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Breathing



“Mark Stephens has written a book on pranayama that is, without exaggeration, the most complete study of this most important practice I’ve ever come across. He extensively covers the background—such as pranayama’s long history, its anatomy and physiology, and psychological dimension—and the why’s, the how’s, and the ultimate goals of the student’s daily engagement with the practice, both traditional and modern. Highly recommended.”

RICHARD ROSEN, AUTHOR OF THE YOGA OF BREATH AND
PRANAYAMA BEYOND THE FUNDAMENTALS

“This is a must for students of all kinds to dive into—and a treasure for yoga teachers and yoga therapists to return to again and again with respect for the practice and with an awareness of responsibility for the future of yoga.”

ADRIENE MISHLER, INTERNATIONAL YOGA TEACHER AND HOST OF YOGA WITH ADRIENE

“A deep and illuminating exploration of pranayama that seamlessly weaves the poetry and philosophy of ancient traditions with modern insight—inviting us to see and experience what has always been here.”

RICHARD FREEMAN, AUTHOR OF THE MIRROR OF YOGA

“Breathing is the rare pranayama book that respects both the tradition and the tissues. If you want breathing practices you can defend in a lab and feel on the mat, this book is for you.”

DAVID KEIL, YOGA TEACHER AND AUTHOR OF
FUNCTIONAL ANATOMY OF YOGA

“A masterful, accessible guide to breath and pranayama—spanning ancient traditions and modern science. This book belongs in every yoga teacher’s library.”

BERNIE CLARK, AUTHOR OF THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO YIN YOGA

“A deeply informed and thoughtfully written exploration of pranayama, grounded in lived experience and enriched by both tradition and science. At a time when breathwork is often simplified or overlooked, this book offers a clear, comprehensive, and insightful guide for teachers and practitioners alike.”

YOGIRAJ ALAN FINGER, FOUNDER OF ISHTA YOGA AND AUTHOR OF
TANTRA OF THE YOGA SUTRAS

“Mark takes us deep into the mystical, unseen, energetic, pranic, and even spiritual realms of something we often take for granted. Whether you’re interested in yoga, pranayama, or merely seeking techniques to use the simple act of breathing to calm the mind, soothe the nervous system, and gain greater clarity, I wholeheartedly recommend Breathing. Reading Mark’s book is a breath of fresh air!”

DAVID SWENSON, AUTHOR OF ASHTANGA YOGA

“Once again, Mark builds on the wisdom of the past, offering fresh insights and clearly articulated practices that help readers restore balance and harmony to the body, mind, and spirit.”

GANGA WHITE, AUTHOR OF YOGA BEYOND BELIEF AND
fOUNDER–pRESIDENT OF THE WHITE LOTUS YOGA FOUNDATION

“In Breathing, yoga adept Mark Stephens draws from his years of practice and gained knowledge to explain various methods of pranayama. It is a book that will live on my bookshelf as both an inspiration and a reference guide for many years.”

NISCHALA JOY DEVI, AUTHOR OF THE SECRET POWER OF YOGA

“A - ha: First a suspension of breath that is that moment of sharpened clarity from the light of realization that we have just been suffused by something profound. Then that deeper inhalation as a fuller ‘seeing’ spreads within. Then that shift in consciousness that is the engagement of our whole being. Then the release, by breath, of what was held so Body can mirror Spirit. Followed by another A - ha as we fully realize. That awaits you in the pages of this book.”

KOFI BUSIA, ADVANCED SENIOR CERTIFIED IYENGAR YOGA TEACHER AND
EDITOR OF IYENGAR: THE YOGA MASTER

“Sometimes a luminary comes along and offers a work of rare depth and clarity to illuminate a timeless subject, revealing it in its full nobility, its intricate depth, but also its simplicity. This is what Mark Stephens has realized in his book on pranayama.”

CHRISTIAN PISANO, ADVANCED SENIOR CERTIFIED IYENGAR YOGA TEACHER,
NICE, FRANCE
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Foreword

Cyndi Lee

Mark Stephens and I have known each other since the late 1990s, when we were both full-time yoga teachers—Mark in Los Angeles and me in New York City. It was an intense growth period for yoga in America, a real heyday. New studios were popping up everywhere and the classes were full. Every day more people were discovering the practices of yoga, pranayama, and meditation. Teachers like Mark and me were on fire with a mission to share the practices of yoga in a way that was relevant to the everyday lives of our students without losing the thread of the philosophy and history that has informed yoga for thousands of years.

We crossed paths during this powerful era of contemporary yoga, but it wasn’t until many years later that we reconnected as senior yoga teachers, sharing common thoughts, concerns, and aspirations about the evolution of yoga—how it is practiced, taught, and valued. What a delight to be able to include his newest book, Breathing, in our continuing conversation.

One of the most influential yoga teachers of our lifetime, B. K. S. Iyengar, once said, “Yoga is an ocean.” This means that yoga is vast like the sea and rhythmic like the breath. It moves in cycles and contains more than we can ever know. It means that you will never reach the end, never completely master the modalities of yoga practice, such as breathing. No matter how many times you inhale and exhale, it is always true that every breath is a new breath, which also contains more than we can ever know.

Mark is well familiar with these truths and mysteries from his decades-long daily practice of pranayama. He greets each morning by sitting quietly and paying attention to the sensations that accompany his inhales, exhales, and the spaces between. He notices how this affects his body and how it shifts his mind. He notices how it opens him up to what is larger than him and what is most small and tender. This intimacy with his breath accompanies him as he gets up from his cushion and moves through his day.

Fortunately for us, in addition to being a dedicated practitioner, Mark is also a very good writer and thinker. In Breathing, he has taken something that is ephemeral, impermanent, and constantly changing and written about it in ways that are clear, poetic, factual, and inspiring. Mark is also such a gifted pranayama teacher that I found myself breathing deeply and fully—and being aware of it—just while reading the Introduction.

