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Praise for

BREATHE HOW YOU WANT TO FEEL

“Matteo’s ‘tome’ on breathwork introduces the reader to a host of new, updated breathwork information that I’ve never personally discovered in any other breath literature. I highly recommend this read for the library of anyone who wants to optimize their nervous system, better their sleep, and discover clean energy at their beck and call.”

— Ben Greenfield, New York Times best-selling author, biohacker, and physiologist

“Matteo Pistono’s insightful book, Breathe How You Want to Feel, highlights the profound in the simple. He teaches effective and powerful techniques for transforming breathing, the most basic of human functions, into a powerful tool we always have with us that can improve our overall wellness and support the potential of our True Self in coming forward into our lives.”

— Kimberly Snyder, New York Times best-selling author of You Are More Than You Think You Are

“In Breathe How You Want to Feel, Matteo Pistono weaves ancient wisdom with modern understanding to offer a profound road map for harnessing the transformative power of breath. From the foundational principles to the nuanced practices, Pistono brilliantly guides us to unlock the potential of conscious breathing for personal well-being. This book is a tool kit, a companion to help you navigate life’s varied landscapes with mastery over your breath. Whether you seek physiological balance, emotional resilience, or spiritual enrichment, this book is an invaluable guide.”

— Patrick McKeown, founder of Buteyko Clinic International and Oxygen Advantage®, author of The Breathing Cure

“Like breathing itself, this book is clear and gentle. Matteo Pistono has convinced me that how we breathe is a portal to enhanced mindfulness, health, and connection.”

— Florence Williams, author of The Nature Fix and Heartbreak: A Personal and Scientific Journey

“Dive into Breathe How You Want to Feel to unlock the secret powers of your breath. Matteo guides you in the art of conscious breathing to revitalize your health, improve your sleep, deepen your meditation practice, and foster resilience on your spiritual journey. You even discover breathing practices that help you take your consciousness with you beyond the threshold of death into infinity . . . I AM MY BREATH!”

—Alberto Villoldo, Ph.D., medical anthropologist and author of Shaman, Healer, Sage and Grow a New Body

“Breathe How You Want to Feel offers the reader a fascinating deep dive into the art, science, and practice of conscious breathing to manage your mind, improve your emotional well-being, and benefit your health.”

— Emma Seppälä, Ph.D., author of The Happiness Track and Sovereign

“Breathe How You Want to Feel is about more than just breathing—it’s about how to live a life that flourishes, and how to die well. This book is inspiring, filled with practical tips and great stories. I’ve had the pleasure of taking breath classes in-person with Matteo, and he’s the real deal.”

— Shelby Stanger, host of REI Co-op’s Wild Ideas Worth Living podcast and author of Will to Wild

“Fascinating book with great depth that helps to open the wonderful world of breath into new dimensions. A must-read.”

— Robert Litman, author of The Breathable Body
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May every one of us
 Breathe how we want to feel,
 Breathe how we want to live,
 Breathe how we want to die.
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INTRODUCTION

Breath Is Life

Weekends during the late summer and early autumn of my youth were often spent in the mountains of Wyoming with my father and my brother, Mike. We’d usually end our excursions by collecting firewood to take home for our woodstove. On one occasion when I was eight years old, we pulled off South Pass highway onto a dirt road and parked near an outcropping of lodgepole pine. My father cranked the chain saw into action, cutting an old tree that was already on the ground. As my brother stacked the wood in the back of the pickup truck, I explored the forest.

I wandered with my gaze on the forest floor, looking for tracks of the elk and deer that were migrating to lower elevations before the Rocky Mountain winter. We were in a section of dead forest killed by bark beetles. The wind was blowing, and the pine trees were swaying. The trees creaked and cracked. The chain saw buzzing sound was faint as I continued to explore.

