all who seek to unite mind, body, and soul.

The firm, yet sensitive hands of Yogacharya lyengar (above) have
deftly guided thousands of students to achieve asanas with ease.
The lyengar family of teachers (opposite), from left: Sunita
Parthasarathy, Geeta S. lyengar, Yogacharya B.K.S. lyengar, Prashant
S. lyengar, and Abhijata Sridhar.

Iyengar’s genius undoubtedly lies in his ability

to use his own body to deepen his knowledge of
the asanas, or poses, and of pranayama, the yogic
practice of breathing, applying this understanding to
both his general and therapeutic instruction. Seen
as a visionary of his time, he has proliferated
hundreds of Iyengar centers worldwide and trained
thousands of yoga teachers over many years.

lyengar's teacher

The popularization of yoga across the continents
may not have been possible were it not for the
dedicated teachings of Iyengar's own teacher, Sri
Tirumalai Krishnamarcharya. Yoga's resurgence in
India after independence owes a great deal to his
numerous lecture tours and demonstrations across

the country. Krishnamarcharya believed “yoga
to be India’s greatest gift to the world” and he is
responsible for bringing forth some of the most
influential teachers of today, one of the most
famous being his brother-in-law, B.K.S. Iyengar.

The teachings of lyengar

Ilyengar’s discovery of the intricacies of each asana
took him beyond the body’'s muscular and skeletal
systems. He used his own body as a laboratory to
discern the effects of each asana on the internal
organs and nervous system and, as a result, he
developed a knowledge of the asanas that is
probably unmatched by any other system of yoga.
From his studies, he systemized over 200 classical
yoga asanas and 14 different types of pranayamas,
with many variations. This detailed program enables
beginners to progress safely from basic to more
advanced asanas as they gain flexibility and
strength. For Iyengar, however, the poses are not
merely about strength and poise. From his own
practice, he perceived a steady flowering of the
qualities expounded by the ancient principles of
yoga: harmony and spiritual awakening as the mind,
body, and soul are united. This spiritual element of
yoga forms an integral part of his teaching.

In recognition of the differing needs and abilities
of each individual, Iyengar devised the use of “props”
to help perfect the poses, reasoning that “the use of
props stimulates the practitioner’'s body and mind
and creates the zeal to stay longer and longer.” The
aids include cloth belts, blankets, bolsters, wooden
and foam blocks, sandbags, wooden benches, back-
bending benches, metal poles, metal folding chairs,
walls, and ropes, sometimes attached to the ceiling
or walls. Certified Iyengar yoga teachers decide
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which props are needed to achieve the correct
alignment without strain, facilitating the practitioner
to experience an inward journey of self discovery.
Iyengar does not advocate permanent use of aids,
but views them as props to enable beginners and
the less flexible to enjoy the practice of yoga without
enduring harm or injury. The props are particularly
beneficial for those with medical needs, and this
therapeutic component has enabled Iyengar to treat
thousands of individuals suffering from a wide array
of disorders. Once a student is properly established
in the asanas and has developed a good lung
capacity, he or she can be directed by the teacher to
begin the practice of breathing known as pranayama.
Iyengar's unreserved conviction as to the benefits
of yoga, together with his charisma and magnetism,
is evident whether teaching individuals or thousands
in a large auditorium. Though officially retired,
Iyenyar still teaches the medical classes at the
Ramamani Iyengar Memorial Yoga Institute (RIMYI)
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and, despite many requests to teach, only occasionally
returns to the limelight, most recently in 2000 when
he held a special course for senior Iyengar yoga
teachers from nearly 40 countries. The popularity of
lyengar yoga continues to grow and it remains the
world’s most practiced form of yoga.

B.K.S. lyengar's family
As lyengar’s children grew, so did his popularity and
fame as a yoga teacher and so, inevitably, they were
exposed to yoga from a very young age. Although
Iyengar never insisted that any of his children
practice yoga, all six of them do practice regularly
and three are teachers in their own right. Both his
eldest daughter, Geeta, and his son, Prashant, have
chosen the path of yoga and are committed teachers
and directors at the RIMYI.

As a child, Geeta keenly observed her father in
practice and was able to master the art of yoga at
a young age. She attended college and went on to
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The art of teaching
IS tolerance.
Humbleness Is the
art of learning.”

graduate in philosophy. In 1962 she started teaching
yoga and has never regretted this choice. Now in her
60s, she is a compelling and respected teacher at
the Institute, teaching the women’s and pranayama
classes. She has an acute sense of observation allied
with compassion for her students. Her insightful
teachings have helped many women through difficult
pregnancies and menopausal problems. She has taught
thousands of students from all over the world, at
special conventions in the United States, Canada,
Australia, and Europe and has written two books, Yoga:
A Gem for Women and Yoga in Action—Preliminary Course.
The latter is based on the syllabus taught at the RIMYL.
Unlike his older sister, Prashant showed little
interest in practicing yoga as a child. Instead, his
interest lay in music and he became an
accomplished violinist. At the age of 20, however,
he took up the practice of yoga and later started
teaching classes with Geeta at Pimri, a small town
near Pune, followed by an apprenticeship at the
RIMYI. To enhance his teaching, he became a
voracious reader of ancient texts such as the Sutras
and Upanishads and is now considered an authority in
this area. Following a severe accident, Prashant was
unable to physically correct his students’ postures.
To compensate, his articulation improved and, as a
teacher, he is distinguished for being a first class
orator. He now teaches advanced classes at the
RIMYI and has made several audio recordings on the
yoga sutras, or sayings, on the practice of yoga.

The morning advanced yoga class is held in the main hall of the
RIMYI. Students use props such as ropes attached to the walls and belts
to achieve correct alignment.
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Prashant S. lyengar teaching the advanced class (above); Yogacharya
lyengar addressing students on the occasion of his 88th birthday
(opposite, top); Geeta S. lyengar conducting a class (opposite, center);
Abhijata Sridhar teaching the children'’s class (opposite, bottom).

Iyengar's daughter, Sunita, lives in Nigdi, about 25
kilometers from Pune, where she teaches general
and children’s classes at a center affiliated to the
RIMYI. The latest family member to teach at RIMY] is
Iyengar’'s granddaughter, Abhijata Sridhar, who takes
children’s, beginner’s, and intermediate classes.

The class schedule at the RIMYI is a busy one,
with several classes held in the mornings and late
afternoon to evening. Due to their popularity, the
waiting list for classes is two to three years and, for
the advanced classes, students must have practiced
Iyengar yoga for a minimum of five years.

Family of lyengar yoga teachers

Anyone aspiring to qualify as a certified teacher of
[yengar yoga must undergo rigorous training. With
hundreds of applications each year, it would be

impossible for all Iyengar trainee teachers to study
at the RIMYI and so the task of training has been
entrusted to 16 Iyengar yoga associations around
the world. Established for several decades under the
guidance of Iyengar, the associations have set up
teacher training courses with detailed guidelines on
the requirements for enrolling, the training syllabus,
and the stages of assessment, awarding certificates,
and maintaining certification.

There are five levels of teaching certificates:
Introductory, Intermediate Junior, Intermediate
Senior, Advanced Junior, and Advanced Senior. To
enroll for the Introductory level, the applicant must
have attended classes under a certified teacher for
a minimum of three years and provide a letter from
their teacher as validation. The Introductory course
is divided into two levels; the Intermediate Junior
and Intermediate Senior courses are divided into
three levels, and the Advanced Junior and Advanced
Senior courses are divided into two levels. Students
on the first two courses undergo rigorous training
and assessment by senior teachers. A longer period
of assessment of five or more years is required for
the Intermediate Senior course, and recipients must
generally study directly with Iyengar or at the RIMY].
The Advanced courses are also conducted at the
RIMYI. The certification symbol is used exclusively
by teachers throughout the world as an international
standard of excellence in training and the continuing
education in the Iyengar method. The success and
growth of Iyengar yoga is partly due to the rigorous
standards set by Iyengar, which are reflected in the
length and throughness of his training courses.

[yengar’'s ongoing commitment to excellence is
evident in the way potential teachers are instructed
and trained and this has contributed to the
successful propagation of his teachings both
domestically and abroad.

"A good teacher helps you
explore to the maximum.”

28



LIFE AND WORK




BKS

IYENGAR YOGA

Yoga for Women

by Geeta S. lyengar

From adolescence through to motherhood, menopause, and old age, women

undergo many life changes. Throughout, yoga helps women to strengthen

both body and mind and create a state of balance and harmony.

At each stage of a woman'’s life, her body
undergoes physical and psychological changes.
The practice of yoga can be modified and adapted to
suit her changing needs in each phase, helping her
to achieve peace of mind and bodily poise.

From childhood to adolescence

In childhood, the practice of yoga is a playful one
where new rhythmic and challenging movements are
enjoyed. At adolescence, young girls undergo many
changes in body and mind. This period of sudden
change is an ideal time to begin the practice of yoga
asanas and pranayama, both of which can help to
maintain a healthy and regular menstrual cycle. The
practice can be tailored to concentrate on poses that
help to strengthen emotional stability, regulate
mood swings, and avoid menstrual disorders. Yoga
is also beneficial during this period of growth as it
helps to develop muscular strength, avoid obesity,
assist the development of the reproductive organs,
and balance hormones.

Yoga from conception to motherhood

From pre-conception through to pregnancy and
motherhood, maximizing physical and mental health
is important. During this period, yoga can help to

- optimize reproductive health to improve the chances
~ of conceiving and help a woman’s body cope with
the demands of pregnancy and labor.