Breathing joins a long line of esteemed books on the topic of pranayama: There are inspirational books that offer a specific spiritual approach to experiencing the breath. There are some fascinating histories of breathing practice. And there are some very useful instructional books on the therapeutic aspects of breathing or how to meditate using the breath.

But I am unaware of any pranayama book as comprehensive as Breathing, which includes all these perspectives on the study and practice of breathing—what Buddhism refers to as the “Two Wings of the Bird,” because you need both to fly.

Yet, the scope of this book is not diluted by its broadness. Instead, Mark keeps a solid focus on the essential approach to all yoga practices: Practice is never just about what you do, but how you do what you do and why you do what you do.

Why should you practice breathing? Isn’t it something that we already know how to do without even thinking about it? Just as we have become disconnected from our innate capacity to relax; to stretch, strengthen, and move through space; and to make friends with our own mind, we have also lost our organic relationship to breathing, and thus to much of who we are. The breath is more than wind energy coming in and out. It’s how we feel embodied, how we connect to the rhythm of our thoughts, how we tune in to our emotions, and it is the vehicle on which our words communicate.

Mark makes these connections throughout every chapter in Breathing. “The Roots of Pranayama” chapter reminds us that we are part of an ancient living tradition of humans exploring the breath. “The Nature of Respiration” introduces the reader to the magical exchange of respiration and how it physically happens in the movements of our nose, lungs, and nervous system. “The Effects of Pranayama” shows that conscious breathing impacts muscles, mind, and mood.

Another Buddhist guideline tells us that the way to recognize a master teacher is that everyone who hears their teaching thinks the teacher is speaking directly to them. In this case, it’s true! If you are tired, stiff, hyperactive, elderly, pregnant, affected by allergies, or just curious about your breath, Mark has a practice for you.

Yoga teachers, as you read this essential text on breathing, please notice how Mark unfolds these teachings. From the Introduction to the Epilogue, Breathing follows a logical sequence, just as a vinyasa sequence in asana class. Mark grows your knowledge and guides you through experiences. Then, like all the very best teachers everywhere, he points to the moon and makes sure that you see—not his finger, but the moon. The moon, in this case, is each suggested practice reflection he offers before he steps out of the picture so you can become your own best teacher. As one of my teachers said, “Practice isn’t yours until it is personal.”

Breathing is a timely offering. In recent years, a growing interest in the practices of yoga has cycled back around, making “breath work” a cool trend. Unfortunately, like so many yogic practices that get deconstructed so they can work for sound bites, lunchtime slots, and emotional Band-Aids, breathing has become ubiquitous. Every mediator, dental hygienist, and personal trainer constantly prods their clients to “Breathe!”

Fortunately, Mark Stephens’s new book offers more than that. Skillfully integrating history, philosophy, anatomy, and practice, he literally inspires us to step onto the path required for developing a genuine and meaningful relationship with one’s breath. He shows us that breathing is not timely, but timeless.

CYNDI LEE began practicing yoga and meditation in college in 1972 and teaching yoga in 1978. At the urging of her root guru, Tibetan master Gelek Rimpoche, she began teaching meditation in 1992. The first Western woman to integrate yoga and Tibetan Buddhism, she founded OM Yoga Center in New York City, a global hub for practitioners. Lee has taught worldwide, with her work reaching public institutions and healthcare settings. The author of five books, including Yoga Body, Buddha Mind and OM Yoga, she is also a Buddhist chaplain ordained under Roshi Joan Halifax and the founder of the online community Lifting the Gaze.


Preface

When I pause and simply notice my breathing, I feel more grounded, more present. That shift—from unconscious to conscious breathing—feels like a kind of remembering. It changes how I relate to myself, to my surroundings, and to others. With each conscious breath, I meet the world with a little more kindness. I believe that if more of us breathed with awareness, we could change the world.

That idea did not arise abstractly. After letting go of L.A. Yoga Center in 2005, I took a one-year sabbatical from teaching yoga. Immersing myself in nature, I was unsure whether I would ever teach again. I began each morning simply sitting in meditation—watching, curious—my mind doing what minds tend to do. For many years I had taught breath-as-mantra meditation, yet it felt as though I was still only scratching the surface. I had also practiced pranayama for many years, but inconsistently, often impatiently. Like every other aspect of yoga practice, one cannot fruitfully go any faster in a breathing practice than one’s conditions allow in the moment without creating disturbance.

Knowing this—sensing it in my tissues—I began exploring pranayama and meditation with a beginner’s mind. At first, this meant little more than sitting, watching, and opening to a deeper trust in the act of being present. The breath did not need to be coerced into wisdom; it carried its own intelligence. Pranayama, I came to see, was less about control than about relationship—an intimate dialogue between awareness and physiology, between intention and surrender.

That year reshaped my understanding of practice. Breath was no longer a supporting player in meditation or asana; it was the ground from which both arose. And from that ground, teaching—when it eventually returned—would have to grow differently, rooted not in performance or productivity but in listening.

Those qualities became increasingly precious as I moved along newly emergent paths of practice, teaching, writing, and life itself—especially as I witnessed the loss of a dear friend to brain cancer, then two others to leukemia, and another to an autoimmune disease that progressively claimed her lungs. When I, too, was diagnosed with cancer in 2023—and spent three days with an incorrect pathology report indicating I had less than a year to live—the breath revealed itself not only as technique or symbol but as dear companion, measure, and teacher. Again and again, it reminded me that presence is both something we learn to allow and something we can consciously cultivate by attuning to the breath.

Though I often retreat into solitude to write, one is never truly alone. We are social beings, shaped by our relationships and by the quiet power of language, which connects us across time and place. I am fortunate to live a life interwoven with others who share passions for yoga, science, philosophy, spirituality, history, medicine, mystery, and the poetry of breath. This book draws deeply on their wisdom and friendship.

