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Chapter One
AN INTRODUCTION TO TANTRIK BREATHING 
The act of normal breathing or respiration involves the taking in or inhaling of 
	oxygen-rich air from the environment into the lungs and breathing out or exhaling 
	air laden with carbon dioxide. Air is inhaled when the muscular wall called 
	the diaphragm and the intercostal muscles between the ribs enlarge the chest 
	cavity by expanding outward. This expansion creates a slight vacuum in the lungs 
	and air is sucked in to fill it. The air that enters the body through the two 
	nostrils passes through the pharyngeal tube into the trachea, the main airway. 
	The trachea divides into two bronchi, which in turn divide and branch into bronchioles 
	leading to the alveolar ducts and sacs where the blood-gas exchange takes place. 
	Exhalation is, on the other hand, a passive act and requires no effort. The 
	elastic diaphragm recoils back to its original position and deflates the lungs, 
	pushing the inhaled air out. 
Under normal conditions of quiet breathing, all this takes 
	between four to six seconds. Generally, breathing is an automatic process that 
	goes on at the rate of ten to fifteen breaths every minute, without our having 
	to pay conscious attention to it. This automatic nature of breathing is essential 
	to our survival, as each and every cell in our body needs to be constantly supplied 
	with oxygen. The brain cells are especially sensitive and—if starved of oxygen 
	even for a few minutes—they die, never to be replaced again. 
Breathing, however, is not always automatic: unlike the heartbeat 
	and processes of digestion, we can override the respiratory center in the brain 
	and hold our breath. “Respiratory center” is the collective name for the group 
	of brain cells that govern respiration. They are situated at the back of the 
	brain in the region known as the medulla oblongata. As this center has nerve 
	connections to the higher centers of the brain and spinal cord, the emotional 
	states of our mind profoundly influence breathing. Emotional stress can increase 
	the rate of respiration, while emotional calm makes the breathing deep and slow.
	
The intimate relationship between respiration and the changing 
	emotional states of the mind was known to human beings long before the birth 
	of modern science. Most early civilizations, and particularly those of India 
	and China, evolved methods of controlling respiration and consequently changing 
	the emotions and the state of consciousness. 
Very fast and deep breathing over long periods results in 
	too quick a loss of carbon dioxide. This leads to muscle rigidity, stupor, and 
	cataleptic coma. Conversely, a rise in the level of carbon dioxide decreases 
	the oxygen content, which results in anoxia, a feeling of lightheadedness, and 
	a trancelike state in which subjects occasionally have mystical experiences. 
	Many religions use prolonged chanting, shouting, singing, and dancing to induce 
	trancelike states, by increasing the carbon dioxide content of the blood. Another 
	method for doing this is slow breathing. 
In India these practices and the theories behind them have 
	been extensively developed in the traditional spiritual disciplines of Tantra 
	and Yoga. The central focus of the Tantra philosophy is the universal energy 
	and creative power represented by the feminine aspect of the Supreme (personified 
	as Shakti or Prakriti or other feminine deities). The tantrik texts contain 
	material that develops the five themes of creation, dissolution, worship, supernatural 
	attainments (siddhis), and methods of attaining union with the Supreme 
	through meditation. Yoga seeks union with the Supreme through an eight-fold 
	path (ashtanga yoga). 
These tantrik and yogic ideas and practices form the background 
	of the tantrik breathing method presented in this book, which is known as 
	svara-udaya, or svarodaya. The vital breath is called svara, 
	and the movement of this svara from nostril to nostril is called udaya 
	(rise). The ancient and occult system of knowledge (shastra) that deals 
	with the significance of the changes in vital breath is called the svaraudaya 
	or svarodaya shastra. 
The principles of Tantra, Yoga, svarodaya shastra, and other 
	traditional spiritual disciplines operate entirely on the subtle level, based 
	on principles that may seem a little strange to the modern mind. This is understandable. 
	The demands of daily living today are so great on the outer and practical side 
	of our personality that we have no time to even consider the possibility that 
	there might be an inner, subtle side to our nature. As we have lost contact 
	with the subtle mind, we do not understand the rules governing the hidden and 
	subtle aspect of ourselves. However, recent scientific experiments and tests 
	of yogis and mystics have proved what theories of brain function once held to 
	be impossible: they were able to bring automatic body mechanisms under voluntary 
	mind control. As a result of such studies, many doctors and scientists now agree 
	that the secret of these yogic skills lies in techniques of meditation and the 
	yogic method known as pranayama, which both attempt to regulate the carbon 
	dioxide and oxygen ratio of the blood in order to induce mystical states. The 
	details of pranayama principles and practice provide an essential background 
	for understanding the svarodaya method.1
Pranayama 
The word pranayama is composed of 
	two words: prana, which means “breath,” as well as the vital energies 
	of the human body, and ayama, which means “conscious control.” Together 
	the words refer to the method of breath control that forms one of the eight 
	basic steps of the classical science of yoga. 
All yogic practices start with yama, which is concerned 
	with moral discipline and is achieved by taking vows of non-injury, truthfulness, 
	honesty, continence, noncovetousness, forgiveness, pure diet, and cleanliness. 
	Then comes niyama, which is moral discipline at a more subtle level and 
	involves internal purity, contentment, austerity, spiritual study, and self 
	surrender. Asana is the third stage—physical postures that help to keep 
	the body healthy so that it is possible to sit in meditation for long hours 
	without discomfort. Pranayama is the fourth stage and stands on the border between 
	the physical and psychic aspects of yoga. After pranayama comes pratyahara,
	the withdrawal of consciousness from the senses and turning it inward for 
	the next stage of dharana or mental concentration. The seventh stage 
	is reached when dharana becomes absolutely steady and one-pointed with no disturbing 
	thoughts entering the mind. This is called dhyana, or true meditation. 
	The final stage is samadhi, or trance, in which the individual mind is 
	freed from all material limits and is dissolved into the ultimate Reality.
	
