
        
            
                
            
        

    THE INNER LIFE OF
ASANAS
[ the best of hidden language hatha yoga from ascent magazine ]
SWAMI LALITANANDA
timeless books







Copyright © by Swami Lalitananda
All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form.
timeless books
www.timeless.org
In Canada:
Box 9, Kootenay Bay, BC V0B 1X0
contact@timeless.org
800-661-8711
In the United States:
P.O. Box 3543, Spokane, WA 99220-3543
info@timeless.org
800-251-9273
Cover photograph by Derek Shapton www.derekshapton.com
Timeless books gratefully acknowledges the support of the Yasodhara Ashram Society, The Friends of Radha Foundation, the Association of the Development of Human Potential and the many individuals who have contributed to sustaining this publishing project.
eBook ISBN 978-1-932018-47-9
Lalitananda, Swami, 1951-
The inner life of asanas : the best of hidden language hatha yoga from
Ascent magazine / Swami Lalitananda.







TABLE OF CONTENTS
PREFACE
INTRODUCTION: SYMBOLS, SECRETS & METAPHORS
CHAPTER 1 AWARENESS
the fish pose matsyasana /
learning to swim

the eagle pose garudasana /
beyond 20/20

the triangle pose utthita trikonasana / lessons in trigonometry

the crane pose bakasana / the yoga of falling on your face

the sun salutation surya namaskar/
cycles of the sun

CHAPTER 2 CHOICE
the headstand salamba shirshasana /
rooted in heaven

the headstand the shoulderstand salamba sarvangasana / the mother of the asanas

the spinal twist ardha matsyendrasana / twist & work!

the cobra pose bhujangasana / from darkness to light

the lion pose simhasana / to roar like a lion

the tortoise pose kurmasana / taking refuge

CHAPTER 3 ACTION
the plough pose halasana/ diggin’ in

the bow pose dhanurasana / taking aim

the warrior II pose virabhadrasana
II / destroying obstacles

the revolved triangle pose parivritta trikonasana / can you stand it?