During pregnancy, yoga has many benefits and
can be tailored to suit the body’s changing needs
and capabilites. As well as helping to strengthen the
uterine muscles and support the spine, enabling the
back to cope with additional pressure, it also helps

the body to deal with many of the health problems
common to pregnancy, such as poor circulation,
fluctuations in blood pressure, excess weight gain,
fatigue, edema, and urinary problems.

Regular practice of the yoga asanas strengthens
and prepares the body for the demands of labor,
easing delivery. Beneficial poses in pregnancy
include Utthita Trikonasana (see page 70), Janu
Sirsasana (see page 114), and Bharadvajasana (see page
128). The discipline involved in the asanas and the
ability to achieve peace of mind enable the body
to face the contractions with less anxiety and to
relax and let go with greater ease in between each
contraction. Regular yoga practice during pregnancy
also speeds recovery and restores energy levels.
After the delivery, the practice of pranayama, or
yogic breathing, increases oxygen intake, helping
to ensure a plentiful supply of milk.

A month or two after the birth, gentle practice
can be resumed to restore firmness in the muscle
fibers and encourage a continued supply of milk.
During this period of recovery, the emphasis should
be on recuperative poses, gradually building up to
more active ones and, at around three months after
the birth, normal yoga practice can be resumed.

Middle age and menopause

The benefits of yoga continue into middle age

and beyond and are particularly beneficial during
menopause. Occurring between the ages of 45 and

The pregnancy class at the RIMYI: using wall ropes helps to open the chest
and limber the spine (left); experienced students perform Sirsasana (center); a
supported Utthita Padangusthasana helps to relieve backache (right).
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55, this is a period when hormonal changes can lead
to mental instability and physical changes. Physical
symptoms include hot flashes, high blood pressure,
breast discomfort, headaches, obesity, and
insomnia. The immune system may also weaken,
with the body becoming more sensitive to colds and
infections, particularly urinary ones. Other physical
changes can include diabetes, the onset of
osteoporosis, and a general slowing down. Feelings
of anger, depression, anxiety, loss of self-esteem,
and dissatisfaction are also common during this
period of change.

The benefits of yoga during this time are
substantial and regular practice helps to maintain
physical, mental, and emotional health. Specifically,
regular practice in menopause helps to balance
hormones, keep weight under control, and maintain
a healthy digestive system. Useful asanas during
menopause include Prasarita Padottanasana
(see page 200), Supta Baddhakonasana (see page 244),
and Paschimottanasana (see page 214). Props can be
used to help the body adapt during this period of
change and to regulate and balance hormonal activity.

Yoga in old age

The bodily transition from middle to old age brings
with it many new challenges. Most notable is the
increase in physical fraility brought about by

conditions such as brittle bones, low metabolism,
poor circulation, absent-mindedness, and a general
lack of coordination.

At this stage, a great deal of modification is
required and props are a great help, enabling poses
to be achieved with less effort, which in turn helps
to maintain blood circulation and a healthy nervous
system. The use of props also allows the body to
both extend and fully relax. The aim of yoga at this
stage, as always, is to maintain both physical and
mental health, therefore bringing about balance and
harmony. In old age, this is achieved by adapting
the practice and adopting new methods with which
to achieve poise and stability in the asanas. With
continuity, the practice of yoga matures and women
learn how to accommodate the physical limitations
brought about by increasing age.

Yoga for life

At each stage of a woman'’s life, an awareness of the
modifications necessary to achieve balance in the
poses, together with judgement and an intelligent
application of the sequence and duration of the
asanas are all important factors. Regular practice
under the guidance of a qualified and experienced
teacher can help to achieve this awareness and
ensure that yoga becomes both an enriching and
integral part of life.
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Yoga for All

by Prashant S. lyengar

Yoga, once the domain of a select few, is now universally practiced. Its

popularity can be attributed to its therapeutic effects on both the mind and

the body, enabling practitioners to enjoy a profound sense of well-being.

hroughout the ages, the practice of yoga has

evolved. In ancient times, to practice yoga was
to reach a state of higher consciousness, which not
everyone was able to achieve. Today, however, yoga
is seen as a universal and comprehensive practice,
open to all, from the newest convert to the most
experienced and accomplished. Yoga can be
tailored to suit each individual's capabilites,
allowing students to develop and improve at their
own pace—the ultimate aim being to fully master
the art of meditation to reach an “accomplished
state” with body and mind united in total harmony.

The benefits of yoga today
Yoga is not simply an exercise in stretching, it is a
philosophy of life that teaches the individual how to
achieve a calm mind, which in turn helps to channel
energy throughout the body. The therapeutic effects
can benefit anyone, regardless of age, beliefs,
disposition, and physical capabilities, with results
ranging from the positive to the truly remarkable.

These therapeutic effects are particularly
relevant today with the ever-increasing pace of
modern life. In today’s hectic world, with its many
and varied demands, yoga acts as a relaxing balm,
counterbalancing frantic lifestyles by quieting the
mind and allowing individuals to slow down and to
savor and live in the present moment.

With regular practice, yoga teaches us how to
develop a greater awareness of both our physical

and psychological states, which in turn increases our
ability to cope with everyday stresses and situations,

enabling us to step back and assess our reactions
and coping mechanisms.

Today's teachers
Yoga has become a truly versatile practice, largely
thanks to modern yoga teachers. Today's practice
is all-inclusive and relevant to all types of people,
whether religious, atheist, spiritual, intellectual,
emotional, young, or old. This is reflected in the
many popular styles of yoga available, from yoga
for children, yoga during pregnancy, and yoga for
athletes to yoga for businessmen, yoga for the
disabled, and yoga for senior citizens.

Essentially, yoga is a complete science of
humanics, dealing with all aspects of man from
the physical to the psychological, intellectual, and
emotional. If practiced with dedication, yoga has the
ability to draw out postitive qualities and to lessen
defects. With its knowledge of anatomy, physiology,
consciousness, and conscience, yoga is a science
that is able to integrate the body, mind, breath, and
awareness, understanding the genuine needs of
each person and dealing with every aspect of health
and well-being from the periphery to the core.

"Words fail to convey
the total value of
yoga. It has to be

experienced.”

Using a belt to elevate the leg while lying supine enables people of
different abilities to experience the benefits of Supta Padangusthasana.










CHAPTER 2

Yoga for You

"Yoga Is a light, which once Iit,
will never dim. The better your
practice, the brighter the flame.”

he primary aim of yoga is to restore the mind to simplicity and peace,
T to free it from confusion and distress. This sense of calm comes from
the practice of yogic asanas and pranayama. Unlike other forms of exercise
which strain muscles and bones, yoga gently rejuvenates the body. By
restoring the body, yoga frees the mind from the negative feelings caused
by the fast pace of modern life. The practice of yoga fills up the reservoirs
of hope and optimism within you. It helps you to overcome all obstacles
on the path to perfect health and spiritual contentment. It is a rebirth.




BKS IYENGAR YOGA

Aims of Yoga

The practice of yoga aims at overcoming the limitations of the body.
Yoga teaches us that the goal of every individual's life is to take the inner journey
to the soul. Yoga offers both the goal and the means to reach it.

hen there is perfect harmony between body Asanas and pranayama

and mind, we achieve self-realization. Yoga Practicing asanas cleanses the body. Just as
teaches us that obstacles in the path of our a goldsmith heats gold in fire to burn out its
self-realization indicate themselves in physical impurities, similarly, asanas, by increasing the

or mental indisposition. When our physical state
is not perfect, this causes an imbalance in our
mental state, which is known in Sanskrit as
chittavritti. The practice of yoga helps us to
overcome that imbalance. Yogic asanas,
or poses, can cure vyadhi or physical
ailments, and redress angamejayatva

or unsteadiness in the body. Shvasa-
prashvasa, which translates as “uneven
respiration”—an indication of
stress—is alleviated by the practice
of yoga. Asanas tone the whole
body. They strengthen bones
and muscles, correct posture,
improve breathing, and
increase energy. This

physical well-being has a
strengthening and calming
impact on the mind.

circulation of fresh blood through the body,

purge it of the diseases and toxins which

are the consequences of an irregular

lifestyle, unhealthy habits, and poor
posture. Regular practice of the
stretches, twists, bends, and
inversions—the basic movements of
asanas—restores strength and stamina

to the body. Asanas, together with

pranayama, or the control of breath,

rectify physical, physiological, and

psychological disorders. They have

a positive impact on the effects

Harmony between body and soul
This 10th-century figure, the Yoga Narayan,
from Khajuraho, India, depicts the god
Vishnu in a state of yogic calm
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of stress and disease. Among the many ailments
that benefit from the practice of asanas are
osteoarthritis, high and low blood pressure,
diabetes, asthma, and anorexia.

Mind and body

The body and the mind are in a state of constant
interaction. Yogic science does not demarcate where
the body ends and the mind begins, but approaches
both as a single, integrated entity. The turmoil of
daily life brings stress to the body and the mind.
This creates anxiety, depression, restlessness, and
rage. Yoga asanas, while appearing to deal with the
physical body alone, actually influence the chemical
balance of the brain, which in turn improves one’s
mental state of being.

The obstacles to this perfect balance were
outlined by the sage, Patanjali, some 2,000 years
ago in the Yoga Sutras. Historians disagree on the
exact dates, but it is known that the sutras, or
aphorisms on the philosophy and practice of yoga,

were compiled sometime between 300 Bc and ap 300,

and the entire corpus was called the Patanjala Yoga

Timeless tradition
The 4th-century figure from Mahabalipuram, India (left), and this
modern woman show that certain classic movements are eternal

"After a session of yoga, the mind
becomes tranquil and passive.”

