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How to Use This Ebook

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.

Look out for linked text (which is green) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


Introduction

What is Yoga?

Today about 300 million people around the world practise yoga. But what is it that we are practising? Yoga in the 21st century is predominantly a physical practice: a series of poses and postures, or asanas in Sanskrit, with a focus on the breath and an element of mindfulness – paying attention while moving. However, yoga was first mentioned in Sanskrit scriptures dating back to c.500 BCE.

While the idea of yoga as a practice makes sense to us today, the ancient Sanskrit texts focused on the outcome of these practices: deep relaxation, a quiet mind, a change of consciousness and a relationship with the surrounding world. Furthermore, in Sanskrit – the ancient language of India – the word yoga has many meanings. It can mean joining or attaching, as well as a method, trick, business, wealth, mixing, ordering, suitability, diligence or magic. Normally you will hear yoga teachers talk about the first of these meanings – to “join together” – but the variety of uses reflects the variety found within the practice of yoga.
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Nowadays people often take up yoga to improve flexibility and reduce stress, so these might be considered our desired outcomes, but they are far removed from the yogic states of moksha (liberation) and samadhi (meditative consciousness) described in various yogic texts. Yet, even its modern form, yoga gives us tools to examine our relationship with our bodies, ourselves and the world around us, and from there an opportunity to explore and understand the human condition. Anyone who has lain in Savasana at the end of a yoga class will have had a glimpse of the meditative yogic state described in those texts, and people often talk about their class enabling them to face the rest of the week in a different frame of mind. This is all yoga.

As our yoga practice develops, and we take more time just to be in the body and with the breath, we start to explore further this idea of being human, and how we live in this world. Many practitioners and teachers have stories of life changes that were catalyzed by yoga, and many more talk of how yoga helps the week flow better. It is in the way we allow the practice and experience of yoga to influence our lives off the mat, and outside the studio, that we can start to see the outcomes that were originally spoken about.



History

Yoga is an aggregating tradition, meaning that as new practices developed some of the older ideas were still being used. This is why some ideas about meditation, fasting, energy body practices and exploring altered states of consciousness from the Sramana movement of ancient India (dating back to around 600–300 BCE), plus those from Samkhya, another Indian philosophy, are found in the early Upanishad texts (700–100 BCE) and later in the famous Bhagavadgita in 300 CE.

Patanjali’s Yoga Sutras, compiled before 400 CE, contain one or two sentences about how to sit and about the breath, but the text is primarily about the process and state of meditation. While Samkhyan philosophy was about transcending our impure, flawed existence, around 500 CE we see the rise of Tantric yoga, which emphasized how our true nature is simply perfect – we just don’t know it.

From about 1300 CE onward, simplified ascetic and renunciate practices formed the basis of Hatha yoga. This added more postures, breathing exercises and bodily practices aimed at purity, and retained certain ideas from Tantra. Dating from the 1400s, the main Hatha yoga text, the Hatha Yoga Pradipika, was the first to include postures, or asanas, that we would recognize today. Adepts of Hatha yoga were mainly wandering men, who were feared because of some of their strange practices.

When the British arrived in India, it was these wandering Hatha yogis that they encountered, among numerous other religious and spiritual adherents. The yogis were viewed with distrust by the British and by many locals, although many of their practices continued throughout the colonial period into the 20th century.
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Yoga in the 20th & 21st Centuries

The father of modern postural yoga was Tirumalai Krishnamacharya (1888–1989), who was asked by the King of Mysore to develop a practice to strengthen the body and mind. Set against a context of anti-colonialism and Indian nationalism, the aim was to create a strong, independent Indian man.

Krishnamacharya borrowed heavily: from Swedish gymnastic calisthenics, other Western movement practices and Hatha yoga. Four of his students – K Pattabhi Jois, BKS Iyengar, TKV Desikachar and Indra Devi – went on to develop their own schools of yoga.

Western interest in yogic practices started to grow during the counter-cultural movement of the 1960s, with The Beatles famously visiting an ashram, or religious retreat, in northern India in 1968. As 21st-century life has become more hectic, stressful and overwhelming, so yoga has entered the mainstream. Used more as a therapeutic tool than a spiritual path, postural yoga and meditation are now easily accessible across Europe and North America.

Yoga and Hinduism

Hinduism has come to mean the collective of all the traditions and sects that regard the Veda texts as the ultimate source of spiritual authority. But modern Hinduism is as much a cultural identity as a religious one. Today’s yoga practitioner does not need to adopt a Hindu cultural or religious identity. Some practices may be reserved for those from a particular caste or clan, but the practices outlined in this book and in most mainstream yoga schools can be used by anyone, of any religious background – or none.
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The Philosophy of Yoga

If yoga mainly means the goal of practice, then what is that goal? In order to understand more about the outcomes in yoga, it helps to see how yogis conceptualize the world.

Some schools of Indian philosophy are Dualist, in that they see the Supreme Self as being separate from the individual: the idea of God on a cloud. Non-Dualists see both the Supreme and the individual existing together as one reality: everything in this world is divine including us, we are simply one aspect of Reality becoming aware of itself. For example, Patanjali and the Samkhyans viewed the material world as dirty and flawed, and as something to be transcended to reach the Supreme. In contrast, many Tantrics saw the world as a manifestation of the divine, and the body as something to be embraced.