CHAPTER 4 DEVOTION
the cow face pose gomukhasana / the alchemy of devotion

the mountain pose tadasana / hatha yoga & divine mother

the tree pose vrikshasana / tree stories

the little bridge setu bandha sarvangasana / building bridges

the peacock feather pincha mayurasana / leap of faith

CHAPTER 5 UNION
the mountain pose tadasana / mountain on main street

the lotus pose padmasana / out of the mud & into the light

the sitting forward bend paschimottanasana / stretching westward

the swan pose hamsasana / the weight of the world

the corpse pose shavasana / the art of dying

the child’s pose balasana / a child’s knowing

CONCLUSION
APPENDIX: THE DIVINE LIGHT INVOCATION
BIBLIOGRAPHY
ABOUT THE AUTHOR
TIMELESS BOOKS
INFORMATION & RESOURCES







PREFACE
Could the asanas have an inner life? What would that mean?
In the Hidden Language approach to Hatha Yoga, founded by Swami Sivananda Radha, the asanas can be realized as mudras, sacred seals or gestures. If we want to understand what secrets they hold, we can inquire and reflect and begin to loosen up what has been sealed away – in our bodies, in our minds, in the potency of the poses themselves. The Inner Life of Asanas is my experience of working with the yoga poses psychologically and spiritually through the Hidden Language process.
A compilation of my columns from ascent magazine, this book offers personal examples of how the method can be applied. It is especially useful for those who learn through example. The writing covers the period from 1999 to 2007 and follows events both in my own life and peripherally, in the world. During this period I lived at an ashram situated on a beautiful forested lake. I also moved to Vancouver to start a yoga centre in what is infamously known as “the downtown eastside,” the most poverty-stricken, drug-dependent area in Canada. During this same period, 9/11 happened and the conflict in Iraq was launched. Personal and world events intertwine in the writing (although not necessarily in chronological sequence), just as our inner and outer worlds are intricately interwoven.
I first connected with yoga as a teenager in the early 1970s. I was looking for “something more,” and eagerly taught myself Hatha Yoga from a book. My history with Hidden Language spans more than twenty-five years, from an introductory workshop with Swami Sivananda Radha in the early 1980s, through teacher training, to teaching and offering workshops internationally. I became a swami in 1996 after testing myself, the teachings, and our compatibility for many years. Being a swami, or sanyasi, means renouncing the maya or illusions of the world – letting go of attachments and desires. As you will see, I am still very much a work in progress. For me, sanyas is the commitment to keep on trying.
As I reviewed the ascent articles from the past eight years, some of my demons, such as fear, procrastination and impatience, leapt out at me. But I also saw that Hidden Language gave me a way to balance them – first by admitting their existence, and then by practising the antidotes of courage, action and patience. Discrimination came in, too. When do I need to be impatient with my own procrastination and take action? When is relaxation the best course?
The book is divided into seven sections, the first being the introduction to warm up your mind to the ideas behind the approach. One of the principles of Hidden Language is to respect and warm up the mind, as well as the body. The central chapters contain articles about the asanas, where I describe my own experience, offer instructions on how to do the pose, and reflections for expanding your own understanding.[1] The asanas are arranged in sections titled Awareness, Choice, Action, Devotion and Union. This sequence is an interdependent unit that outlines the process of yoga. Try reflecting on these words for yourself, asking: How do awareness, choice, action, devotion and union apply to my life? And just as we observe how we come out of a pose as well as how we go into it, at the end there is a brief summary.
You will see that my writing is often very personal, reflecting where I am in the moment. It will be the same for you. Hidden Language starts with the very personal – your observations, your mind, your body, your relationship to the world. And it expands out to the universal, to the mythologies of our cultures, and to the interconnection among us through the subtle force sustaining all life.
We can open to our inner life through the asanas if we are receptive to their hidden meaning and to our own hidden depths. With Hidden Language Hatha Yoga, we each compose our own book of knowledge and expand our awareness of the sacred in ourselves and in our world.