Unlike my previous books, which arose from a calling, this one emerged as a compulsion. Just a year before writing it, I was immersed in two very different projects—one exploring yoga histories and philosophies, the other delving into kinesiology and postural yoga. But the world shifted. As personal and collective challenges deepened, and as students in my workshops—especially in Europe—spoke of a shared sense that humanity stands at a crossroads, I felt drawn to focus on breathing: on what sustains us moment to moment and what might help guide us toward healing, presence, and meaningful connection.

Breath is biological—oxygen diffuses through alveoli, fuels our cells—but it is also profoundly symbolic. Air becomes intimate the moment we draw it in. In a single inhale, what was external becomes internal; what surrounded us becomes part of us. This simple act reminds us that life is not something we merely possess; it is something we continually take in and shape. Conscious breathing makes this process visible, tangible, and transformative.

In writing this book, as in my teaching, I have tried to uphold the legacy of yogic luminaries such as Patanjali, Abhinavagupta, and Svatmarama—figures who were not only deeply committed practitioners but also rigorous thinkers, steeped in study and devoted to clarity and truth. They were not disembodied sages but intellectuals of their time. Today, many yoga readers understandably seek inspiration, and some may prefer it over rigor. Yet I have chosen not to compromise the principle of satya—truth—for the sake of uplifting stories or widely held myths that ultimately take us further from reality, even when that means adopting what some might view as an academic tone or emphasizing the importance of evidence.

Confident that we can be both inspired and informed, Breathing aims to honor both science and tradition. It rests on the premise that conscious breathing—especially when historically grounded, physiologically informed, and thoughtfully practiced—enhances our capacity for discernment. And it is through that discerning experience, breath by breath, that we learn not only how to live but how to know what is true.
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INTRODUCTION

The Alchemy of Breath

Presence, Practice, and Possibility


We are an opening through which the universe breathes.

ALAN WATTS*




Air becomes breath the moment it is drawn into our bodies, transformed by intention and physiology.† It is the act of inhaling—when the external becomes internal—that turns the ambient atmosphere into a life-sustaining force. The transition is both physical and symbolic, connecting existence and the act of living. Conscious breathing infuses the air with purpose: oxygen absorbed by the lungs, delivered to the bloodstream, and sent coursing through our bodies to fuel every cell of our being. This intimate connection transforms something universal and external into something personal and vital, bringing us to the present moment. In this way, air becomes breath when it participates in the alchemy of life. In breathing consciously, we consciously participate in this alchemy, potentially changing everything, perhaps especially our relationships with one another.

Breathing has always been the rhythmic pulse at the heart of yoga. While often hidden behind the veils of today’s popular physical yoga practices, it is the calming, exhilarating, transformative elixir in those practices. The term “pranayama”—a compound of prana (life force) and ayama (to extend or regulate)—refers to a wide range of techniques for cultivating and refining the breath in ways that generate its potentially transformative power. This starts from the moment of one’s first conscious breath and points to an optimistic and cautionary promise: Doing pranayama will change your life.

In the magical dance of breath and life, inhalation and exhalation have always been one, a poetic expression that can belie profound insights that science and the laboratory of experience reveal. Nourishing every cell in all life forms, from the tiniest plants and animals to complex human beings, the rhythmic exchange of oxygen and carbon dioxide is as natural as the sunrise and sunset—so natural that we barely notice its source: our breathing. “Although breathing happens effortlessly and without a thought,” Shen-Mou Hsu and his colleagues in respiratory science help show how “it is exquisitely coordinated with a multitude of cognitive and emotional functions.”1 We most notice it when we lose it or feel like we need to catch it. In those moments, needing to restore the balanced dance—balance of the life force itself—it suddenly enters consciousness, becomes conscious, is no longer automatic, even if only until we feel okay again and no longer notice it, our breathing slipping back into habitual patterns.

When consciousness is brought to the dance and we are consciously present in our breathing, we can gain extraordinary powers through it. Yet, because we do not need to consciously breathe, we rarely do. Because our breathing is directly affected by and mirrors our life conditions and current state, and since life is so often marked by challenges, the common trend over the seasons of life is toward habitually inhibited breathing. In infancy and early childhood, we are naturally excellent breathers. The unhealthy shift typically starts in later childhood, as we begin reflexively managing our emotional lives through unconscious breath constraints—and it only gets more complicated and compromised in the layering of experiences over time. Without realizing it, we gradually tend to lose the fullness of our breathing, and as we lose it amid the layers of our lives, we tend to lose full and clear consciousness.

There is another way: rediscovering and restoring the healthy qualities of our natural breathing, and learning to consciously breathe in more expansive and refined ways, thereby attaining our greatest potential for being fully awake, fully conscious, in touch with all of who we are, with one another, and with this world. This is the path of pranayama. As we shall see, it is far more than just that.

This book invites you to rediscover breathing as a source of clarity, vitality, insight, and awakening. It brings together ancient wisdom, modern science, and decades of teaching and practice, offering historical context, scientific understanding, practical techniques, and reflections on how pranayama can support life across its many seasons and situations.

Before moving further, it is worth pausing, not to analyze but to ponder and appreciate.

WHY BREATHE CONSCIOUSLY?

Breathing keeps us alive. We all know this. For most of us, breathing happens well enough, most of the time, without conscious effort. Unless disease or injury interferes, the body breathes on its own. So why, across yoga and so many other contemplative, healing, and spiritual traditions, has breath been treated not as background function but as a primary doorway into health, awareness, and transformation?

The first part of the answer is about feeling. Really feeling. Of course, we are always feeling things—from our senses, memories, and all that is coming to our consciousness. But how clearly, accurately, and fully are we feeling? Imagine trying to smell a fragrant flower with a stuffy nose. Now imagine smelling that flower with clear nasal passages and the most refined olfactory senses. Imagine all of your senses open, receptive, and refined in ways that enable you to sense with them in the most delicate, subtle, and nuanced ways.

