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Why Baby Yoga?

Baby yoga is yoga practiced with your baby. It is doing yoga to help you stretch, relax and strengthen as you hold your baby, have your baby next to you or have your baby leaning against your thighs or atop your belly. Baby yoga is also special yoga positions that you guide your baby through to encourage natural flexibility and growth.

For you as the mom, practicing yoga with your baby offers very tangible physical results: it helps improve your posture, flexibility, strength and endurance. It contributes to your physical and mental well-being and can help to ward off potential postpartum blues. For your baby, the exercises in this book will help your baby limber up, sleep easier, relax and encourage muscles to develop and grow. Many babies are also calmed by the chanting and children’s songs that go along with some of the postures.

The “Eclectic Yoga” that I teach is meant for the beginner as well as someone who has been practicing for years. The movements I use respect the special demands put on the body of a new mother. Exercise builds strength and flexibility during the prenatal period. After the baby is born, a mother is addressing the demands of nursing, cradling and carrying a growing baby. Yoga helps build confidence and a strong and healthy body. Practicing yoga with your baby is a wonderful way to add joy to your first year together.
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Dedicated to my Yoga Mom 
Bella 
and my Buddha Babies 
Rachel and Mikela
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Before beginning any new exercise program, including the exercises discussed in this book, you should check with your physician and your baby’s pediatrician to be sure the exercises are appropriate for you and your baby. Follow all instructions carefully and be aware that the training discussed in this book could involve physical risk, even though every effort has been made in the preparation of this book to stress the need for safety consciousness and proper techniques. The author and publisher disclaim liability arising directly or indirectly from the use or application of this book.
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Foreword

Welcome, Yoga Moms!

[image: ]

Congratulations on becoming a parent! And hello, babies: welcome to this world.

Babies are transformative—whether this is your first child or second or fifth, your life will never be the same again. Every new life changes us. Managing that change, and growing along with it, occurs on many different levels—emotional, physical and spiritual. I hope you will allow yoga to enter your life and help enhance the change your new baby brings.

Yoga that you do along with your child—with your child in your arms, on your tummy, resting against your thighs or sleeping peacefully at your side—is powerful in the way that it connects the changes in your body with your new child. You grow together, every week and every day. Your baby continually reveals new abilities. And the same is true with how your body changes after birth—hormones cycle through, pounds are shed while strains are shifted. The weight is no longer centered in your pelvis; instead your shoulders, neck and arms are taxed as you feed your baby, hold her and carry her around.

Along with the physical challenges of motherhood comes the joy of just touching and bonding with your baby. This all becomes part of the yoga routine. Babies find the touch comforting, and it’s a wonderful opportunity to stretch, strengthen, relax and meditate with your baby. You have your whole life to do yoga by yourself; take advantage of the special time in your child’s early life by doing yoga with her.

I have been practicing yoga for over twenty-five years, and I am grateful for how it has helped me through the transitions and challenges that my life is continually providing. My mother practiced yoga, and I saw the great difference it made in her life—she felt more fit, and it also helped her to relax and reduce stress. So I was compelled to check it out. I started taking classes when I was a teenager, and fell in love with the practice. The postures made me feel strong and toned. Yoga also awakened my spirituality; I began to understand the body-mind connection and to pay more attention to how I connected with society. Over the years, I have studied with different teachers and at various schools. The style of yoga that I practice and teach is something I call “Eclectic Yoga.” It is a combination of techniques and teachings I learned at different schools and from different teachers. I tend to use what speaks to me and what works for me.

I moved to New York City to study fashion design. After working in the field for five years and having my first daughter, Rachel, I was drawn to a different calling—full-time yoga! I made the switch because I believed I should have a purpose in my vocation, and for me that wasn’t designing clothes; it was practicing yoga and teaching it to others. I became certified through the Integral Yoga Institute in New York City and began teaching.

My postpartum classes were born out of my own feelings as a new mother. I cried every afternoon at three o’clock for weeks after Rachel’s birth. I suffered from feelings of isolation (winter can be so long!) and questions such as “Will I ever get out of the house?” It made no sense to me: I had this beautiful, healthy baby.