INTRODUCTION
SYMBOLS, SECRETS & METAPHORS
With its introspective focus, Hidden Language is like a headstand in the array of Hatha Yoga hybrids available today. The atmosphere in class is quiet, as if each person were alone on an inward journey. Everyone has a notebook and instead of just focusing on their stretches, they sit and take notes every now and then, like scientists conducting an experiment and recording the results. The intention is not to perfect the poses or to create a beautiful body, but to develop spiritually. Spiritual development, as described by Swami Radha, means creating a life worth living, establishing a foundation of character based on courage and awareness.
If Hidden Language turns some ideas of yoga upside down, it is an especially apt metaphor because the Headstand is where this system started in 1956, when Swami Radha was given the seeds of this teaching. It was toward the end of her six months in India with her guru, Swami Sivananda, which was a life-changing, challenging time for this Western woman with no prior background in yoga, when Swami Sivananda asked her to discover the mystical meanings of six asanas and report back to him in a few weeks. She had no sense of how to approach this assignment, so she checked with the swamis who taught Hatha Yoga. They had never heard about mystical aspects of Hatha Yoga, either. In desperation, she returned to her guru and asked for help. He kindly gave her the illustration of one asana, the Headstand, and told her to reflect on the following.
In the Headstand, he said, you see the world upside down. What would happen if your life were turned upside down? How would your familiar surroundings look? Can you turn your beliefs and convictions upside down and look at them from an opposing viewpoint without losing your balance? And he referred to the Kundalini system of which Hatha Yoga is an integral part, describing how in our usual stand the subtle intuitive insights are easily destroyed by our emotional fires and sensual passions. But when we turn our world upside down, we symbolically become rooted in heaven, and the “nectar and ambrosia” of intuitive knowledge can flow in, nourishing the mind like an open flower.
From this one example, Swami Radha went on to examine and discover the physical, psychological and mystical dimensions of other key asanas. Thirty years later, she published Hatha Yoga: The Hidden Language to present the potential available through this practice. Instead of revealing all of her personal discoveries, she offers questions, inspiration and an invitation to readers to make their own discoveries.
The challenge to be independent and to find out for yourself is an essential part of the Hidden Language method. The instructor will offer principles – such as spinal awareness, moving with the breath, relaxing in the movements, and observing your own physical, mental and emotional responses – but you are given responsibility for your own self and your own insights.
Just as in the Mountain pose (tadasana) you create a firm foundation that supports your stand, in Hidden Language you learn to trust your body and establish a firm foundation in your own intelligence. You become straight, able to stand alone, and willing to take a stand for what you know. Learning to support yourself without depending on an outside authority brings a sense of balance and power. In a world that has reached some radical imbalances, it can be quite a relief to know that there is a way back to centre and that you can find your way.
The aim of Hidden Language Hatha Yoga is to find the centre and to unite the sun and the moon, the masculine and the feminine, the rational and the intuitive, bringing the active and receptive into balance, making ourselves whole again. The process is like climbing a mountain. It takes time and effort and means facing the challenges. But as you climb you are rewarded with a wider perspective, greater vision and understanding. And you can also see where you’ve come from and begin to acknowledge with gratitude the outstanding people who have helped you on your way, those who stand above the ordinary like mountains on the plains.
A single Hidden Language class may include people with a wide range of physical abilities. Classes are kept small and the focus is on personal insight rather than performance. In the Lotus pose (padmasana), for example, some students may be flexible enough to enjoy the full pose, while others will find the Half Lotus or another cross-legged sitting position more manageable. It is the spirit of the pose rather than the technique that is emphasized.
Visualization is often a powerful key. Sitting and imagining a lotus rooted in mud, growing through murky waters, opening and blooming in the sunlight can bring a sense of receptivity and connection. The Light is available to everyone. Visualizing Light filling the body is often even more effective than a series of the most vigorous warm-ups.
Through the Hidden Language process, we can learn to be alone and to find a quiet place within ourselves. Like a tortoise withdrawing into its shell, we can retreat inwardly, renouncing our desire to be seen and summoning the courage to face our fears. We can seek protection through spiritual practices such as mantra, or invoking Light.[2] Like the tortoise finding a cool place on a hot day, we can retreat into our own sacred space to renew ourselves and to withdraw from the need for approval and acceptance.
Even when done in a group, Hidden Language is quiet, self-directed, meditative. Only at the end of class do students gather together to read their reflections. This sharing can help to expand understanding of others and also reveal each person’s uniqueness. Even if the whole group does the same pose with exactly the same question in mind, every person will have a different response, precise and perfect for them in that moment.
Why did Swami Radha call her approach to Hatha Yoga
Hidden Language, a name so evocative and mysterious? The subtitle of her book – Symbols, Secrets and Metaphors – only creates a deeper desire to know. What are these secrets? How can I decode the hidden language of my body and mind?
What I know from practising Hidden Language Hatha Yoga is that it is always about where I am at that moment. When I use it as a tool, like a plough, I can dig deeply and upturn my own secrets. What is revealed can be a delight – perhaps a glimpse of my potential, or a hidden passageway that leads from a cramped, dark space to a place of Light. I may discover a treasure of knowledge that I had concealed long ago and forgotten. But I may also unearth less appealing treasures such as fears I’ve never dealt with, or pride hastily hidden behind a fragile front, or other old psychological “stuff” that has not been sorted through.
The human body is the holder of all the secrets, the teller of truths. And when the truths are revealed – good or not so good – they are gifts. Seeing a pattern that creates pain, do I want to keep it or let it go? Can I decide on a new course of action by inviting in a new way of thinking? The value of Hatha Yoga is not just in stretching the muscles, but in stretching the mind.
Through discovering our own secrets and making our own choices, our lives are put back into our own hands. We do not need to look outside ourselves for a rescuer or saviour. We have gained access to an inner wisdom that is real and accessible through the body.
Hidden Language brings the spiritual aspect back to Hatha Yoga. The focus is not on performing, but on expanding awareness of ourselves at every step of the way. We are gradually led to the vibrant symbolic nature of the asanas as mudras, waiting to be unsealed like royal letters. The combination of body, mind and symbol is a catalyst that inspires insights. What has been hidden – our fears and our potential – can be revealed. What is offered is the chance to evolve, to move closer to the Light of our inner nature or essence.
If Hatha has to do with celestial bodies – sun radiating light and moon reflecting light – by practising Hatha Yoga can we discover our own celestial bodies, shining and reflective? There seems to be a promise inherent in it. We can become aware that our bodies are vehicles for the Light, a Light that reveals obstacles and also dissolves them. And each time the Light of awareness grows, we can carry the power of that Light into our lives. A promise manifests.
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