Darshana. In the final chapter of the Yoga Sutras, the
Samadhi Pada, Patanjali discusses the disorders that
are the root cause of suffering. According to the
sage, vyadhi or physical ailments, create emotional
upheaval. The task of yoga is to tackle both.

The alleviation of pain is, even today, one of the
main reasons for the journey into yoga for most
people. Yoga asanas work specific parts of the body
to soothe and relax the mind as well. Inverted
asanas, for instance, simultaneously calm and
stimulate the brain. These asanas activate glands
and vital organs by supplying fresh blood to the
brain, making it alert but relaxed. Yoga possesses
the unique ability to calm the nerves. The nerves

function as the medium between the physiological
body and the psychological body (see page 62).
Practicing yoga has the holistic impact of relaxing
the body and calming the mind.

Stages of yoga

The primary aim of yoga is to restore the mind to
simplicity, peace, and poise, to free it from confusion
and distress. This simplicity, this sense of order

and calm, comes from the practice of asanas and
pranayama. Yoga asanas integrate the body, the
mind, the intelligence, and, finally, the self, in four
stages. The first stage, arambhavastha, is one in which
we practice at the level of the physical body.
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The second stage is ghatavastha, when the mind Yoga fills the spiritual void

learns to move in unison with the body. The third The world today is overwhelmingly materialistic,
level of parichayavastha occurs when the intelligence and this has created a great spiritual void in our
and the body become one. The final stage is lives. Our lifestyles are unduly complex and we
nishpattyavastha, the state of perfection (see page 62). become stressed primarily as a result of our own
Spiritual awareness flows into the student of yoga actions. Our existence feels barren and devoid
through these stages. Dufikha, which is misery or of meaning. There is a lack of spiritual dimension

pain, vanishes, and the art of living in simplicity and to our lives and in our relationships. This has led
peace is realized. many reflective people to realize that solace and
inspiration, peace and happiness, cannot come
from the external environment but must come
from within.
""" The freedom of yoga
The impact of yoga is never purely physical.
Asanas, if correctly practiced, bridge the divide
between the physical and the mental spheres.
Yoga stems the feelings of pain, fatigue, doubt,
confusion, indifference, laziness, self-delusion,
and despair that assail us from time to time.
The yogic mind simply refuses to accept such
negative emotions and seeks to overcome
these turbulent currents on the voyage to the
total liberation of the self. Once we become
sincere practitioners of yoga, we cease to be
tormented by these unhappy and discouraging
states of mind.
Yoga illuminates your life. If you practice
sincerely, with seriousness and honesty,
its light will spread to all aspects of your
life. Regular practice will bring you to look
at yourself and your goals in a new light.
It will help remove the obstacles to good
health and stable emotions. In this way,
yoga will help you to achieve emancipation
and self-realization, which is the ultimate
goal of every person’s life.

The four stages of the Buddha's
journey to self-realization
This 5th-century frieze from Sarnath, India,
shows the four defining events of the Buddha's life:
(from the bottom) Buddha's birth from his mother's hip;
attaining enlightenment in Bodhgaya; preaching to his
disciples; the ascent to the celestial realms
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The Way to Health

Good health results from perfect communication between each part of the body and
mind; when each cell communes with every other. Although yoga is essentially /g
a spiritual science, it leads to a sense of physical and emotional well-being.

H ealth is not just freedom from disease.

For good health, the joints, tissues, muscles,
cells, nerves, glands, and each system of the body
must be in a state of perfect balance and harmony.
Health is the perfect equilibrium of the body and
mind, intellect and soul.

Health is like the flowing water of a river, always
fresh and pure, in a constant state of flux. Humans
are a combination of the senses of perception, the
organs of action, the mind, the intelligence, the
inner consciousness, and the conscience. Each
of these is worked on by the practice of yoga.

Yoga asanas help to ensure an even distribution
of bio-energy, or life-force, which brings the mind
to a state of calm. A practitioner of yoga faces life
not as a victim, but as a master, in control of his or

her life situations, circumstances, and environment.

Asanas balance the respiratory, circulatory,
nervous, hormonal, digestive, excretory, and
reproductive systems perfectly. The equilibrium in
the body then brings mental peace and enhances
intellectual clarity.

Yoga is for everyone
There are asanas to suit every
constitution, irrespective
of age or physical condition

Harmony of body and mind

Asanas cater to the needs of each individual
according to his or her specific constitution and
physical condition. They involve vertical, horizontal,
and cyclical movements, which provide energy
to the system by directing the blood
supply to the areas of the body which
need it most. In yoga, each cell
is observed, attended to, and
provided with a fresh supply

of blood, allowing it to

function smoothly.

The mind is naturally active
and dynamic, while the soul is
luminous. However, unhealthy
bodies tend to house inert, dull,
and sluggish minds. It is the
practice of yoga which removes
this sluggishness from the body
and brings it to the level of the
active mind. Ultimately, both
the body and mind rise to the
level of the illuminated self.

The practice of yoga stimulates
and changes emotional attitudes,
converting apprehensiveness
into courage, indecision and
poor judgement into positive
decision-making skills,
and emotional instability
into confidence and
mental equilibrium.

Good health
A healthy body is like the flowing water
of a river—always fresh and pure
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Benefits of Poses

Asanas are based on the three basic human postures of standing, sitting, or lying
down. But they are not a series of movements to be followed mechanically. They
have a logic which must be internalized if the pose is to be practiced correctly.

he Sanskrit term, asana, is sometimes translated

as “pose” and sometimes as “posture.” Neither
translation is wholly accurate, as they do not convey
the element of thought or consciousness that must
inform each movement of the asana. The final pose
of an asana is achieved when all the parts of the
body are positioned correctly, with full awareness
and intelligence.

To achieve this, you must think through the
structure of the asana. Realize the fundamental
points by imagining how you will adjust and arrange
each part of your anatomical body, especially the
limbs, in the given movements.

Then, mold the body to fit the structure of the
asana, making sure that the balance between both
sides of the body is perfect, until there is no undue
stress on any one organ, muscle, bone, or joint.

o AN

Importance of practicing asanas

The practice of asanas has a beneficial impact on
the whole body. Asanas not only tone the muscles,
tissues, ligaments, joints, and nerves, but also
maintain the smooth functioning and health of all
the body’s systems. They relax the body and mind,
allowing both to recover from fatigue or weakness,
and the stress of daily life. Asanas also boost
metabolism, lymphatic circulation, and hormonal
secretions, and bring about a chemical balance
in the body.

It is important to keep practicing until you are
absolutely comfortable in the final pose. It is
only then that you experience the full benefits
of the asana. The sage Patanjali observes in
Yoga Sutra 11.47, “Perfection in an asana is achieved
when the effort to perform it becomes effortless, Perfect balance
and the infinite being within is reached.” Yogacharya lyengar supports a student in Salamba Sarvangasana
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Yoga & Stress

Yoga minimizes the impact of stress on the individual. Yogic science believes that

the regular practice of asanas and pranayama strengthens the nervous system

and helps people face stressful situations positively.

e have all experienced the way unrelieved
Wtension results in both mental disorders
and physical ill-health. This is not a modern
phenomenon. In the centuries-old Yoga Sutras,
the sage Patanjali attributed the causes of mental
affliction to the ego, spiritual ignorance, desire,
hatred of others, and attachment to life. He called
these kleshas or “sorrows.”

Origins of stress
Through advances in science and technology,
modern civilization has been able to conquer
ignorance in many fields, but its pride in
technological achievement is excessive and
misplaced. It has triggered widespread feelings
of competitiveness and envy. Financial tensions,
emotional upheavals, environmental pollution, and,
above all, a sense of being overtaken by the speed
of events, have all increased the stress of daily life.
All these factors strain the body, causing nervous
tension, and adversely affecting the mind. This is
when feelings of isolation and loneliness take over.
To deal with this, people turn to artificial
solutions to cope with the pressures of daily life.
Substance abuse, eating disorders, and destructive
relationships are some of the substitutes people
grasp at in their desperate search for consolation.
But while these measures may provide temporary
distraction or oblivion, the root cause of
unhappiness—stress—remains unresolved.
Yoga is not a miracle cure that can free a person
from all stress, but it can help to minimize it.
The worries of modern life deplete our reserves
of bio-energy, because we draw on our vital energy
from the storehouse—the nerve cells. This can,
ultimately, exhaust our energy reserves and lead

to the collapse of mental and physical equilibrium.
Yogic science believes that the nerves control the
unconscious mind, and that when the nervous
system is strong, a person faces stressful situations
more positively. Asanas improve blood flow to all
the cells of the body, revitalizing the nerve cells.
This flow strengthens the nervous system and its
capacity for enduring stress.

Relieving stress
The diaphragm, according to yogic science, is the
seat of the intelligence of the heart and the window
to the soul. During stressful situations, however,
when you inhale and exhale, the diaphragm
becomes too taut to alter its shape. Yogic exercises
address this problem by developing elasticity in the
diaphragm, so that, when stretched, it can handle
any amount of stress, whether intellectual,
emotional, or physical.

The practice of asanas and pranayama helps
to integrate the body, breath, mind, and intellect.
Slow, effortless exhalation during practice of an
asana brings serenity to the body cells, relaxes
the facial muscles, and releases all tension from
the organs of perception: the eyes, ears, nose,
tongue, and skin.