Why was I crying? I was also questioning whether I would ever feel good again about my body. Based on my playtime with Rachel and my love of yoga, I started developing ways to do yoga with my baby. I wanted to share this with other mothers. We could get stronger and more fit as our babies grew. New mothers’ bodies did not have to ache; by being aware of posture and by stretching and strengthening, women could really help themselves recover from the stress of pregnancy, delivery and being a parent.

The postpartum techniques I developed also came out of the success of my prenatal classes. I loved my moms and felt I was deserting them at a very important time in their lives by not giving them anywhere to come to after the birth of their babies. They needed a special place to do yoga geared for their postpregnancy bodies that was also built around the excitement and demands of the beautiful new beings in their lives. It has been exciting over the years to see more and more yoga classes for moms and babies, moms and children and now “Daddy and Me” classes coming into existence.

My own children—Rachel and Mikela—were avid yogis for years and still do some yoga with me. However, Rachel, now eleven years old, doesn’t think yoga is very “cool.” Mikela, age seven, still does some yoga with me, often jumping on me and making me aware of my strength and our closeness. Motherhood continues to be a challenge, though in different ways, and I’m thankful for the strength yoga has helped me to develop.

On other personal levels, yoga has helped me with the demands of motherhood as well as with divorce and the loss of loved ones. Yoga has helped me find joy and peace. Yoga will help you become more in tune with your feelings and your intuition—striking a balance between what’s best for you, your baby and your family. Besides giving you an understanding of your body, yoga will give you strength and self-esteem.

I am renewed every time new mothers and their babies come to class. This is a singular time in life as women experience motherhood for the first time. It is a privilege for me to be a witness to this again and again. This time is special not only for first-time moms, but for any mom, as subsequent births place different demands. These first few months of creating a mother-child bond are precious, and it’s enlightening and exciting for me to play a part in this for many women.

Even if you have doubts—“I’m so out of shape;” “Will I be able to do this?;” “I’m not flexible”—let your ego go. Whatever shape you’re in, whatever flexibility you have or do not have, you are in the perfect place to practice yoga.

A few months ago, a mother and her three-month-old daughter came to my class through the invitation of another mom.

She asked to just watch, because, as she explained, “I’m out of shape and my baby hardly lets me put her down, and I don’t know how this will work.” She and her daughter ended up participating fully in the class. Afterward, she said she felt happy and excited that she could actually do something for her continual lower backache and would definitely return. The rewards of yoga with your baby can be wonderful.

Over the years I have watched friends discover yoga and have seen the changes it makes in their lives. My hope is that this book will bring that joy to women and their babies beyond those I reach through my classes. Yoga is a simple but deeply enriching way to take care of yourself and expand your bond with your child. It lets you stretch and meditate as you touch and hold her, and to begin working with her growing body to keep her limber, healthy and strong. In this book, I have shared the most important lessons that I teach in my classes. It is your introduction and guide. And if you are already taking a class, the book will offer a reinforcement of proper technique and, I hope, new ways to practice your yoga.

Congratulations on your new role. This is a time of growth for you and your baby and your new family. I hope yoga adds to that experience and becomes a part of the rest of your life.

Jyothi Larson 
New York City
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One
Introduction to Yoga for New Moms
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What Is Yoga?

The word “yoga” means “yoke” in Sanskrit—a joining, a oneness. When people think of yoga they usually think of the physical aspect, but yoga was first practiced as meditation, a striving of the individual to become one with the universe. Two texts in particular are important in yoga: the ancient Indian epic the Mahabharata and the Yoga Sutras by Patanjali. Both teach how to live a “yogic life”: what to eat, how to practice yoga, how to control the mind and how to sustain one’s yoga practice and reach for an ever-broader level of consciousness.

The main goal of yoga is to find the peace and joy of who we are. This place is known as the anandamayakosha or bliss body (peaceful, calm, truth). One gets to this place through practicing asanas (postures), breathing, relaxation, and meditation.

Yoga is very important to me and is a big part of my life. Yes, I still get stressed from life—raising children, dealing with finances, keeping my home, work and life going. But my practice gives me a way to get grounded and remain in touch with the things in life I find very important: my growth and spirituality, my children, family and friends.
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Yoga is constant development. You learn what your body can do as well as the body-mind connection. Through focused breathing and meditation, I have expanded my understanding of myself and my interaction with the world.

Yoga is an open-minded practice that says there is not one way to get to the truth. Yoga gives me a philosophy: some days I feel I understand many things, other times nothing. That’s life; that’s yoga. It’s a philosophy that we work toward, learning at our own rate. The message that I take from this is to find the peace and joy of who I am and who we are.