A gust of wind blasted through, and I heard a loud crack behind me. I turned to see a 60-foot pine tree falling toward me. I tried to run, but the tree came crashing down. The bark and branches scraped the back of my head, then tore through my flannel shirt and jeans and ripped the skin off my neck, spine, hips, and the backs of my thighs. I whip-lashed to the earth. The weight of the tree compressed all the air out of me, pinning me to the ground. With my last breath squeezed out of my chest, my consciousness followed, exiting my body. Suddenly I was floating.

An immediate sense of calmness prevailed. I didn’t feel my body. In this suspended state, I drifted toward transparent, concentric halos of light. A soft static sound, like when you try to find a radio station, faded in and out. The tranquility expanded the further I mingled with circles of light. As I hovered into the refractions, I heard my name being called, sounding like an echo from the other side of the valley.

And then, in an instant, the light, floating, and calm vanished. My body burned. My rib cage and chest convulsed me awake, and I was extremely frightened.

“Matt, Matt!” Mike pulled on my arm. I heard the chain saw, and our Labrador, Nick, barking.

I tried to breathe, but I couldn’t take in any air. I felt my body trying to breathe me, but the burden of the tree was too great. Face down in the forest turf, I panicked and felt my body seizing. I sniffed, trying to breathe, smelling pine needles.

“Dad! Come here! A tree fell on Matt! Dad!”

My back felt as if it was on fire, my brother was yelling, and then like a candle blown out, everything vanished. Turned off. No lights. No floating. Nothing. Silence.

I don’t know how long I was gone; enough time for Mike to run a hundred yards away and gather my father and return to lift the dead tree off me.

When the tree’s weight was released, air rushed back into my lungs. Breath and life returned as I opened my eyes.
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Twenty-five years after the falling pine tree almost took my life, I found myself sitting next to a Buddhist yogi in a cave in Eastern Tibet. My interest in yoga and Buddhism had taken me from Wyoming to graduate school in London, where I studied Indian philosophy and the Tibetan language, and eventually to Tibet where I sought out teachings. The yogi was instructing me in the esoteric meditation practice known as tummö, also known as inner fire practice. The purpose of tummö is to create a psychic heat that rises in the body’s central channel and incinerates mental habits of jealousy, pride, and anger, resulting in heightened levels of joy and bliss that evaporate into a nondual state of meditative clarity. The ultimate aim of tummö is nothing short of enlightenment.

I twisted my body into yoga postures as instructed, though it was much different from the yoga classes I had attended in England and the United States. With the yogi observing, I repeatedly elevated myself from a standing position and whipped my legs into full lotus before slamming seated to the ground that sent a shock up my spine. I’d then rotate my head in all directions and rub the energetic meridians of the body with my palms—all while holding my breath for minutes at a time. After a few preliminary rounds of yoga, I’d start tummö, sitting upright while sensing my energetic body as a crystal cylinder and visualizing a flame blazing from just below the navel. Tummö breathing involves slow nasal inhalations, and at the top of the inhalation, I’d swallow and push the air as low as possible. Pulling up on my perineum and pushing my chin onto my sternum, the intra-abdominal pressure of the breath created a vase-like bulging of my belly. The increasing pressure of the breath hold inside my midsection coupled with the intense concentration caused heat to surge throughout my body.

Repeating the slow breathing and holding the vase breath for longer periods of time created waves of bliss-filled delight to well upward through my body. I’d feel the heat moving from my navel throughout my entire body that seemed to flow outward from my crown and fingertips. In the last stage of tummö, there are no breath manipulations, physical movement, or visualizations. Instead, I’d remain motionless and rest in a state of complete openness, not doing anything whatsoever except being panoramically aware of all that arises—while hardly breathing at all.

It wasn’t my first time learning esoteric Buddhist practices in Tibet. I’d made frequent pilgrimages to visit holy sites and Tibetan meditation masters in the previous five years, as I was living just south on the other side of the Himalayas in Nepal. I’d moved to Kathmandu after finishing my master’s degree in Indian religious-philosophical studies at the School of Oriental and African Studies at the University of London, and I worked on Tibetan cultural programs at the Smithsonian Institution in Washington, D.C. While I loved delving deeply into the study of classic Buddhist philosophy and hatha yoga scriptures in graduate school, I wanted to immerse myself in the actual practices of pranayama, meditation, and tantra. Above all, I wanted to explore the nature of consciousness and learn practices that lead me there. I never forgot the near-death experience when I was eight years old—that liminal state suffused with light where there was no suffering.