Going further, imagine that, in breathing, you bring sensations of the breath to touch every part of your bodymind.* For now, just imagine it, or perhaps take a moment to visualize it—or to feel it. With that thought or sense in mind, reflect for a moment on the idea of calming, slowing, or stilling your mind. You might think of the quality that the ancient Indian sage Patanjali suggests in his Yoga Sutra when he answers his basic question, “What is yoga?” with “chitta vritti nirodha,” meaning “to calm the fluctuations of the mind.”* His next 193 terse aphorisms basically explain how to do that and the fruits of doing it: opening to a clearer sense of it all, truer connection with what is really happening in your life, and the potential for extraordinary empowerment in liberation from the suffering and the mundane.

BREATH AND THE BODYMIND

Imagine you are in a challenging yoga pose, fingering a difficult chordal harmony on a piano, or trying to make five or ten consecutive free-throws with a basketball. How are you breathing? Where is the breath in your bodymind? More to the point: How, if at all, are you consciously using your breathing to refine your awareness of what you are doing, how you are doing it, and how you might best refine your physical actions? If the breath is just kind of there, if we are not breathing consciously—not availing ourselves of our clearest and deepest potential sensory awareness—we are denying ourselves one of the most important sources of sublime insight, life experience, and awareness in everything.

This is why breathing is the most important part of yoga practice (or playing piano or basketball). We can sense and appreciate this in many ways. In simply sitting and tuning in to our breathing, we will notice our bodymind moving with the movement of the breath. We tend to expand—physically and in qualities of awareness—with inhalations and settle with exhalations. We can go with this when transitioning in and out of yoga poses, inhaling to create more space, and with exhalations moving further or more deeply in the ways we intend or that we sense our bodymind inviting. Once in a certain form that we hold, we might try (or be told by a teacher) to be still, yet we are optimally still consciously breathing, allowing and going with the natural effects of our breathing all the while, moving—perhaps imperceptibly to others—to continuously create space and settle, little by little, breath by conscious breath, into a deeper quality of stillness and sheer presence in the whole of it all.*

Amid this, whether in a postural practice or meditation, our breathing serves as a barometer of energy, resistance, distraction, and intensity. This is the key to how the best yoga teacher one will ever have is inside, with much of the practice being about learning how to best attune ourselves to the inner messages that come directly into our awareness in the act of being fully present to the experience. If we are breathing slowly, deeply, and sensitively, with awareness of our breathing and all that it allows to come to our senses, we become more attuned to our interoceptive faculties and a deepening capacity to refine, open, deepen, let go, or just be in it.

Put differently, breathing consciously sensitizes us to what is really happening, especially as we refine our breathing, cultivating it to become an ever-finer tool for sensing the subtlest sensations amid whatever we are doing. With whatever is happening, as the breath and manifold sensations more clearly come into our awareness, we can make clearer and better choices for ourselves. For example, in a postural practice, we can make choices about how long to stay in an asana, how to be in that asana, where we are putting energy in it, and how and where to do something differently. All of this is profoundly informed and affected by how we are breathing, where we are breathing, and the sense of connecting our breathing to the sensations we feel. If we take away conscious breathing, we inhibit our inner teacher, and these essential qualities of practice fade out.

In this way, we can say that conscious breathing is the primary source of guidance and nourishment in yoga practice—and our primary means of detoxification. In breathing, we are breathing away carbon dioxide while oxygenating our blood supply, and thereby literally nourishing our cells. Cellular metabolism plays a vital role in maintaining our harmonious functioning as living human organisms. And when we breathe deeply, applying this gift of the universe to nourishing all of our tissues, we are optimizing our bodymind, becoming as steady and at ease, in balance, and awake as can be in the moment.

By “awake,” I mean not merely the sense of more energetic or vital but awake in the sense of being fully conscious: awake within oneself, in connection with others, in being part of the whole of it all. Depending on our tendencies, our conditions in the moment, such awakening can be too stimulating or bring up feelings and sensations that are depressing or otherwise too much. But, with practice, one can play with the breath in ways that are like playing a flute, except now you are the flute, playing yourself. You can play high notes and low notes, both with greater or lesser intensity, and manifest the balances of energy that best serve you in that time, space, and condition. In yoga, such energetic balance is described by principles of gunas, literally meaning “strands” or “a property or characteristic of all created things,” as discussed in Chapter 1.*

It potentially goes much further, to matters of consciousness and deep, direct insight into how we are who we are, including in yoga postural practices. When practicing asanas, lots of things are happening. When focused on what is happening inside, we can attune ourselves to all the various physical sensations that can fully occupy our awareness. This is one of the magic tricks of yoga: By virtue of how they “talk to us,” what we feel in them, asanas tend to command our attention, especially when we are slowly playing the edges of possibility. Still, the mind tends to wander. Even when it does, and especially when we notice, we can gain deeper insight into ourselves, learning what we gravitate toward, resist, like, dislike, find boring or interesting, and far more. The little moments in every different posture and the transitions between them become as though so many different windows or prisms through which to peer into oneself. Where do you tend to go in any given pose, part of a class, time of the day, or in other circumstances? Through consistent practice, we can learn that certain kinds of patterns, feelings, or emotions appear, some of which we cling to, run from, or perhaps courageously observe. When any of this happens—which is natural—we create an opportunity for deeper self-reflection.

The windows, the prisms, are often cloudy, seemingly filled with mist, perhaps hiding things that are mysterious or too difficult to face. How do we demystify them, explore them? By breathing into them—and more consciously breathing them into our awareness. We can breathe away the mists, the myths, the fear, the rumination and confusion. When consciously breathing, we feel more, and we gain greater clarity. We are tuning in to ourselves, tuning in inside, and, if paying attention, we naturally gain more self-understanding. This is Patanjali’s svadhyaya, meaning “self-study.” We are learning all about ourselves, deep into our flesh and bones, into every aspect of our being and consciousness, discovering anew how we are who we are in the moment.