When this happens, the brain, which is in
constant communication with the organs of
action, becomes shunya, or void, and all thoughts
are stilled. Then, invading fears and anxieties
cannot penetrate to the brain. When you develop
this ability, you perform your daily activities with
efficiency and economy. You do not dissipate your
valuable bio-energy. You enter the state of true
clarity of intellect. Your mind is free of stress and
is filled with calm and tranquillity.
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Yoga & Fitness

Most types of exercise are competitive. Yoga, although noncompetitive,
is nevertheless challenging. The challenge is to one's own will power.
It is a competition between one's self and one's body.

xercise usually involves quick and forceful body  balanced between the two. Yoga is thus termed
movements. It has repeated actions which often  sarvanga sadhana or “holistic practice.” No other form

lead to exertion, tension, and fatigue. Yoga asanas, of exercise so completely involves the mind and self
on the other hand, involve movements which bring with the body, resulting in all-around development
stability to the body, the senses, the mind, the and harmony. Other forms of exercise address only
intellect, the consciousness, and finally, to the particular parts of the body. Such forms are termed
conscience. The very essence of an asana is steady angabhaga sadhana or “physical exercise.”

movement, a process that does not simply end, but
finds fulfilment in tranquillity. Stimulative exercise

Most diseases are caused by the fluctuations in Yoga asanas are stimulative exercises, while other
the brain and in the behavioral pattern of the body. endurance exercises are irritative. For instance,
In yogic practice, the brain is quieted, the senses are  medical experts claim that jogging stimulates the
stilled, and perceptions are altered, all generatinga  heart. In fact, though the heartbeat of the jogger

calm feeling of detachment. With practice, the increases, the heart is not stimulated in the yogic
student of yoga learns to treat the brain as an object sense of being energized and invigorated. In yoga,
and the body as a subject. Energy is diffused from back bends, for example, are more physically

the brain to the other parts of the body. The brain demanding than jogging, but the heart beats at
and body then work together and energy is evenly a steady, rhythmic pace.

Asanas do not lead to breathlessness. When
practicing yoga, strength and power play separate
roles to achieve a perfect balance in every part of
the body, as well as the mind. After such stimulating
exercise, a sense of rejuvenation and a fresh surge
of energy follow.

Exercise can also be exhausting. Many forms of
exercise require physical strength and endurance
and can lead to a feeling of fatigue after 10-15
minutes of practice. Many such exercises improve
energy levels by boosting nerve function, but
ultimately, this exhausts the cellular reserves and
the endocrine glands. Cellular toxins increase, and

though circulation is enhanced, it is at
the cost of irritating the other body
systems and increasing the pulse rate
and blood pressure. Ultimately, the heart
is taxed and overworked.

Jogging
This form of exercise raises the
heartbeat, but can tire you out

-
3
3
-
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Yoga can be practiced at any age
With advancing age, physically vigorous
exercises cannot be performed easily because
of stiffening joints and muscles that have lost
tone. [sometric exercises, for example, cannot be
practiced with increasing age, as they lead to
sprained muscles, painful joints, strained body
systems, and the degeneration of organs. The
great advantage of yoga is that it can be
practiced by anyone, irrespective of age, sex,
and physical condition.
In fact, yoga is particularly beneficial in
middle age and after. Yoga is a gift to older
people when the recuperative power of the
body is declining and resistance to illness
is weakened. Yoga generates energy and
does not dissipate it. With yoga one can
look forward to a satisfying, healthier
future, rather than reflecting on one’s
youthful past.

Unlike other exercises, yoga results in
the concentration of immunity cells in
areas affected by disease, and thus
improves immunity. That is

why the ancient sages
called yoga a
therapeutic as well
as a preventive
science.

An athlete’s strong lung capacity is achieved
by hard and forceful usage, which is not
conducive to preserving the health of the
lungs. Furthermore, ordinary physical
exercise, such as in jogging, tennis, or
football, lends itself to repetitive injuries of
the bones, joints, and ligaments.

Such forms of exercise work with—and
for—the skeletal and muscular systems. They
cannot penetrate beyond these limits. But
asanas penetrate each layer of the body and,
ultimately, the consciousness itself. Only in
yoga can you keep both the body and the mind
relaxed, even as you stretch, extend, rotate,
and flex your body.

Yoga, unlike other forms of exercise, keeps
the nervous system elastic and capable of
bearing stress. Although all forms of exercise
bring about a feeling of well-being, they also
stress the body. Yoga refreshes the body,
while other systems exhaust it. Yoga involves
the equal exertion of all parts of the body
and does not overstrain any one part.

In other forms of exercise, the
movements are restricted to a part
or parts. They are reflex
actions, which do not
involve the intelligence
in their execution.
There is little
space for precision
and perfection,
without extra
expenditure
of energy.
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Yogacharya lyengar
in Eka Pada Viparita
Dandasana
Yoga enables older people to
have better energy and health.
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CHAPTER 3

Philosophy of Yoga

"Yoga Is the union of
the individual self with
the universal self.”

oga is a fine art and seeks to express the artist’s abilities to the fullest
Ypossible extent. While most artists need an instrument, such as a
paintbrush or a violin, to express their art, the only instruments a yogi needs
are his body and his mind. The ancient sages compared yoga to a fruit tree.
From a single seed grow the roots, trunk, branches, and leaves. The leaves
bring life-giving energy to the entire tree, which then blossoms into flowers
and sweet, luscious fruit. Just as the fruit is the natural culmination of the
tree, yoga, too, transforms darkness into light, ignorance into knowledge,
knowledge into wisdom, and wisdom into unalloyed peace and spiritual bliss.
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Meaning of Yoga

Yoga is an ancient art based on an extremely subtle science, that of the body,

mind, and soul. The prolonged practice of yoga will, in time, lead the student

to a sense of peace and a feeling of being at one with his or her environment.

ost people know that the practice of yoga

makes the body strong and flexible. It is also
well known that yoga improves the functioning of
the respiratory, circulatory, digestive, and hormonal
systems. Yoga also brings emotional stability and
clarity of mind, but that is only the beginning of the
journey to samadhi, or self-realization, which is the
ultimate aim of yoga.

The ancient sages, who meditated on the human
condition 2,000 years ago, outlined four ways to self-
realization: jnana marg, or the path to knowledge,
when the seeker learns to discriminate between
the real and the unreal; karma marg, the path of
selfless service without thought of reward;
bhakti marg, the path of love and devotion;
and finally, yoga marg, the path by
which the mind and its actions
are brought under control. All
these paths lead to the
same goal: samadhi.

Yogacharya lyengar in

Urdhva Dhanurasana
Asanas improve the working of
all the systems of the body

The word “yoga” is derived from the Sanskrit root
yuj which means “to join” or “to yoke”; the related
meaning is “to focus attention on” or “to use.” In
philosophical terms, the union of the individual self,
jivatma, with the universal self, paramatma, is yoga.
The union results in a pure and perfect state of
consciousness in which the feeling of “I” simply does
not exist. Prior to this union is the union of the body
with the mind, and the mind with the self. Yoga is
thus a dynamic, internal experience which integrates
the body, the senses, the mind, and the intelligence,
with the self.

The sage Patanjali was a master of yoga and a fully
evolved soul. But this great thinker had the ability to
empathize with the joys and sorrows of ordinary
people. His reflections and those
of other ancient sages on the

ways through which every
person could realize his full
potential were outlined
in the 196 Yoga Sutras.
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Where yoga can take you

According to Patanjali, the aim of yoga is to calm
the chaos of conflicting impulses and thoughts.
The mind, which is responsible for our thoughts
and impulses, is naturally inclined to asmita or
egoism. From this spring the prejudice and biases
which lead to pain and distress in our daily lives.
Yogic science centers the intelligence in two areas:

the heart and the head. The intelligence of the heart,

sometimes also called the “root mind,” is the actual
agent of ahankara or false pride, which disturbs the
intelligence of the head, causing fluctuations
in the body and mind.

Patanjali describes these afflictions as vyadhi
or physical ailments, styana or the reluctance to
work, samshaya or doubt, pramada or indifference,
alasya or laziness, avirati or the desire for sensual
satisfaction, bhranti darshana or false knowledge,
alabdha bhumikatva or indisposition, angamejayatva
or unsteadiness in the body, and, lastly, shvasa-
prashvasa or unsteady respiration. Only yoga
eradicates these afflictions, and disciplines
the mind, emotions, intellect, and reason.

Astanga yoga

Yoga is also known as Astanga yoga. Astanga means
“8 limbs” or “steps” (see page 52) and is divided into
3 disciplines. The bahiranga-sadhana discipline
comprises ethical practices in the form of yama, or
general ethical principles, niyama, or self-restraint,
and physical practices in the form of asanas as well
as pranayama.

The second discipline, antaranga-sadhana, is
emotional or mental discipline brought to maturity
by pranayama and pratyahara, or mental detachment.
Lastly, antaratma-sadhana is the successful quest
of the soul through dharana, dhyana, and samadhi
(see page 52).

Krishna driving the chariot of the warrior, Arjun
Their discourses are narrated in the Bhagvad Gita, the main
source of yogic philosophy

In this spiritual quest, it is important to
remember the role of the body. The Kathopanishad,
an ancient text compiled between 300-400 Bc,
compares the body to a chariot, the senses to the
horses, and the mind to the reins. The intellect is
the charioteer and the soul is the master of the
chariot. If anything were to go wrong with the
chariot, the horses, the reins, or the charioteer,
the chariot and the charioteer would come to
grief, and so would the master of the chariot.

But, writes Patanjali in Yoga Sutra 11.28, “The
practice of yoga destroys the impurities of the body
and mind, after which maturity in intelligence and
wisdom radiate from the core of the being to
function in unison with the body, senses, mind,
intelligence, and the consciousness.”