Was that breathless but aware state the portal to the other side of death?

Was that the essence of consciousness?

The thread that I found woven through all the Buddhist and hatha yoga practices that lead to the most sublime states of meditation—to the luminous aspect of being—was breath control. I sought teachings from aging meditation masters in Nepal, tantric yogis in Tibet, and wandering ascetics along the Ganges in India. I’d then retreat for weeks and months practicing what they taught me at Buddhist temples in the foothills outside Kathmandu or in hermitages in the mountains of Eastern Tibet. I wanted to extract a lived experience from ancient texts and their practical instructions.

My combined time of meditation retreat lasted more than three years, often secluded and in silence in Nepal, Tibet, India, and Thailand. I wrote several books about these pilgrimages, the solitary time in contemplation, and my encounters, including In the Shadow of the Buddha, Fearless in Tibet, Meditation, and Roar. And I began teaching meditation and breathing practices when I returned to the United States.

In my many retreats and still today, when the teachers and gurus stop elaborating, when the yoga postures and prayers conclude, when the mantras fade into silence, it is the breath that leads me into a meditative space of complete openness, effortlessly. There, it feels like consciousness is unbound, free of any boundaries. The breath leads through the portal where thinking and the coarser level of experience dissolve, and the very source of awareness that has no beginning and no end, the centerless center of being, is revealed. This expansive sphere of luminous awareness is where the most subtle aspect of breath and being emerge and dissolve. It is here, a place that has no center or edge, where consciousness is free of duality, that freedom is found, wide open and uncomplicated. With the encouragement of kind teachers and spiritual friends, pilgrims, and yogis, this is the practice that I encountered in Tibet and Nepal and cherish the most today.

This exquisite fusion of breath and awareness, and the flourishing life it offers, is not just for Himalayan hermits, acrobatic yogis, and wise monks and nuns. No, it is for you, me, and every one of us, but we must become an active partner with our breath.

One of my pranayama teachers, David Garrigues, always encourages us to befriend our breath with curiosity, rely on the breath in times of need, wander and play with the breath, and allow it to “open up the vast interior psychological and physical spaces within” our bodies. It is on this journey with the breath that we overcome fear of the unknown, befriend our shadows, face and conquer the inner dragons, and, as Kabir wrote, hear the sounds of “the flute of interior time.”1

Throughout my more than three decades of study, breath practice, and meditation, I have come to understand that we can breathe how we want to feel, seizing every day so that we can live with no regrets. We can dial up our physiology if we want to become focused, concentrated, and ready for intense or sustained action. On the other hand, we can turn the dial down on our system into restful, calm, and joyful states. Or, with breathing we can balance the energy in our body so that a sky-like meditation is undeniable. Because the way we breathe has such a profound effect on all major systems of the body, and, in particular on our nervous system, harnessing the power of the breath places you in the driver’s seat of your emotional, physical, and spiritual well-being.

The state that you are in right now reading this book can be changed with a few conscious breaths. Should you be sleepy right now, you can become attentive with an upregulating breathing pattern. If your mind is racing, you can downregulate into a concentrated state. Should you want to put the book down and fire yourself up for a high-intensity workout, there is a breathing practice for that. If you don’t believe me, let’s give it a test with this one-minute breathing intervention, the physiological sigh.



PRACTICE



The Physiological Sigh


	Wherever you find yourself right now, sit up comfortably straight. You can do this while walking as well, but not while driving or while in or near water.

	First, bring your attention to your body and let it hover for a few moments to notice the most prominent physical sensations. Just notice your body’s sensations.

	Second, move your attention to what thoughts or emotions or feelings are moving through your mind. Again, just notice for a few moments.