Imagine gently breathing into the entirety of yourself, visualizing the breath touching every cell of your being with awakening, calming, loving energy. An ancient Chinese proverb says to breathe down into your toes. But sometimes it is difficult to feel our toes. This is part of the value of doing different asanas: Each asana tends to call awareness to different parts of the bodymind, even though we might not get the connection at first. When I first heard a yoga teacher say to breathe into my hip, I thought she was, well, a new-age yoga teacher, as I was breathing into my lungs. Some years later, this came to make sense as a way of relating breath and visualization to expand and refine perception of sensation, energy, and consciousness itself, becoming more fully awake and present in this bodymind.

Exploring this a little further, we literally breathe in through our nostrils and/or mouth, and the breath flows directly into our lungs. There is a gaseous exchange there, and then the breath flows back out. This is external respiration. We do not literally breathe into our hips or toes. But there is more going on with breath, movement, and sensation—especially when we add visualization. When inhaling, there is automatic movement in the bodymind, especially in the belly and chest. With effort, we can affect where that movement occurs, with more or less movement in different places.

Now, in an asana in which we feel tension in our hip, we might place our attention there. Then, breathing in, as we feel our body expanding, we can visualize the breath like warm light flowing to where we feel the tension. If we slightly back away from the tension as we inhale, creating and feeling more space there, we can visualize the light of the breath warming and lightening the tension in that place. With the exhalation, we can create more movement in the ways we intend or feel invited to do while visualizing the energy of the breath as though diffusing through us. Breathing in consciously, with a sense of consciousness riding the waves of the breath, playing the edge, we can gradually awaken more lightness and sensation in every cell of our bodymind, down into our toes.

We can further motivate this method with the idea of nadis (channels) through which the life force energy moves all throughout us—or not, because it can get stuck if not brought to consciousness, or if we are otherwise congested.* Consciously doing something with your body while breathing into the places you sense tension is a key to that energy flowing everywhere in your body, to more fully feel and to potentially awaken awareness throughout your bodymind. In this book, we will explore this through the prisms of both the philosophy of subtle energy and the sciences of anatomy, physiology, and neurology. Consciously breathing in conjunction with practicing asanas becomes a way of waking up to the wholeness of who we are in this life. Which brings us back to pranayama.

THE PATH OF PRANAYAMA

The term “pranayama” might be familiar to those who have attended a yoga class. Yet, in today’s globalized postural yoga culture, classes rarely do more than scratch the surface of pranayama. Some may teach the basic yoga breathing technique, ujjayi (meaning “uplifting” or “victorious”), and some might offer a few minutes of viloma (literally “against the hair,” commonly called three-part breathing), or nadi shodhana (literally “channel clearing,” known popularly as alternate-nostril breathing). While most types of conscious breathing or breath awareness can be beneficial, these brief moments of focused breathing practice in a class otherwise dominated by physical postures are barely hints of the rich and powerfully transformational practices of pranayama that unlock its greatest potential.

Despite pranayama being one of yoga’s three main pillars (along with asana [postures] and meditation), it is often mystified, widely misunderstood, and either ignored or kept secret. In one of the earliest texts giving details on asana, pranayama, and meditation as interrelated practices, the early-fifteenth-century Hatha Yoga Pradipika, there is an admonition not to attempt pranayama without first mastering asana. Perhaps this guidance, which discourages many from exploring pranayama, helps explain why it is so often overlooked. But is it true that one should “master” asana (whatever that means) before practicing pranayama?

One of the primary paths of yoga is described in the second chapter of Patanjali’s early-fourth-century Yoga Sutra, today’s most frequently cited source on yoga philosophy and practice. The path’s eight limbs are presented as an ordered sequence, with asana preceding pranayama. We are told that asana practice will prepare us for pranayama, though not much detail is provided—neither on asana, except that it should be practiced with steadiness and ease, nor on how it will prepare us for pranayama. Regarding pranayama, the text describes the basic phases of breathing and promises that practicing it will prepare one for the next steps, which involve focusing the mind for meditation, but provides very little guidance on how to breathe.

The admonitions, secrecy, and circumscribed discussions may stem from the hubris often found in the modern yoga world, where many of those who hold power often act as gatekeepers, determining who gains access.* They want you to pass certain tests, and while some of those tests might be about evidence of preparation in sensibly progressing in the various practices, sometimes they are about loyalty, paying homage, social connections, or contributing in some way—proving that you are a member of the tribe. Only then will you learn the secrets. As we will see, there have been times in yoga’s historical development when it had to go underground; but in most parts of the world, those times are at least a century—mostly a millennium—behind us. In most parts of the world today, one no longer needs to worry about being ostracized or imprisoned for practicing yoga.

So, why the admonitions about pranayama? My experience practicing pranayama for three decades tells me it can have powerful effects. This sentiment is echoed by countless students and fellow teachers. While asana practices can bring up unforeseen or unpredictable feelings and experiences, pranayama can do so far more intensely. There are, though, definite risks and contraindications associated with various techniques, which are highlighted and discussed in this book.

There is another side to this. You have likely had many experiences in life that prompted you to take deep breaths, with immediate effects that made you feel better. After rising from the final relaxation pose, shavasana (corpse pose), in postural yoga practices, many people think to themselves, “Ah, yes, yoga. I love it. I’m coming back for more.” We simply feel better—calmer, clearer, and more awake. Tremendously magnify that to appreciate the potential for pranayama in improving every aspect of your life—allowing you to feel fully awake yet utterly calm, increasingly clear while remaining immersed in the complexities of life. Pranayama can be a powerful tool for consciously cultivating greater clarity, congruence, and coherence in our lives. It can beautifully enhance yoga postural practices and enrich all sensory experiences, infusing every moment with more subtle and delightful sensations. It also opens portals to new and expanded states of consciousness.

Pranayama brings us into intimate connection with the delicacy of our nervous system and our being. We simply feel more—more deeply, more acutely, more delicately. But the effects are often obscured by how the practice is approached, either diluting or intensifying the effects, without our awareness of those greater effects in the moment. Even the most basic pranayama technique, ujjayi, can be diluted or made excessively intense due to how it is practiced. This highlights Patanjali’s wisdom in not only stating that asana practice prepares us for pranayama but also suggesting that there are additional qualities we can wisely bring to both asana and pranayama practices.