“The aim of yoga Is to calm the
chaos of conflicting impulses.”
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Philosophy of Asanas

Asanas, one of yoga's most significant "tools," help the sincere student develop
physically and spiritually. The ancient sages believed that if you put your whole
heart into your practice, you become a master of your circumstances and time.

sanas are one of the major “tools” of yoga.
ATheir benefits range from the physical level
to the spiritual. That is why yoga is called
sarvanga sadhana, or holistic practice. “Asana”
is the positioning of the body in various postures,
with the total involvement of the mind and self,
in order to establish communication between
our external and internal selves.

Yogic philosophy looks at the body as being
made up of three layers and five sheaths. The three
layers are: the causal body, or karana sharira, the
subtle body, or suksma sharira, and the gross body,
or karya sharira. Every individual functions in mind,
matter, energy, and pure consciousness
through five sheaths. These are: the
anatomical sheath, or annamaya
kosha, which is dealt with by
asanas; the life-force sheath
or pranamaya kosha, which is
treated by pranayama; the
psychological sheath, or
manomaya kosha, is worked
on by meditation; and
the intellectual sheath,
or vijnanamaya kosha,
is transformed by
studying the scriptures
with sincerity and
discrimination.

Once these goals are
addressed, you reach
the anandamaya kosha,
or the sheath of bliss.

Yoga integrates
the three layers of
the body with the

five sheaths, enabling the individual to develop as

a total being. The separation between the body and
the mind, and the mind and the soul, then vanishes,
as all planes fuse into one. In this way, asanas help
to transform an individual by bringing him or her
away from the awareness of the body toward the
consciousness of the soul.

The journey of yoga
The Hathayoga Pradipika is a practical treatise
on yoga, thought to have been compiled in the
15th century. The author, the sage Svatmarama,
gives practical guidelines to beginners on the
: journey they must make from the
culture of the body toward the
vision of the soul. Unlike
Patanjali, who discusses
the sighting of the soul
through the restraint of
\ consciousness or chitta,
; i Svatmarama begins his
treatise with the restraint
of energy, or prana.
Sighting the soul
through the restraint of
energy is called Hatha
yoga, whereas sighting
the soul through
the restraint of
consciousness is
known as Raja yoga.

Samadhi
The Buddha attaining
enlightenment at Bodhgaya.
The 3rd-century sculpture is
from Sarnath, India
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A folio from the ancient indian epic, the Mahabharata
The essentials of yoga philosophy are found in the Bhagvad Gita, which forms a part of the epic

In Hathayoga Pradipika 4.29, the author stresses the
importance of the breath by saying that if the mind
is the king of the senses, the master of the mind is
breath. If breath is made to move rhythmically, with
a controlled, sustained sound, the mind becomes
calm. In that calmness, the king of the mind (the
soul) becomes the supreme commander of the
senses, mind, breath, as well as consciousness.
When you learn to focus on the inhaled breath and
the exhaled breath, you experience a neutralizing
effect on the mind. This reaction led Svatmarama
to conclude that the control of prana is
the key to super-awareness or samadhi.

In the chapter Samadhi Prakarana of
the Hathayoga Pradipika, Svatmarama
gives glimpses of his experiences of
samadhi. He says, “If one learns not to
think of external things and
simultaneously keeps away inner
thoughts, one experiences samadhi.
When the mind is dissolved in the sea
of the soul, an absolute state of existence is reached.
This is kaivalya, the freedom of emancipation.”

The goal of yoga is a state of equilibrium and
peace. Patanjali warns the student of yoga not to
be deceived by this quietness, for it could lead
to a state of yogabhrastha or “falling from the grace
of yoga.” He also says, ‘The practice of yoga must

Ajna Chakra
This symbol represents the potential
for spirituality in every individual

continue, as it has to culminate in the sight of the
soul.” This stage, when the individual becomes one
with the core of his or her being, is a stage known
as nirbija (seedless) samadhi.

Impact of yoga
In his third chapter of the Yoga Sutras, Vibhuti Pada,
Patanjali speaks of the effects of yoga. Although
they seem exotic to our modern conciousness,
they indicate the potential of the powers of human
nature. These spiritual powers and gifts have to be
conquered in their turn. Otherwise,
they become a trap, diverting the
seeker from the true aim of yoga.
When the soul is free from the
bondage of body, mind, power, and
pride of success, it reaches the state
of kaivalya or freedom. This aspect
is covered in the fourth chapter of
the Yoga Sutras, Kaivalya Pada, the
chapter on absolute liberation.
The person who practices yoga regularly will
not become a victim but a master of his or her
circumstances and time. The yoga practitioner lives
to love and serve the world. This is the essence of
life. Peace within and peace without, peace in the
individual, in the family unit, in society, and in the
world at large.
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States of Mind

The mind is the vital link between the body and the consciousness. The individual

can live with awareness, discrimination, and confidence only once the mind

is calm and focused. Yoga is the alchemy that generates this equilibrium.

1 n yogic terminology, consciousness or chitta
encompasses the mind or manas, intelligence

or buddhi, and ego or ahankara. The Sanskrit word

for man, manusya or manava, means “one who is
endowed with this special consciousness.” The

mind does not have an actual location in the body.
It is latent, elusive, and exists everywhere. The mind
desires, wills, remembers, perceives, and experiences.
Sensations of pain and pleasure, heat and cold,
honor and dishonor, are experienced and interpreted
by the mind. The mind reflects both the external and
the internal worlds, but though it has the capacity
to perceive things within and without, its

natural tendency is to be preoccupied with the
outside world.

Nature of the mind

When the mind is fully absorbed by objects seen,
heard, smelled, felt, or tasted, this leads to stress,
fatigue, and unhappiness. The mind can be a secret
enemy and a treacherous friend. It influences our
behavior before we have the time to consider causes
and consequences. Yoga trains the mind and
inculcates a sense of discrimination, so that objects
and events are seen for what they are and are not
allowed to gain mastery over us.

Five mental faculties

We have five mental faculties which can be used

in a positive or a negative way. These are: correct
observation and knowledge, perception, imagination,
dreamless sleep, and memory. Sometimes the mind
loses its stability and clarity, and is either incapable
of using its various faculties properly, or uses them
in a negative way. The practice of yoga leads us

to use these mental faculties in a positive way,

thereby bringing the mind to a discriminative

and attentive state. Awareness, together with
discrimination and memory, target bad habits, which
are essentially repetitive actions based on mistaken
perception. These are then replaced by good habits.
In this way, an individual becomes stronger, honest,
and gains maturity. He or she is able to perceive and
understand people, situations, and events with clarity.
This seasoned, mature mind gradually transcends its
frontiers to reach beyond mundane observation and
experience, making the journey from confusion to
clarity, one of the greatest benefits of yoga.

Different states of mind

Yogic science distinguishes between five basic states
of mind. These are not grouped in stages, nor are
they, except the last, unchangeable. According to
Patanjali, these states of mind are: dull and lethargic,
distracted, scattered, focused, and controlled.
Patanjali described the lowest level of the mind as
dull or mudha. A person in this stateof mind is
disinclined to observe, act, or react. This state is
rarely inherent or permanent. It is usually caused by
a traumatic experience, for instance, bereavement, or
when a desired goal presents so many obstacles that
the goal seems impossible to attain. After successive
failures to take control of their lives, many people
withdraw into dullness and lethargy. Often, this is
exacerbated by either insomnia or oversleeping,
comfort-eating, or the ingestion of tranquilizers and
other substances which make the original problem
worse. Yoga gradually transforms this feeling of
defeat and helplessness into optimism and energy.
The distracted state of mind is one where thoughts,
feelings, and perceptions churn around in the
consciousness, but leave no lasting impressions and
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"The seasoned, mature
mind transcends frontiers to reach
beyond mundane observation.”

hence serve no purpose. Patanjali calls this state,
ksipta. Someone in a state of ksipta is unstable,
unable to prioritize or focus on goals, usually
because of flawed signals from the senses of
perception he or she accepts and follows
unthinkingly. This clouds the intellect and disturbs
mental equilibrium. Such a state has to be calmed
and brought to confront the factual knowledge of
reality through the regular practice of yoga asanas
and pranayama.

The most common state of mind is the scattered
mind. In such a state, though the brain is active,
it lacks purpose and direction. This state of mind
is known as viksipta. Constantly plagued by doubt
and fear, it alternates between decisiveness and
lack of confidence. The regular practice of yoga
gradually encourages the seeds of awareness and
discrimination to take root, giving rise to a positive
attitude and mental equilibrium.

The ancient sages characterized the focused state
of mind, or ekagra, as one that indicated a higher
state of being. This is a liberated mind which has

confronted afflictions and obstacles and conquered
them. Such a mind has direction, concentration,
and awareness. A person in this category of mental
intelligence lives in the present without being
caught in the past or future, undisturbed

by external circumstances.

The fifth and highest state of mind is niruddha,
or the controlled, restrained mind. According to
Patanjali, niruddha is attained through the persistent
practice of yoga, which allows an individual
to conquer the lower levels of the mind.

At this level, the mind is linked exclusively
with the object of its attention. It has the power
to become totally absorbed in an activity, allowing
nothing to disturb its absorption. When the brain
is quiet, the intellect is at peace, the individual is
serene and balanced, neither free nor bound, but
poised in pure consciousness.