	Now, I want you to perform 10 physiological sighs like this: take a full breath in through the nose and hold, pause for a second, and then sniff in so your lungs fill to maximum capacity, and pause momentarily.

	Then exhale out the mouth like you’re blowing candles out. So, it’s a double inhale, hold for a moment, then a long exhale. No need to rush, but do this 10 times: a full inhale through the nose, a second to top it off, and slowly exhale. Repeat rhythmically for 10 breaths.

	Try it now, and then relax and notice how you feel.

	What do you notice in your body and mind?





I guarantee you feel differently than before, both physically and mentally after that 10-breath intervention.2 Perhaps more relaxed and at ease mentally? Maybe you feel an energy shift in your body? Take note of the effects of the Physiological Sigh and put it in your breathing tool kit—you’ll be adding more throughout the book.

Why I Wrote This Book

The reason I have written Breathe How You Want to Feel is to offer you a framework for understanding the profound influence your breathing has on your mental and physical well-being. I want to offer ways for you to harness the power of your breath to take charge of your life rather than being a casualty to life’s circumstances. As James Nestor said in Breath: The New Science of a Lost Art, “No matter what we eat, how much we exercise, how resilient our genes are, how skinny or young or wise we are—none of it will matter unless we’re breathing correctly. That’s what these researchers discovered. The missing pillar in health is breath. It all starts there.”

As we move through our days, there is an enormous amount of stimulation that leads to chronic stress, repeated anxiety loops, and a lack of command of our emotional world. The anger you felt when the car cut you off in traffic this morning can stay with you for hours. The tension in your jaw or neck you felt when your investments took a hit this afternoon can wake you up in the middle of the night. Stressful situations, people, or even thoughts can exert an incredible power over our emotional well-being. Yet, if you examine your mind, you can see that in between the stimulation around you and your reaction, there is a gap. Viktor Frankl wrote in Man’s Search for Meaning about his mindset while imprisoned in a Nazi concentration camp, saying, “Between stimulus and response there is a space. In that space is our power to choose our response. In our response lies our growth and our freedom.”

We often go through life without recognizing we have a choice in how we want to be, how we want to exist, how we want to feel. Too often, that choice is usurped by our own habitual reactions of volatile temper, jealous pride, and a whole host of other emotions that fuel poor choices in our actions and words, often ones we regret. This book is here to show you how, through the potency of awareness combined with conscious breathing, you no longer will have your power stripped away.

While there are many traditions, protocols, and methods to accomplish this, I’m offering you a three-step strategy of AIR—awareness, intervention, regulation.
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The first step is awareness. To reclaim your power, you must first recognize the dynamism between stressors, your habitual reactions, and how you feel. The second step is a breathing intervention to change your state, to change how you feel. This is not complicated but does need diligence. The third step is regulation, adjusting your breathing throughout the day to sustain how you want to feel. I’m not suggesting that we need to constantly monitor each and every breath and become obsessive—it’s a matter of skillfully employing adjustments when needed. AIR is a practical, nondogmatic, and cost-free approach that can be used throughout your life.

While the foundation of AIR is in the philosophy and practices of Buddhism and hatha yoga, what I offer you in this book is not bound to any religion, nor will it be esoteric. It is empowering and requires no belief except in yourself. That said, the consequence of a sustained, conscious breathing practice no doubt can lead you to a numinous portal of spiritual experiences that are beyond words, beyond thoughts, and beyond description. In those moments, I encourage you to simply rest in the expanse of freedom—more on this in the last part of this book when we venture into what is beyond when our breath ceases.

How This Book Is Set Up

Your journey in this book starts with understanding how every single one of the 20,000 breaths you take today build the foundation for your physical, mental, and spiritual well-being. You’ll need a breathing tool kit for your journey—this is laid out in Part I. The kit includes the tools of honing your awareness, dialing your nervous system, breathing through your nose, breath holding, and integrating AIR throughout your everyday life. Just as a skilled carpenter applies her tools depending on the job, you will take the five tools and apply them to what you are already doing all day and night: breathing. While you’ll learn specific breathing methods and exercises, it is more important that you completely grasp the principles behind the tools and when to use them. In this way you’ll be in full control of your breath no matter what life throws at you.