In practicing yoga postures, we are conditioning ourselves to be more sensitive, strong, flexible, resilient, and supple. We are refining every aspect of our physiology—circulatory, cardiovascular, respiratory, digestive, integumentary, immune, endocrine, urinary, reproductive, and nervous systems. With this yoga “tune-up” and a generally healthier lifestyle, we are in a far better condition to receive, experience, and fully feel the effects of pranayama without disturbance.

The little that Patanjali writes about asana is simple yet profound: “sthiram sukham asanam”—to be steady, at ease, and present. (Asanam, from the root word as, meaning “to sit”—in the context of a text largely about the nature of the mind, yoga psychology, and meditation—suggests being present.) We can wisely borrow this principle and apply it to pranayama: sthiram sukham pranayam. With a deep commitment to these qualities, almost anyone can practice most forms of pranayama safely and beneficially. While there are definite contraindications, which are discussed in this book, maintaining a commitment to sthiram sukham pranayam (conscious steadiness and ease in breathing) makes pranayama a safe practice for nearly everyone.

Pranayama becomes even safer and more beneficial when we embrace and embody other key concepts from yoga. Ahimsa (non-harming), satya (truth, starting with being true to oneself), and aparigraha (not trying to get something that is not naturally there for us) are essential. These precepts are part of yoga’s moral foundation (or yama, meaning “to contain or control”) in the first limb of the eight-limb practice described by Patanjali. When we bring these principles—non-harming, truthfulness (especially with oneself), and not aggressively pursuing the practice—we approach pranayama safely, sustainably, and, ultimately, more fruitfully.

STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK

This book is organized in three parts, moving from understanding to practice to integration.

Part One—Foundations: The Nature of Breath and Breathing

To sensibly move forward, in Part One we will step back to gain a broader and deeper perspective. Pranayama developed over millennia of human experimentation. Its origins are often mystified, with stories about its emergence often shaped to fit the views of the storyteller more than to uncover the true story, which we aim to tell in at least broad outline. This is the topic of Chapter 1, where we will journey far back in time—not to the primordial ooze or the tectonic shifts that caused Pangea to drift northward, collide with the Eurasian landmass, and give rise to the necklace of the Himalayan mountains that largely hemmed in South Asia, where pranayama developed in India. Just as many rivers flow from those mountains—sometimes merging, sometimes disappearing and reappearing—many traditions arose and cross-fertilized in the fertile soils of the region, giving us the rich abundance of practices we know of today.

We will trace the path of pranayama from its earliest roots, identifying its seed ideas and techniques and revealing how it developed into practices we explore today. The story begins before the Vedas and weaves through the Upanishads, Indian epics, classical yoga, springs of tantra, codes of hatha, and modern innovations. While perhaps disappointing to some specialists and deep thinkers, in keeping with a primary focus here on practice, we will tread lightly in touching upon the diverse and often rich, esoteric, arcane, and convoluted religious beliefs and philosophical systems through and around which pranayama arose and is seamlessly connected. For those interested in deeper study of these strands of the roots, see Chapter 1’s bibliographic references for sources of deeper study.

As the paths of pranayama practices approached modern times, they intersected the paths of modern science. Before the rise of modern science, direct experience and centuries of closely observed practice—forms of science in themselves—generated profound insight into breathing and the effects of conscious breath cultivation. Such knowledge should be appreciated, honored, and considered, not hastily discarded in favor of more recent knowledge. Yet, modern science, with its many major discoveries in the past few hundred years, greatly illuminates our understanding of breathing, especially with advances in anatomy, biology, chemistry, and neurology. Chapter 2 explains the nature of human respiration, to shed light on the magical dances of substances and energy, with forays into the interrelations of those dances with other aspects of our physiology, including cognitive and perceptual function. It is a fairly deep dive into the science (anatomy, physiology, and neurology) of internal (cellular) and external respiration, allowing us to appreciate the breath and breathing through a very different prism than those of the ancient-to-medieval pranayama pioneers.

The foundational texts and traditions of yoga—as well as many contemporary influencers—make grand promises about the effects of pranayama, ranging from eliminating all diseases and gaining superpowers to spiritual liberation and transcendence of mortality. We also find warnings to not attempt pranayama without guidance of a guru and preparation with postural and other practices. Chapter 3 looks at a growing archive of studies of the effects of intentional, deliberate adjustments to breathing, whether specifically done as pranayama or with comparable modifications to natural breathing. This allows us to discuss the benefits, risks, and contraindications of various pranayama techniques for different conditions such as age, health, and pregnancy.

Part Two—Practices: Cultivating the Breath

In Part Two, we apply the distilled insights of Part One to practicing pranayama, starting with Chapter 4’s focus on specific ways to prepare for pranayama practices, integrating the wisdom of pre-modern experimenters, adventurers, and practitioners with the findings of modern scientists and the experiences of practitioners today. We first pay homage to Patanjali and the early modern pioneers of yoga by exploring asana practices that prepare us for pranayama. Today, there are a dizzying array of asana styles and techniques. Here, we will first provide guidance on a general approach to asana practice that is applicable to all styles. Next, we will focus on specific asanas designed to best prepare you for pranayama, focusing on musculoskeletal and neurological refinement to help in more consciously cultivating one’s practice with stability and ease using refined interoceptive faculties. We will also explore techniques for preparing the nasal passages, mouth, tongue, throat, pelvic floor, and secondary muscles of respiration.

Building on the preparatory practices, we will explore developing and refining basic breath awareness. In Chapter 5 we explore this in several ways, beginning by simply noticing our breathing and cultivating curiosity about it. It is both one of the shortest and yet the most important chapter in this book. What is happening in your breathing? How is it happening? Where do you feel it? The process is not about theory or principles but about direct experience—turning inward and sensing the different sensations of breath and the mechanisms of breathing. Several techniques are presented for refining this awareness and allowing the natural movement of the breath to be as free of encumbrance and inhibition as possible. For example, breathing while sitting versus lying down is different. While these differences may be subtle at first, they become more evident with patient and focused exploration. With more refined breath awareness, we come closer to practicing pranayama with greater steadiness, ease, and sensitivity.