Both approaches require an awakening of awareness in the individual. Over the course of yoga’s history, different groups have been creating and adapting a variety of practices designed to raise awareness of who we really are. This includes allowing life force (prana) to flow through us, removing our illusions (malas), unwinding our conditioning (samskara), quieting fluctuations of the mind (vrttis), improving concentration (dharana), unblocking energy centres (chakras) and awakening our true potential (shakti).

Practices included meditation, mantras (chanting), energy work with the breath (pranayama) and visualization, cleansing practices, and ethical and moral guidance for living (yamas, niyamas).

Postural yoga can be seen in a similar fashion: designed to release stuck energy in a physical way and grow an innate awareness of our physical selves.

[image: illustration]


[image: illustration]



The Benefits of Modern Postural Yoga

Modern Postural Yoga has a number of health benefits, such as greater joint stability and mobility, an increased range of movement, improved bone and muscle strength, greater lung capacity and, depending on the style of yoga that is practised, cardiovascular benefits.

Yoga also improves our experience of stress by calming the nervous system and allowing us to spend more time in our “rest and restore” mode. This effect on the nervous system is said to have a wide range of benefits, from lower blood pressure to improved immunity.

Meditative, mindful and breathing practices can also help with calming the nervous system, and with a number of specific techniques designed to reduce emotional reactivity, improve mood and process difficult feelings and reactions.

As a spiritual tradition, yoga can bring a greater sense of self-awareness and connectedness to ourselves, others and the world around us. For some people, this may simply bring about a greater sense of wellbeing, while for others it may create a profound shift in how they experience reality.



Common Misconceptions

You do not have to be bendy or thin to practise yoga. You do not have to be flexible, either, but if you aren’t, you may want to use props to help you. Despite what you might see on social media, yoga isn’t particularly difficult: most people are not practising advanced poses. The wide and ever-growing number of yoga styles means that everyone can find something that suits their needs and temperament.

Don’t let the spiritual and philosophical tradition of yoga put you off. In a physical class, many teachers will not mention them at all, or only briefly: take from the class whatever means the most to you.
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The Right Kind of Yoga for You

There are so many different kinds of yoga that finding a type that suits you can feel overwhelming. This section provides an overview of the main kinds of yoga you will come across.

Ashtanga

Ashtanga yoga is a set series of poses devised by K Pattabhi Jois. The poses are linked together with a shortened Sun Salutation sequence called a vinyasa.

In a teacher-led Ashtanga class, students follow the sequence of poses together. In a Mysore-style class, students follow the series by themselves and the teacher helps where necessary, allowing students to progress at their own speed.

Ashtanga is a vigorous form of postural yoga, best suited to those with a good level of fitness. The benefits can be those of a moving meditation, where the mind is quiet as the body moves through the poses. Cardiovascular fitness can also be improved. However, the constant repetition may cause issues in the body, particularly in the knees and shoulders.

Vinyasa

Derived from the Ashtanga system of moving from pose to pose with the breath, Vinyasa yoga doesn’t follow a standard sequence, thereby allowing teachers greater creativity in their classes. It includes types such as flow, dynamic, power, rocket, Baptiste and Jivamukti yoga.

Sequences are arranged around Sun Salutations, with variations added to the core poses; or may include a series of postures interspersed with shortened Sun Salutations.

Vinyasa classes are great for a sense of freedom and flow, raising the heart rate and promoting the role of the breath. The movement will create heat in the body, which can alleviate stiffness and immobility, although this needs to be managed with awareness.

In faster classes the teacher will have little time to instruct how to do a pose or check that students are following it correctly. Dynamic classes require a degree of physical fitness and flexibility. A slow-flow class, with time to get into postures, make adjustments and find the breath, is better for a beginner.

Hatha

All physical yoga practices are Hatha yoga, as this refers to the role the asanas, or poses, played in Hatha yoga from around 1400 to 1900 CE. Today, teachers and studios tend to use this term for slower, less dynamic classes, including those with greater focus on seated pranayama and meditation exercises.

These classes can be just as challenging as the more dynamic ones, because holding poses with stability and muscle engagement is not easy. The slower pace, however, can make them more appropriate for beginners, as there is time to come into the pose, find the alignment that fits your body and for the teacher to review what you are doing.

Similar classes might be called classical or traditional yoga; or they might be given a specific name, such as Sivananda.

Iyengar

BKS Iyengar was a student of Krishnamacharya in Mysore, along with K Pattabhi Jois of Ashtanga yoga fame. Iyengar is a form of Hatha yoga, with a focus on alignment, control and precision. Students start with simple poses and progress to more complex ones over time. Iyengar yoga makes extensive use of props and equipment to assist students in exploring the poses.

Iyengar is not a dynamic practice, and its stillness can be great for developing awareness of the breath and the body, as well as for learning the individual asanas in detail. However, its precise, and sometimes strict, alignment principles may not work for certain individuals.

For a more dynamic practice, you could try Anusara yoga, which is based on similar but less precise principles and is more of a Vinyasa flow-style of yoga.

Hot yoga

This type of yoga is practised in a room heated to 30–37°C (86–99°F). Any style of yoga can be practised in the heat, from Vinyasa to Hatha, but the most famous form of hot yoga is perhaps Bikram yoga, a set sequence of poses popularized by Bikram Choudhury.

Research shows that there are no benefits over doing yoga in a normal temperature, but hot yoga is popular because the heat can make us feel more flexible and open in our bodies. While pleasant, this can encourage over-extending and over-stretching. This can be avoided by mindfully staying away from your end-range of movement, which can be greater in the heat. Your heart and lungs may also work harder, providing cardiovascular benefits, although there is a chance of stressing the body as
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