The final stage
The persistent practice of yoga allows you to conquer the lower
levels of the mind and reach the peaks of self-realization
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Eight Limbs

The basic tenets of yoga are described in the form of “eight limbs" or “steps”

described by the sage, Patanjali. These are aphorisms, explaining the codes

of ethical behavior which will ultimately lead to self-realization.

he sage Patanjali reflected

on the nature of man and
the norms of society during his
time. Then, he expressed his
observations very systematically
in the form of aphorisms, which
deal with the entire span of life,
beginning with a code of conduct
and ending with the ultimate goal,
emancipation and freedom.
These aphorisms outline the
fundamental tenets of yoga, known
as the eight limbs or astanga.

Astanga yoga

The eight steps are yama, niyama,
asana, pranayama, pratyahara, dharana,
dhyana, and samadhi. These are
sequential stages in an individual’s
life journey through yoga. Each step
must be understood and followed to
attain the ultimate goal of Astanga
yoga, that of emancipation of the self. Yama, or general
ethical principles, and niyama, or self-restraint,
prescribe a code of conduct that molds individual
morality and behavior. Asanas, or yogic poses, and
pranayama, or breath control, discipline the body and
the mind by basic practices conducive to physical,
physiological, psychological, and mental health.
Pranayama controls the mind, taming baser instincts,
while pratyahara, or detachment from the external
world, stems the outgoing flow of the senses,
withdrawing those of perception and the organs

of action from worldly pleasures. Dharana, or
concentration, guides the consciousness to focus

Steps to self-realization
Understand and absorb each stage
to reach the ultimate goal

concentration, saturates the mind
until it permeates to the source of
existence, and the intellectual and
conscious energy dissolves in the
seat of the soul. It is then that
samadhi, when you lose the sense of
your separate existence, is attained.
Nothing else remains except the
core of one’s being: the soul.

Yama
Yama and niyama require
tremendous inner discipline.
Yama explains the codes of ethical
behavior to be observed and
followed in everyday life,
reminding us of our
responsibilities as social beings.
Yama has 5 principles. These are:
ahimsa or nonviolence, satya or
truthfulness, asteya or freedom
from avarice, brahmacharya or
chastity, and aparigraha or freedom from desire.
Ahimsa needs introspection to replace negative,
destructive thoughts and actions by positive,
constructive ones. Anger, cruelty, or harassment
of others are facets of the violence latent in all of us.
These contradict the principles of ahimsa, while
lying, cheating, dishonesty, and deception break the
principles of satya. Brahmacharya does not mean total
abstinence, but denotes a disciplined sexual life,
promoting contentment and moral strength from
within. Parigraha means “possession” or
“covetousness,” the instinct within all of us that
traps us in the karmic cycle of reincarnation after

attention rigorously on one point. Dhyana, or prolonged death. However, while you may be able to give up
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material possessiveness, what about emotional or
intellectual possessiveness? This is where Astanga
yoga helps to discipline the mind, freeing it from
the desire to possess, bringing it into a state of
aparigraha, freedom from desire, as well as asteya,
or freedom from greed.

Niyama

Niyama is the positive current that brings discipline,
removes inertia, and gives shape to the inner desire
to follow the yogic path. The principles of niyama are
saucha, or cleanliness, santosa,or contentment, tapas,

or austerity, svadhyaya, or the study of one’s own self,
which includes the body, mind, intellect, and ego. The
final principle of niyama is isvara pranidhana or devotion
to God. Contentment or santosa helps to curb desire,
anger, ambition, and greed, while tapas or austerity
involves self-discipline and the desire to purify the
body, senses, and mind. The study and practice of yoga
with devotional attention to the self and God is tapas.

Asanas, pranayama, and pratyahara
According to the Gheranda Samhita, a text dating

to the 15th century, written by the yogic sage,
Gheranda: “The body soon decays like unbaked
earthen pots thrown in water. Strengthen and purify
the body by baking it in the fire of yoga.” Performing
an asana helps create and generate energy. Staying
in an asana organizes and distributes this energy,
while coming out of the pose protects the energy,
preventing it from dissipating. In Yoga Sutra 111.47,
Patanjali explains the effects of an asana as “Rupa
lavanya bala vajra samhananatvani kayasampat.” This
means that a perfected body has beauty, grace, and
strength which is comparable to the hardness and
brilliance of a diamond. While practicing an asana,
one must focus attention on the inner body, drawing
the mind inward to sharpen the intelligence.

Then, the asana becomes effortless as the
blemishes on both the gross and the subtle body are
washed off. This is the turning point in the practice
of asanas, when the body, mind, and self unite. From
this state begins the isvara pranidhana, or devotion to
God. Asanas and pranayama are interrelated and

interwoven. Patanjali clearly specifies that pranayama
should be attempted only after the asanas are
mastered. Prana is “vital energy,” which includes will
power and ambition, while ayama means “stretch,
expansion and extension.” Pranayama can be
described as the “expansion and extension of energy
or life-force.” Patanjali begins pranayama with the
simple movement of breathing, leading us deeper
and deeper into ourselves by teaching us to observe
the very act of respiration. Pranayama has three
movements—prolonged inhalation, deep exhalation,
and prolonged, stable retention, all of which have to
be performed with precision. Pranayama is the actual
process of directing energy inward, making the mind
fit for pratyahara or the detachment of the senses,
which evolves from pranayama. When the senses
withdraw from objects of desire, the mind is released
from the power of the senses, which in turn become
passive. Then the mind turns inward and is set free
from the tyranny of the senses. This is pratyahara.

Samyama—toward the liberation of the self
Patanijali groups dharana, dhyana, and samadhi under the
term samyama—the integration of the body, breath,
mind, intellect, and self. It is not easy to explain the
last three aspects of yoga as separate entities. The
controlled mind that is gained in pratyahara is made

to intensify its attention on a single thought in dharana.
When this concentration is prolonged, it becomes
dhyana. In dhyana, release, expansion, quietness, and
peace are experienced. This prolonged state of
quietness frees a person from attachment, resulting

in indifference to the joys of pleasure or the sorrows

of pain. The experience of samadhi is achieved when
the knower, the knowable, and the known become one.
When the object of meditation engulfs the meditator
and becomes the subiject, self-awareness is lost. This
is samadhi—a state of total absorption. Sama means
“level” or “alike,” while adhi means “over” and “above.”
It also denotes the maintenance of the intelligence

in a balanced state. Though samadhi can be explained at
the intellectual level, it can only be experienced at the
level of the heart. Ultimately, it is samadhi that is the
fruit of the discipline of Astanga yoga.

53




BKS

IYENGAR YOGA

Pranayama

Prana is the life-force which permeates both the individual as well as the

universe at all levels. It is at once physical, sexual, mental, intellectual, spiritual,

and cosmic. Prana, the breath, and the mind are inextricably linked to each other.

he ancient yogis advocated the practice of

pranayama to unite the breath with the mind,
and thus with the prana or life-force. Prana is energy,
and ayama is the storing and distribution of that
energy. Ayama has three aspects or movements:
vertical extension, horizontal extension, and cyclical
extension. By practicing pranayama, we learn to
move energy vertically, horizontally, and cyclically
to the frontiers of the body.

Breath in pranayama
Pranayama is not deep breathing. Deep breathing
tenses the facial muscles, makes the skull and
scalp rigid, tightens the chest, and applies
external force to the intake or release of breath.
This creates hardness in the fibers of the
lungs and chest, preventing the percolation
of breath through the body.
In pranayama, the cells of the brain
and the facial muscles remain soft and
receptive, and the breath is drawn
in or released gently. During
inhalation, each molecule,
fiber, and cell of the body
is independently felt by
the mind, and is allowed
to receive and absorb the
prana. There are no sudden
movements and one
becomes aware of the
gradual expansion of
the respiratory organs,
and feels the breath
reaching the most
remote parts
of the lungs.

In exhalation, the release of breath is gradual, and
this gives the air cells sufficient time to re-absorb the
residual prana to the maximum possible extent. This
allows for the full utilization of energy, thus building
up emotional stability and calming the mind.

The practice of asanas removes the obstructions
which impede the flow of prana. During pranayama,
one should be totally absorbed in the fineness of
inhalation, exhalation, and in the naturalness of
retention. One should not disturb or jerk the vital
organs and nerves, or stress the brain cells. The
brain is the instrument which observes the smooth
flow of inhalation and exhalation. One must be
aware of the interruptions which occur during a

single inhalation and exhalation. Check these,

and a smooth flow will set in. Similarly,
during retention of breath, learn to retain

the first indrawn breath with stability. If
this stability is lost, it is better to release
the breath, rather than strain to hold it.

While inhaling or retaining the breath
in a pranayamic cycle, remember

to ensure that the abdomen

does not swell.

The final goal
Attempt pranayama only when
the yoga asanas have been
mastered. Patanjali reiterates
this several times, most

Yogacharya lyengar
in pranayama
Practicing pranayama in
Padmasana, the cross-
legged Lotus pose, works
well for meditation
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emphatically in Yoga Sutra 11,

49. The next sutra, Yoga Sutra 11,
50, explains that inhalation,
exhalation, and retention must
be precise. The sutra begins
with control over the movement
of exhalation, or bahya, and
inhalation, or abhyantara. Each
inhalation activates the central
nervous system into stimulating
the peripheral nerves, and each
exhalation triggers the reverse
process. During the retention of
breath, both processes take place.
The Hathayoga Pradipika speaks
of antara-kumbhaka and bahya-
kumbhaka, or the suspension of
breath with full or empty lungs, as
well as inhalation, and exhalation. Pranayama is

a complex process composed of all these. It has
to be practiced with the greatest sincerity and
precision. You cannot achieve pranayama just
because you want to—you have to be ready for it.