A vast array of specific pranayama techniques can be found in the extensive textual sources of yoga and tantra. Many other techniques have emerged from other traditions and modern innovators, most of which are rooted in or influenced by Indian pranayama traditions. In exploring pranayama practices, Chapter 6 concentrates primarily on the traditional hatha yoga techniques and their blending, offering detailed guidance for each technique. We first focus on ujjayi, the primary pranayama technique, which is incorporated into most other pranayama techniques. Techniques like sama vritti (meaning “equal fluctuation”) and visama vritti (unequal fluctuation) are intended primarily for refining breathing, helping to condition tissues, and promoting steadiness and ease in other techniques. Viloma pranayama also aids refinement while hinting at deeper states of consciousness. With kumbhaka pranayama, we initiate movement into stillness, exploring the extraordinary powers one might cultivate through pranayama. There are many practices or expressions of kumbhaka pranayama involving various visualizations related to different experiential, spiritual, subtle energy, philosophical, and cosmological intentions, several of which we will explore. Going further, we will explore various nadi shodhana techniques—anuloma (along with), pratiloma (against), suryabheda (sun piercing), and chandrabheda (moon piercing)—as well as sitali (cooling), sitkari (hissing), kapalabhati (skull lightening), bhastrika (bellows), bhramari (humming), murcha (swooning), and plavini (gulping). We also look briefly at modern innovations and techniques from other traditions: pursed lip breathing, huff coughing, straw (or spirometer) breathing, Active Cycle of Breathing Technique (ACBT), box breathing, dantian (from Qi Gong) breathing, silk reeling breathing, and holotropic breathing.

In practicing pranayama, we are cultivating life force energy. Commenting on the larger practice of yoga, Patanjali emphasized two key qualities, opposite sides of the integrated practice coin: abhyasa (perseverance) and vairagya (nonattachment). These qualities stand in contrast to approaches that are pervasive in contemporary yoga culture, with notions of quick fixes, “getting your yoga on,” and competitive attainment mentalities. Abhyasa underlines that this is your life and that these practices are about qualities of self-awareness, self-acceptance, and self-transformation in which you are cultivating yourself to the core of your being and potentially opening to your greatest potential magnificence. If you are seriously committed to this, you fully show up, optimally with daily practice for the rest of your life. And what exactly are the fruits of your practice? It is a beautiful mystery. As committed as you are to the practice, there is no attachment, just practice. Whatever comes of it, comes of it. And it is okay to enjoy it.

Part Three—Applications: Conscious Breathing in Daily Life

In Part Three, we focus on developing a pranayama practice, adapting pranayama to special life conditions, and integrating pranayama more into the whole of our lives. In Chapter 7, we will step back and ask, “Okay, what now? Where do I go with this? What does the practice path look like for me?” Finding the answer begins with deep self-assessment before looking closely at developing a regular practice, including guidance on matters of space and time. Knowing that many readers are interested in sharing pranayama with others, there is guidance for yoga teachers and yoga therapists on incorporating pranayama into classes and private therapeutic work.

While the eight billion of us have most things in common, our tiny bits of difference and uniqueness can be momentous. They call out for special approaches to pranayama practice, which is the topic of Chapter 8. First, there are the seasons of life, from when one is very young to very old. There is the possibility of pregnancy, from getting pregnant to differences by trimester and postpartum reintegration, along with the various conditions and experiences that different women tend to have before, during, and after pregnancy. There are respiratory conditions that complicate breathing, such as asthma, pneumonia, and respiratory infections. And other health conditions, such as anxiety, cancer, depression, and substance abuse, invite pranayama modifications.

Pranayama practice opens some portals of awareness, sensation, and consciousness. Perhaps they are portals into deeper self-understanding or self-transformation—or profoundly greater joy. Perhaps they open out into the cosmos and a sense of the infinite. Perhaps it is something else that arises from your sense of it all. With the portals more open, you might peer through them. How are you peering? Where are you peering? Why? What are you doing in your peering? Just as there are many portals, there are many answers to these questions.

Many questions are best explored and answered in practice—in the doing. In Chapter 9, we will first gaze inward, using the breath as mantra in meditation, offering yogic and tantric sensibilities for the practice. Appreciating that yoga pays most attention to inner experience and gives pitifully little attention to human connection, we will tap further into tantra, exploring human interaction and ways of deepening, harmonizing, and enhancing human connection.

The Epilogue offers some final reflections on breathing and the quality of life.

Appendix A is a set of historical maps that pertain to Chapter 1. Appendix B is a historical timeline of breathing practices and pranayama. Appendix C is a list of asanas given in two foundational hatha yoga texts, the early-fifteenth-century Hatha Yoga Pradipika and the seventeenth-century Gheranda Samhita. Appendix D is a table of pranayama techniques. Appendix E provides suggested structure and self-queries for your personal Personal Pranayama Journal. Appendix F is a table summarizing when and to whom to teach pranayama in yoga classes.

Following the appendices is a glossary of Sanskrit, scientific, and specialized terms.

A FEW NOTES FOR THE READER

Most books in the popular yoga literature offer very few bibliographic sources or references, making them more easily readable but often leaving the curious reader wondering about veracity and frustrated over not knowing the sources of the author’s ideas. The academic yoga literature—as with academic sources in general—provides abundant references, albeit along with often turgid and impenetrable prose. As a yogi and someone who aims to share the philosophies, histories, stories, and practices of yoga in clear and inspiring ways, I am always tempted to forego extensive references. Perhaps owing to my prior life in academia, I think that would be a terrible disservice to the more deeply curious readers and those who expect references, if only for matters of satya (truth) and verification. The more than three hundred sources listed in the bibliography are not an exhaustive list of the published sources that inform this book (only those that are cited), and in many instances—especially regarding the science of pranayama—they are a small sample. For further exploration, the more deeply curious reader is encouraged to consult the references contained in the works cited here. Footnotes appear at the bottom of pages and provide amplification or commentary, often citing bibliographic sources. Endnotes appear at the end of the book and cite where a given piece of information was obtained.