Before each breathing practice, I recommend that you take a moment to think about your intention. This may be a brief thought, such as May I become more spacious and calmer, or you might take a bit longer time in contemplation. While I’ve suggested an intention before each practice, feel free to insert your own, making them meaningful and personal.

Setting an intention before you start is important. It points your heart and mind in the direction you want to go, how you want to be, and perhaps what you want to leave behind. We may have an idea of where we want to arrive and how we want to be with our breathing practice, but if we don’t set the intention, our route can be circuitous or miss the mark. Infusing our conscious breathing practice with purpose amplifies its transformative potential.

Part II presents how to use your breathing tool kit in your everyday life. This includes using the breath to jump-start your day, so you don’t need to over-caffeinate (though I’d never suggest you shouldn’t enjoy your coffee!). You’ll learn to breathe optimally when seated at the computer for focus and concentration and before stressful meetings or public speaking. To get the most out of your exercise, there are protocols for how to breathe before your training or workout, during higher-intensity efforts, and for the all-important recovery phase afterward. Whether you are turning up the dials on your system when you want more energy or downregulating your system to enter flow states for meditation and prayer, there are conscious breathing practices. And finally, you’ll learn ways to breathe at the end of the day to prepare yourself for taking rest so that your nervous system is primed for restorative sleep. And you’ll learn to reduce or stop snoring. The aim of Part II is for your life to flourish.

The theme of Part III may be the most profound. After all that you’ve learned about breathing interventions, protocols, and methods on changing your immediate state of being, here we talk about letting go. When you release tension in your body and mind, there is no need to brace or clinch any longer. Each exhale is an opportunity to practice letting go of that which is not serving you. Letting go is a profoundly simple practice, yet it’s difficult to accomplish. And why should we become skilled in releasing, in truly letting go? Because during the expanse at the end of each exhalation, there is no guarantee that the inhalation will return. Yes, that’s correct. Your next breath is not guaranteed.

There is only one thing that is certain in life: that we will die. And there is only one thing certain about our death: we don’t know when it will occur. Contemplating our mortality, even practicing our own death, is not morbid or depressing. To the contrary, daily remembrance of our own mortality has the power to bring into sharp clarity what is most important in life. All that we have in life exists, and then passes, so that its preciousness can be known. We let go with each exhalation into this realization, with gratitude. Contemplating death makes our priorities clear. Practicing dying brings confidence in life. There is no time like right now to prepare for that unknown time. So, while there are times when we need to intervene and change the way we breathe so that we can thrive, we also need to learn to let go, appreciate with gratitude, and recognize the ever-changing flow of experience, right here, right now. We practice this in the last part of the book.

There are a variety of breathing practices and exercises throughout the book. The practices are designed so that you gain an experiential understanding of how the different ways that you inhale, exhale, and hold your breath impact your physiology and how you feel. All the practices can be done in standalone breathing sessions or spontaneously throughout the day, and I encourage you to work with them over the course of days and months. By the end of this book, you’ll have a firm grasp on breathing mechanics and physiology, which empowers you with resilience and confidence.

All the practices in Breathe How You Want to Feel are bolstered by evidence-based research from pulmonologists, neurologists, and behavioral biologists and show how optimal breathing can positively impact your brain function, cardiovascular strength, and mental health. We’ll also gather encouragement from the current wave of experts incorporating breathing for human performance from the communities of Oxygen Advantage, the Health & Human Performance Foundation, XPT Extreme Performance Training, and others, inspiring us to reach our full potential. And finally, we take inspiration from pulmonautic pioneers who explored what is in between and beyond the breath itself.

It is my sincere wish that you can extract from this book an experiential understanding of the power of your breath, one that moves within you with every inhale and exhale. I want you to breathe optimally so that your life flourishes mentally, physically, and
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