In pranayamic breathing, the brain is quiet, and
this allows the nervous system to function more
effectively. Inhalation is the art of receiving primeval
energy into the body in the form of breath, and
bringing the spiritual cosmic breath into contact
with the individual breath. Exhalation is the removal
of toxins from the system.

A yogi in pranayama
For more than a thousand years, sages
have practiced pranayama, controlling their
breath and with it, their mind

Between the material
and spiritual world
Pranayama is also the link
between the physiological and
spiritual organisms of man. At
first, pranayama is difficult and
requires great effort. Mastery
is achieved when pranayama
becomes effortless. Just as the
diaphragm is the meeting point
of the physiological and spiritual
body, the retention of energy or
kumbhaka is realizing the very core
of your body. Once the external
movements are controlled, there
is internal silence. In such a
silence there is no thought as the
mind has then dissolved in the self.
In the Hathayoga Pradipika, the sage Svatmarama
gives a detailed description of the ways in which an
individual comes to experience the elevated state
of oneness with the self through the practice of
pranayama. Hence, practicing it is not only very
difficult, but also highly absorbing. If you fail after
a few cycles, be content with the knowledge that you
have practiced three or four cycles with awareness
and attention. Do not turn away from failures, but
try to accept them and learn from them. Gradually,
you will be successful in your attempts and will
learn to master pranayama.

Ancient traditions
An illustrated folio from the Kalpasutra, 15th-century texts describing the path to health and spirituality
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Chakras

Yogic science recognizes that spiritual health is activated by a system of chakras
or "nerve" centers, said to be located within the spinal column. Cosmic energy
lies coiled within these chakras and has to be awakened for self-realization.

innermost soul—the shakti, which
includes the mind, intellect, emotions,
vital energy, the sense of “I,” the powers
of will and discrimination, and the

M odern technology has provided us
with the means to examine the

state of our bodies. But nothing has
helped us discern character, personality,
or the potential for goodness. The most conscience. These are different in every
important aspect of a human being is the human being, and that makes us

part which lies between the outer skin and the individually both mysterious and unique.

The 7 main chakras of the body
Yogic sages believed chakras were located along the spinal column
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In yogic terminology, the soul is called purusha shakti,
while prakriti shakti or the energy of nature, came to be
called kundalini by the ancient yogis. Kundalini is the
divine, cosmic energy which exists as a latent force in
everyone. When the prakriti shakti is awakened, it gravitates
toward the very core of the soul or purusha shakti.

Awakening cosmic energy

This fire of divine, cosmic energy is ignited by yoga-
agni, the fire of yoga. When a fire is covered with ashes,
it goes out. In the same way, if our senses are inert,

or if we are motivated by pride, self-indulgence, and
envy, the kundalini is kept in a dormant state. If we
allow such negative qualities to dominate our thinking
over long periods, our spiritual evolution is not merely
hampered, but actually halted.

We have always known that health is important,
but it is time to realize, as proponents of yoga have
known for generations, that our physical condition
is inextricably linked to our state of mind.

Yogic science recognized this connection from the
very beginning. In order to achieve perfect physical
health, the ancient sages concluded, you must
activate the body’s chakras. Chakras are notionally
located along the spine, from the brain
to the tailbone. But while the spine is a physical
entity, chakras are not composed of matter. Although
they possess no physicality, they govern all the
elements of the body.

The meaning of chakras
Chakra means “wheel” or “ring” in Sanskrit and our
personal chakras have energy coiled within them.
They are the critical junctions which determine the
state of the body and mind. Just as the brain
controls physical, mental, and intellectual functions
through the nerve cells or neurons, chakras tap the
prana or cosmic energy which is within all living
beings and transform it into spiritual energy. This is
spread through the body by the nadis, or channels.
Being invisible, chakras are tangible only through
their effects. They can be accessed once the student of
yoga has achieved all the eight aspects of yoga (see page
52), when the human self merges with the divine self.

Sahasrara chakra
Uncoiled through
intuitive knowledge, it
allows the seeker to
achieve freedom

Ajna chakra

Influences pride and
desire when coiled.
Develops humanity and
spirituality when uncoiled

Vishuddhi chakra
Seat of intellectual
awareness

Anahata chakra

When uncoiled, it
develops compassion,
spirituality, and
knowledge

Manipuraka chakra

Site of the sense of
fear; when uncoiled,
induces calm

Swadhishtana chakra
Influences worldly
desires when coiled

Muladhara chakra

The foundation of the
anatomical sheath
controls sexual energy
when coiled

Chakras and nadis of the human body
A 19th-century painting from Rajasthan, India. Chakras transform
cosmic energy into spiritual energy.

There are 11 chakras of which 7 are crucial
(see diagram above), and the others dependent. The
most important is the Sahasrara chakra, where prakriti
shakti or energy, unites with purusha shakti, or soul.

The practice of yoga is directed at awakening
the divine energy within every human being. Asanas
and pranayama uncoil and alert the chakras. In the
process, the nadis are activated. This causes the
chakras to vibrate and to generate energy, which is
then circulated all over the body through the nadis.
The emotions rooted in the chakras are transformed
as divine energy is awakened and circulated.

To achieve self-realization the sincere student of
yoga will, with persistent, rigorous practice, conquer
the 6 main obstacles to happiness—desire, anger,
greed, infatuation, pride, and envy.

57




BKS IYENGAR YOGA

The Guru & the Yogi

The tradition of the guru, or master, and the yogi, or disciple, is an ancient one. All
learning from generation to generation has been handed down this way. The guru
must be compassionate, yet exacting. The yogi must be sincere and dedicated.

H ow do we distinguish between the true guru
and the false one? The cult of the guru, or
master, is an Asian concept. To other societies, the
concept might seem exotic, mysterious, or even
abhorrent—a brake on individual freedom
or judgment. Some thinkers have declared
that a guru is not needed at all, while
others believe that you cannot reach your
goal without one. Perhaps the importance
of the guru can be explained by examining
its Sanskrit root. Gu means “darkness” and
ru means “light’—therefore, a guru is one
who leads you from darkness to light.
Although the sadhaka or seeker has
to tread the spiritual path to self-
realization alone, the guru’s
guidance is essential to show the
right path and to safeguard the
yogi, the student of yoga,
who decides to follow it.

An ancient tradition
The guru is the voice of
consciousness during the
process of spiritual awakening. In Yogacharya lyengar with a student

India, the relationship between a guru and The guru does not only teach asanas, he teaches you how to live

a disciple is an ancient tradition, and has been

the foundation of all learning. The guru-sishya but ignorance veils it, and it is the guru who
parampara (sishya means “disciple” and parampara removes this veil from the intellect of the sishya.
means “tradition”) has been the system through The guru is the guide who opens the gate of the
which knowledge has been handed down, generation student’s dormant faculties and awakens the latent
to generation and age to age. The energy that the power and energy within. Being with the guru is like
guru has imbibed from his teacher is passed on to being in the sunlight, and the glow lasts for eternity.
his disciple, keeping the process of communication The relationship between the teacher and the
alive from one epoch to the next. The guru opens disciple is a unique one. It is similar, but not

the disciple’s eyes to awareness. Knowledge exists, identical, to a mother and child. Just as a mother
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loves, nourishes, guides, cajoles into obedience,
rebukes, educates, and protects her child, the guru
takes the disciple into his care, making it his life’s
work to mold his student into perfect shape,
physically, mentally, and spiritually.

The guru

Yoga is a discipline and the yogic texts aptly begin
with the emphasis on discipline or anusasanam:
“Without discipline, nothing can be achieved.” The
guru does not enforce discipline with strictness, but
builds up an awareness of it in his student, allowing
the latter to develop inner discipline. A wise guru
does not lay down codes of conduct, but motivates
the disciple by precept and example.

The guru does not demand attention, he
commands it. In the process of teaching, he creates
total confidence in the disciple, and helps him or
her develop the will power to face all circumstances
with equanimity. The guru constantly improves on
his teaching techniques, opening the disciple’s
eyes, improvising where necessary to create
new dimensions in his teaching. The guru is
compassionate, but does not expect emotional
attachment from his disciple, nor does he become
emotionally attached himself.

The guru should be confident, challenging,
caring, cautious, constructive, and courageous. The
clarity and creativity of his teaching should reflect
his devotion and dedication to his subject—in this
case, the complexities and subtleties of yoga.

The disciple
An ideal disciple is obedient, earnest, serious, and
always ready to follow the teachings of his or her
guru. This is not unthinking obedience, but one
based on respect and a sincere desire to learn.
Disciples can be dull, average, or superior. The dull
student has little enthusiasm, is unstable, timorous,
and self-indulgent. He or she is unwilling to put in
the hard work required which is needed to attain
the goal of self-realization.

The average student is indecisive, attracted
equally to worldly pleasures as to spiritual matters.

While conscious of the highest good, this student H
lacks the determination to persevere, and is unable ;
to hold on steadfastly to the yogic path. He or she 2
needs firmness and discipline from his or her guru,
a fact the guru recognizes at once.

The superior or intense student, on the other
hand, has vision, enthusiasm, and courage. He or
she resists temptations and does not hesitate to
cast off qualities that distract him or her from the
goal. This student becomes steady, stable, and
skillful. The guru guides this kind of student to the
ultimate goal of self-realization.