Many concepts are best expressed with the terms used in their original development. In some cases, such terms persist in one’s familiar language. The words in this book are from Proto-Indo-European (PIE) languages, including one of its oldest (Sanskrit, meaning “refined,” “perfected,” or “well-formed”), some of its later derivations (such as Greek and Latin), and my own mother tongue, the relatively recent language of English. In the first instance of all non-English terms, I have provided a direct translation to English, sometimes with etymology and often with further discussion and explanation. Most non-English lexicon terms are italicized at first appearance and listed in the Glossary, along with scientific terms and specialized concepts. Sanskrit translations and definitions rely primarily on Monier Monier-Williams’s Sanskrit-English Dictionary unless otherwise indicated. In the initial draft manuscript of this book, I used International Alphabet of Sanskrit Transliteration (IAST) and its complex diacritics rather than nonstandard transliterations or Romanized and Anglicized spellings. On reflection, and informed by consultation with friends who are Sanskrit scholars, philologists, and noted authors in the yoga genre, I decided in favor of Anglicized spellings to make the text more accessible to a broad readership, which I recognize is a disservice to specialists and those attempting to learn Sanskrit and correct pronunciation of Sanskrit terms. Thus, for example, I write chakra, not cakra; Shiva, not Śiva; vritti, not vṛtti; and pranayama, not prānāyāma. The Glossary provides both Anglicized and IAST spellings (with diacritics) for all Sanskrit terms, along with a pronunciation guide.



*I recall these words from listening to Alan Watts’s radio broadcasts in the mid 1970s. It was my first introduction to Eastern thought and yoga.

†In turn, breath becomes air when it leaves our body. With deep respect, I am invoking the spirit of Paul Kalanithi from his memoir, When Breath Becomes Air.

*The term “bodymind,” a neologism I first used in my writing in discussing embodied consciousness (Stephens, Yoga Adjustments), reflects the understanding that the body and mind are not separate except in one’s imagination. Their perceived separation, deeply embedded in language, often leads to misstatements and confusion. To address this, “bodymind” is used as part of a holistic perspective that transcends the limitations of Cartesian dualism’s framework, emphasizing the inseparability of the mental and physical. This idea aligns with emerging frameworks in cognitive science, such as Embodied Cognition and 4E Cognition, which provide more integrated approaches to understanding our nature. It also resonates with Samkhya philosophy—one of the six classical schools of Indian philosophy that is foundational to yoga theory—which views the mind as an expression of prakriti (material substance), the same essence that constitutes both our bodyminds and the larger material universe of which they are a constituent part. By moving beyond dualistic thinking, the bodymind perspective advocates for a systemic, holistic approach that recognizes the fluid dynamics among what we think of as mind, body, spirit, and world, embracing the complexity of human experience.

*Yoga Sutra 1.2. Most would agree that chitta translates as “mind” or “mind stuff,” vritti as “fluctuate,” and we come into many alternatives with nirodha. For the most fascinating look at Patanjali and his Yoga Sutra—and twenty different interpretations of citta vritti nirodha—see White, The Yoga Sutra of Patanjali: A Biography.

*This echoes the subtitle of Erich Schiffmann’s book, Yoga: The Spirit and Practice of Moving Into Stillness, which in turn echoes the teachings of Joel Kramer (see Kramer, “A New Look at Yoga” and “Yoga as Self-Transformation”), whose idea of “playing the edge” has reverberated through yoga culture for over fifty years, often without attribution. Schiffmann was my first teacher; Kramer, later, a close friend and major influence on my thinking and approach to yoga until his death in 2022. See Chapter 4 for more on playing the edge.

*Monier-Williams, Sanskrit-English Dictionary, 357. They are first suggested in the circa seventh-century BCE Chandogya Upanishad, and first receive full description in Book III of the Maitri Upanishad, toward the end of the first millennium BCE. See Chapters 1 and 3 for more on the gunas.

*Among the many discussions of prana and nadis, Johari (Chakras) is perhaps clearest in articulating these qualities of subtle energy as matters of consciousness.

*Richard Rosen has suggested (I think, correctly) that secrecy in pre-modern yoga “created a community of like souls that provided support, no doubt needed to weather the yoga storms. They also wanted to keep this invaluable teaching out of the hands of unscrupulous souls, fearing that it would get watered down and distorted, thus ineffective.” (Personal email communication, February 17, 2025.)


PART I

Foundations

The Nature of Breath and Breathing


Truth is one, the wise call it by many names.

RIG VEDA I.164.46
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The Roots of Pranayama


The same stream of life that runs through my veins night and day runs through the world and dances in rhythmic measures.

RABINDRANATH TAGORE, GITANJALI




It is easy to imagine how in our earliest existence as humans the breath must have seemed profoundly mysterious. We surely observed the first breath of a newborn infant and associated it with life and just as surely observed a person’s last breath and associated it with death. This would have made us deeply curious about the breath and breathing, just as we were curious about the daily appearance of the sun, seasonal changes in light and weather, and the growth and withering of plants and people across the span of their lives. Without fully understanding the nature of things, including the nature of the breath and breathing, we no less tried to explain them, often mythologizing and ritualizing them, even as we came to understand them fairly well.

Breathing is one of the few things in our autonomic being that we can directly affect and immediately feel with great or subtle effect. Even when mysterious, we discover that we can control it, albeit with definite limitations. Without assistance, we cannot consciously hold the breath in or out for hours or days, which some ancient to modern yogis have claimed to do.* Yet, in the realm of what we can control, the effects can be profound. This is the connection of prana, pranayama, and life.

BREATH AND BREATHING ACROSS CULTURES
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