Pranayama has three steps, which are the same as the three 
	acts of natural respiration; they consist of inhalation (puraka), retention 
	(kumbhaka), and exhalation (rechaka) of air from the lungs. The 
	only difference between the two is that in natural respiration the rhythm is 
	constant while in pranayama it is consciously changed to suit the different 
	types of pranayama. 
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PRACTICING PRANAYAMA
Pranayama can be done at any time of the day or night. 
	The actual practice of pranayama starts with finding a clean, quiet, and pleasant 
	spot and sitting on a washed cotton cloth or a woolen mat. The yogic texts usually 
	recommend siddhasana (adept’s posture) or padmasana (lotus posture), 
	but any comfortable posture will do, provided the spine is kept erect and the 
	head is held up in line with the spine. 
According to the Hatha Yoga Pradipika (I, 35, 44–45) these 
	two postures are formed in the following manner. 
Siddhasana 
1. Press the left heel against the perineum, and place 
		the right heel above it.
		
2. Fix the chin on the chest, straighten the spine, and 
		concentrate on the area between the eyebrows.
		
This is the siddhasana, giver of freedom from diseases and 
	the cycle of rebirths. 
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Siddhasana
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Padmasana
Fig. 1.1. Asanas, or postures, for pranayama
Padmasana
1. Place the right foot at the root of the left thigh 
		and the left foot at the root of the right thigh.
		
2. Cross the arms behind the back and hold the right toe 
		with the left hand and the left toe with the right hand.*1
3. Rest the chin firmly on the chest and 
	fix the sight on the tip of the nose.
   This is the padmasana, destroyer of all bodily afflictions.
The Forms of Pranayama 
Now practice one of the following forms of pranayama.
	
1. Bhastrika: quick inhalation and exhalation through 
		both the nostrils, which is said to clear the nasal passage and the subtle 
		channels.
		
2. Surya bhedana (conquest of the sun): quick inhalation 
		through the right nostril, then retention and exhalation through the left 
		nostril, which is used to calm the mind.
		
3. Ujjayi (upward restraint): inhalation through 
		both the nostrils and exhalation through the left nostril, which helps to 
		clear all diseases caused by too much phlegm and to strengthen the heart 
		muscles.
		
4. Shitali (cooling): inhalation through the mouth 
		while cupping the tongue and exhalation through both the nostrils, which 
		is said to prolong youth and help digestion.
		
5. Plavini (swimming): long retention after slow 
		inhalation.
		
6. Kevala kumbhaka (simple retention): just retention 
		of breath without any special inhalation or exhalation.
		
7. Bhramari (bee-like): humming during any inhalation 
		is said to clear the throat and the vocal cords.
		
Blocking Nostrils during Pranayama
When it becomes necessary to block 
	either of the two nostrils during pranayama, the ring and little fingers 
	of the right hand should be used to block the left nostril and the thumb to 
	close the right nostril. The index and middle fingers should never be used. 
	The usual ratio of the three acts of inhalation, retention, and exhalation is 
	1 : 4 : 2, but this can be changed to suit the particular pranayama.
Chakra Meditation during Pranayama
During inhalation, meditation 
	on the manipura chakra (solar plexus) is known to lead the mind quickly 
	into samadhi. Meditation on the anahata chakra (cardiac plexus) 
	is recommended during retention and on the ajna chakra (optic thalamus) 
	during exhalation. (For the location of these chakras please refer to fig. 1.2.) 
Pranayama Accompanied by Sound
Pranayama can be either silent (agarbha) 
	or accompanied by a mantra, or sound pattern (sagarbha). Generally, 
	the basic mantra OM is used. This is made up of three syllables: A, 
	U, and the nasal sound M. According to the Dhyana Bindu Upanishad, 
	inhalation is accompanied by the syllable U, retention by M, and 
	exhalation by A. 
Besides the change in the oxygen–carbon dioxide 
	ratio of the blood, the yogic method of breath control (pranayama) influences 
	the thought process in another way. It is well known that the normal rate of 
	respiration is related to bodily activity and the emotional state of the individual. 
	Physical exercises and violent emotions such as anger, anxiety, fear, and sexual 
	arousal increase the rate of breathing. A peaceful mind and emotional calm slows 
	down the respiratory rate, sometimes even below the normal level. 
Scientists have observed that even among animals, those that 
	are excitable breathe more quickly than those that are placid by nature. A hare 
	breathes 55 times per minute, an ape 30 times, a cat 24 times, a dog 15–18 times, 
	a horse 8–12 times, and a tortoise only 3 times a minute. On the basis of this, 
	yogis argue that if emotional states can affect the rate of breathing, then 
	conversely, an alteration in the rate of respiration should alter the individual’s 
	emotional state. All methods of pranayama are based on this basic idea. The 
	final aim of Yoga is to reduce breathing to the absolute minimum, thereby arresting 
	totally the discursive and emotional functions of the mind (yogah citta vrtti 
	nirodhah, Patanjala Yogasutra, I, 2). 
It is important to remember that no book can teach the practical 
	art of breath control. This can be learned from only a yogi guru. As the Hatha 
	Yoga Pradipika warns: 
Pranayama performed correctly destroys all 
	diseases, while incorrectly done pranayama can be the cause of all ills. 
When pranayama is done correctly, the mind 
	becomes calm and its processes become subtle. This leads to one-pointedness 
	and concentration. Sensual concerns automatically fall away from a concentrated 
	mind. The mind that is free from outer attractions goes deeper and deeper into 
	meditation until it is totally absorbed into samadhi, the final goal of Yoga.
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