¥ __,-. Y Vi Son Tl i
A sage teaching his pupils
This 2nd-century sc frieze from Bharhut, India,
points to the antiquity of the guru-yogi tradition

While practicing yoga, the disciple must recall and
deliberate on each word and action of the guru and
consolidate each learning experience. Today’s disciple
may become the guru of tomorrow. Clarity of mind
and firmness of resolve to tread the path to self-
realization is essential. The yogi must have riti and
nit—method and morality—to impart to the disciple,
the learning, the experience, and wisdom gleaned
over the years. Thus, the tradition of the guru and

the yogi is carried on for yet another generation.

This book is my attempt to disseminate my
knowledge of yoga to all those across the world B
who wish to become true followers of yoga. ;‘1

1
1
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3 FaEma

59







CHAPTER 4

Asanas for You

“The body Is your temple.
Keep It pure and clean for
the soul to reside In."

he science of yoga is like the art of music. There is a rhythm within the

body, and that can only be maintained by paying attention to each step
of the asana, and to the progression between asanas. In your practice of
yoga, there has to be a physical, physiological, psychological, and spiritual
rhythm. Unless there is harmony and melody, the music will not be worth
listening to. The body is a truly sensitive and receptive instrument, and its
vibrations, like sound, express the harmony or dissonance within it. Each
of these vibrations must synchronize in the movement, which is the asana.
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Classic Poses

Yoga asanas cover the basic positions of standing, sitting, forward bends, twists,

inversions, back bends, and lying down. The 23 classic poses must be practiced

with physical coordination, as well as intelligence and sincerity.

here is more to practicing asanas correctly than

merely the physical aligning of the body. The
classic poses, when practiced with discrimination
and awareness, bring the body, mind, intelligence,
nerves, consciousness, and the self together into
a single, harmonious whole. Asanas may appear
to deal with the physical body alone but, in fact,
different asanas can affect the chemical messages
sent to and from the brain, improving and stabilizing
your mental state. Yoga’s unique ability to soothe
the nerves—the medium between the physiological
body and the psychological body—calms the brain,
makes the mind fresh and tranquil, and relaxes the
entire body.

[ have selected these 23 asanas because they
cover all the basic positions of yoga: standing,
sitting, forward bends, twists, inversions, back
bends, and lying down. The regular practice of these
asanas, stimulates and activates all the organs,

Integrating body
and spirit
Yogacharya lyengar in
Adhomukha Svanasana

tissues, and cells of the body. The mind becomes
alert and strong, the body healthy and active.

The anatomical body comprises the limbs and
the actual parts of the body. The physical body is
made up of bones, muscles, skin, and tissue. The
physiological body is composed of the heart, lungs,
liver, spleen, pancreas, intestines, and the other
organs. The nerves, brain, and intellect make up the
psychological body. To practice asanas correctly, you
have to learn to bring all these levels together.

Stages of learning yoga

Newcomers to yoga approach asanas with “uncultured”
minds. They have to learn that at first asanas are
practiced at the level of the anatomical body alone—
the stage called arambhavastha. This beginner's stage is
important and should not be hurried through. In order
to learn the asanas, beginners should be primarily
concerned with getting their movements right. In the
step-by-step instructions to the asanas in this chapter,
[ have highlighted the points you should concentrate
on, the important motions and movements in the pose
you need to take note of. Beginners have to grasp the
whole asana, and not lose themselves in the finer
details. It is more important for you to start by striving
for stability within a pose. This provides a strong
foundation. You will then enter the intermediate stage,
or ghatavastha, in which the mind is affected by changes
in the body. When you reach this stage, you are
practicing the movements correctly, your body is
under your control, but you must now push
your mind to touch every part of
your body. In my




ASANAS FOR YOU

"Asanas keep your body, as well as
vour mind, healthy and active.”

instructions to the asanas in this chapter, | have
pointed out that students of yoga at this stage must
practice the asanas with reflective and meditative
attention.You must become aware of your tissues,
organs, skin, and even individual cells. Your mind
must flow along with all of these parts.

Parichayavastha, or the advanced stage, comes next.
This is the stage of intimate knowledge, when your
mind brings your body in touch with your intelligence.
Once this happens, the mind ceases to be a separate
entity, and the intelligence and the body become one.
[ have included the concepts that the advanced
practitioner of yoga should focus on. Your adjustments
are more subtle and discriminating now, and are in the
realm of the mental and physiological body, rather
than merely in your muscles, bones, and joints. The
final stage, nishpattyavastha, is the state of perfection.
Once the intelligence feels the oneness between the
flesh and the skin, it introduces the atman—the self or
soul. This frees the body and integrates it with the soul
in the journey from the finite to the infinite. Then the
body, mind, and self become one. At this stage, asanas
become meditative and spiritual. This may be termed
“dynamic meditation.”

What is an asana?

An asana is not a posture that you assume
mechanically. It involves a thoughtful
process at the end of which a balance
is achieved between movement and
resistance. Your weight has to be
evenly distributed over muscles,
bones, and joints, just as
your intelligence
must be engaged

ey 5 =

Movement and resistance
The final pose of Utthita Parsvakonasana

at every level. You have to create space in your
muscles and your skin, fitting the fine network of your
entire body into the asana. This helps the organs of
perception (the eyes, ears, nose, tongue, and skin) to
discern the subtlety of each movement. This
conjunction between the organs of action and organs
of perception occurs when the student reaches a
subjective understanding of an asana, and begins,
through instinct as well as knowledge, to adjust his or
her movements correctly. Practice with dedication. Be
completely absorbed by the asana.

Once both sides of the body become symmetrical,
undue stress is removed from the circulatory,
respiratory, digestive, reproductive, and excretory
systems. In each asana, different organs are placed
in different anatomical positions, and are squeezed
and spread, dampened and dried, heated and cooled.
The organs are supplied with fresh blood, and
are gently massaged, relaxed, and toned
into a state of optimum health.
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Relieving tension
and stress
The torso is stretched
in Bharadvajasana

Sitting asanas

All sitting asanas bring elasticity to the hips, knees,
ankles, and muscles of the groin. These poses
remove tension and hardness in the diaphragm
and throat, making breathing smoother and easier.
They keep the spine steady, pacifying the mind and
stretching the muscles of the heart. Blood
circulation increases to all parts of the body.

Standing asanas

Standing asanas strengthen the leg muscles and
joints, and increase the suppleness and strength

of the spine. Because of their rotational and flexing
movements, the spinal muscles and intervertebral
joints are kept mobile and well-aligned. The arteries
of the legs are stretched, increasing the blood
supply to the lower limbs, and preventing
thrombosis in the calf muscles. These asanas also
tone the cardiovascular system. The lateral wall

of the heart is fully stretched, increasing the supply
of fresh blood to the heart.

Forward bends

In forward bends, the abdominal organs are
compressed. This has a unique effect on the
nervous system: as these organs relax, the frontal
brain is cooled, and the flow of blood to the entire
brain is regulated. The sympathetic nervous system

is rested, bringing down the pulse rate and blood
pressure. Stress is removed from the organs of
perception and the senses relax. The adrenal glands
are also soothed and function more efficiently. Since
the body is in a horizontal position in forward
bends, the heart is relieved of the strain of pumping
blood against gravity, and blood circulates through
all parts of the body easily. Forward bends also
strengthen the paraspinal muscles, intervertebral
joints, and ligaments.

Twists

These asanas teach us the importance of a healthy
spine and inner body. In twists, the pelvic and
abdominal organs are squeezed and flushed

with blood. They improve the suppleness of the
diaphragm, and relieve spinal, hip, and groin
disorders. The spine also becomes more supple,
and this improves the flow of blood to the spinal
nerves and increases energy levels.

Inversions

Some people fear that if they practice inverted
poses, their blood pressure will rise, or their blood
vessels will burst. These are complete
misconceptions. After all, standing for long periods
can lead to thrombosis and varicose veins, but no
one is going to stop standing up! Standing upright
is a result of evolution. Just as the human body has
adjusted to an upright position, it can also learn to
perform inversions without any risk or harm. In
contrast to the twisting asanas, inverted asanas have
a drying effect on the pelvic and abdominal organs,
while vital organs like the brain, heart, and

lungs are flushed with blood.
According to the third chapter of
the sage Svatmarama'’s
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Hathayoga Pradipika, Salamba Sirsasana (headstand,
see page 138) is the king of asanas, and Salamba
Sarvangasana (shoulderstand, see page 144) the
queen of asanas. The health of your body and
mind is greatly enhanced by the practice of these
two asanas.

Back bends

All back bends stimulate the central nervous system
and increase its ability to bear stress. They help
relieve one from stress, tension, and nervous
exhaustion. These asanas stimulate and energize
the body, and are invaluable to people suffering
from depression. In Urdhva Dhanurasana (see page
160) and Viparita Dandasana (see page 238), the liver
and spleen are fully stretched, and can therefore
function more effectively.

Reclining asanas

Reclining asanas are restful poses which soothe the
body and refresh the mind. While reclining asanas
are often sequenced at the end of a yoga session,
they are also preparatory asanas, since they help
relax the body and strengthen the joints. They give
the body the required energy for the more strenuous
asanas. Savasana (see page 150), for instance, helps
recover the breath and cool the body and the mind.
Reclining asanas prepare you for pranayama.

Practicing classic poses
Read the instructions for practice (see page 408).
Practice classic poses when you feel confident of the
suppleness of your body and the stability of your
mind. In the 20-Week Yoga Course (see page 410), |
recommend that beginners and those with stiff
muscles or joints, or people with specific
ailments, might prefer to practice with
props for the first 6-8 months. If you
normally practice classic poses
without props, you may, however,
wish to use them on days when you

Stretching out
Paschimottanasana extends the spine

are feeling tired, or if a particular part of your body
feels stiff. Always sequence your asanas with care.
Beginners s