Why Baby Yoga?

Baby yoga is yoga practiced with your baby. It is doing yoga to help you stretch, relax and strengthen as you hold your baby, have your baby next to you or have your baby leaning against your thighs or atop your belly. Baby yoga is also special yoga positions that you guide your baby through to encourage natural flexibility and growth. Baby yoga takes advantage of babies’ love of being touched. They are getting used to and exploring a new environment, and touch is both reassuring to them and a way to connect to the world. And, of course, moms love to touch their babies.

For you as the mom, practicing yoga with your baby offers very tangible physical results: it helps improve your posture, flexibility, strength and endurance. It contributes to your physical and mental well-being and can help to ward off potential postpartum blues.

A happier, calmer, stronger mom makes for a happier, calmer, stronger baby. The exercises will help your baby limber up, sleep easier and relax and will encourage his muscles to develop and grow. Many babies are also calmed or entertained by the chanting and children’s songs that go along with some of the postures.

The “Eclectic Yoga” that I teach is meant for the beginner as well as someone who has been practicing for years. The movements I use respect the special demands put on the body of a new mother. Exercise builds strength and flexibility during the prenatal period. After the baby is born, a mother is addressing the demands of nursing, cradling and carrying a growing baby. Yoga helps build confidence and a strong and healthy body. Practicing yoga with your baby is a wonderful way to add joy to your first year together.
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This Is Your Book

I have worked with hundreds of women and their babies in the that I teach. Many have asked for pointers and tips before and after class, and this book is an extension of those requests. The book is intended as a guide and companion, designed to help you practice whatever approach to yoga is comfortable for you. I have included “beginner” series that help any mother, regardless of fitness level or yoga experience, get the great benefits of the postures and movements. There are also more advanced positions and suggested sets to stimulate the most dedicated yogi. And there is everything in between, including a ten-minute routine that can help energize you in the morning or in the middle of the day and relaxation postures to be done before bed to help you get a good night’s sleep.
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Buddha Babies

“Buddha Baby” is my term for a healthy, content baby. I often feel as I hold newborns and babies and look into their eyes that this is about as close as one can get to the divine energy. As mothers, we are our child’s “first guru.” But our babies and children are also great teachers to us. Yoga done with your baby builds nonverbal lines of communication and enhances the special joy of sharing your baby’s discovery of his new life.

Partner Parents

It is wonderful to do yoga together as a family, and I have provided positions that a partner can do with you and your baby. Parenting is also about communication, and partners are encouraged to join in the breathing and relaxation exercises, which offer a nonverbal way to be together as a family.

A Time for Yoga

While it would be ideal to be able to set aside up to an hour or more during the day to practice yoga, I recognize that ten minutes in your busy day may be all that you can dedicate to yoga, and that’s okay too. This book contains short practices in addition to longer series, and I encourage you to do your favorite stretch whenever you feel inclined. You may also want to get together with other new moms: form a yoga group, or if there is a class in the area, go once or twice a week. Many yoga studios are now offering “Mommy and Me” and sometimes “Daddy and Me” classes.
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Two
Covering the Basics
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Practicing Yoga with Your Baby

Remember that “yoga” means “to join.” It unites mind, body and breathing through asanas, or poses, to bring strength, flexibility and calm to the mind and body. It requires very little—not much space, very little “equipment” and just as much time as you can give it (though more is better)—and the returns are significant. You will feel calmer, stronger, more flexible and more in control of your life and body after practicing yoga for just a short period of time.

When your baby arrives, the asanas will help you get back in shape and maintain your body while allowing you to build a bond with your child. As your body changes, the positions change, from beginning asanas you can start right after delivery to more challenging positions as you grow stronger (you will need to keep up with the lifting, carrying and stroller-pushing of your growing baby!). The relaxation poses help you sleep at night and stay calm during the day.

The asanas are for your baby too as she develops from being able to roll over and hold up her head to crawling. Your baby is not only at your side as you do yoga but also rides on your belly and thighs, is held to your chest and lifted up and down, getting kissed and doing her own mommy-assisted asanas. Movement for your baby becomes incorporated into your asana practice. Very quickly you will see your baby do her own beautiful cobras. In one of the
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