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Praise for The Language of Breath


“As a society, we have been driven to strive and achieve, making the desire to accumulate our main priority and losing ourselves in the process. With our limited time and breath, we push our health to the limit and sacrifice ourselves to the pursuit of an idealized happiness. In The Language of Breath, Jesse Coomer brings the reader’s awareness back to the breath and body and out of our heads. When we get out of our heads and focus on the world around us, we can connect more with the beauty and intelligence of life. The result is a reduction in stress, greater happiness, and learning to live life according to one’s true self. What a gift!”

—Patrick McKeown, author The Oxygen Advantage




“If you have any interest in breathwork, this is an essential book for your library.”

—Chuck McGee III, breathwork instructor and ACT practitioner




“An inveterate breathworker and biohacker, Coomer provides valuable insights on how breathing changes the way we interact with the world. We are walking miracles and it’s our privilege to explore ourselves.”

—Scott Carney, New York Times best-selling author of What Doesn’t Kill Us




“Jesse Coomer is one of the world’s foremost breathing experts, and he has managed in this book to gather some of the best-of-the-best techniques that you must know if you want to become a true breathwork ninja. I highly recommend you add this book to your physiology library to learn how to use your breath to create a powerful connection within yourself so that you can take powerful actions in the world around you!”

—Ben Greenfield, human performance consultant at BenGreenfieldLife.com




“Jesse has taken a complex and intricate subject and turned it into a simple yet insightful philosophy that has systematically helped me understand the key to the mind-body connection. The Listening Exercises teaches you to filter through the noise of the egoic mind and how to pay attention and listen to the language of the breath and uncover the answers you desire.”

—Martin McPhilimey, BSc (Hons), MSc, Mres, consultant and respiratory and sleep scientist at Performance Through Health




“In The Language of Breath, Jesse Coomer provides a clear path for how to implement all forms of breathwork in the current breathwork spectrum [and] a narrative journey that educates as much as it inspires. In his detailed history of not only breathwork, but also the treatment of disease, Coomer motivates and provides efficacy of practice in each chapter . . . with several examples of applications for everyday individuals who would like to use breathwork to better their lives. A gifted educator who expresses his passion for breathwork and helping others, Coomer offers a book that is as enjoyable to read as it is educational.”

—AJ Fisher, founder of Hypoxix.fitness | @ajcorectology




“Right from the start, Coomer’s unique take on our relationship to breathing expresses something deeply profound that is not easily put into words. This book not only gives us a new way to learn how to listen to the body, it also teaches us ways to respond to it kindly. The book overflows with powerful, original practices—a rare thing!”

—Tom Granger, author of Draw Breath




“There is no mistake that you have found Jesse Coomer’s book—his teachings are definitely a blessing we are all receiving. The Language of Breath is filled with tools for those who want to take control of their nervous system (and life) and become more aware of their thoughts—which control everything around us. Coomer is the real deal, and his willingness to be of service is what the world needs. [In this book] you might find a better way to live life with joy, cease resistance to reality, and learn how to control the outcomes.”

—Beatriz Boas, founder of Theta Breathwork™




“The world doesn’t need more breathing techniques; it needs more inclusive ways for you to find what works for you! Jesse brings his profound experience in teaching both language and breath together in a wonderful road map for self-exploration. With this great guidebook, you can stop looking for more information, techniques, or methods on how to breathe and start speaking the language of your own body.”

—Kasper van der Meulen, “The Breathwork Biohacker,” www.BreathworkMasterclass.com
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Foreword

Brian Mackenzie

Breathing is the most fundamental aspect of nature and, therefore, human nature. After all, we are nature. I have found nothing else to be more precise or closer to the truth. When I do, I will make sure to share that. I found out all this through human performance.

My background in human performance came from sport and a deep connection to water, namely the ocean. I began teaching and coaching professionally in early 2000, getting a deeper understanding of human movement through running mechanics, endurance performance, altitude training, adaptive physical education, and working as a physical therapy assistant. Around 2004 I began implementing Ashtanga yoga into my weekly training routine to offset the rigors of my training ideas around endurance. I was introduced to breath control and its application to movement, but I would largely ignore this fundamental aspect of movement with breathing for some time. By 2007, I had studied and had a pretty good grasp on strength and conditioning—something I had successfully implemented into endurance work. Most of my career revolved around applying physical stressors and movement principles.

One would think that I missed the opportunity to realize how breathing could have played a role in everything, but that would be incorrect, as I have come to understand. It was always there, but back then, I was in no way capable of understanding what I do now. Nonetheless, my pivot to breathing came via a resistance breathing device.

I laughed at the claim that it could change altitude or pressure enough to do anything for low oxygen adaptations, but I put it on anyway. In doing so, I learned that the pressure this mask provided changed much more than I understood (maybe not oxygen levels). This moment—and I remember it vividly—changed everything in my career and my life, and I knew it at that moment.

I began playing with and testing many ideas quickly: some bizarre, some rational; others took time. However, the more I experimented, the more I learned, and the more I learned, the more books I continued to read on physiology and biology surrounding the respiratory system, metabolism, and ultimately the nervous system.

I met Jesse Coomer when I was teaching at a breath seminar in Los Angeles. Looking back, the seminar was too narrowly focused on just one way of thinking about breath. I’m not going to lie. It felt a little culty. What is most interesting about our meeting is that, since then, we have both explored this breathing thing far more profoundly than that weekend could have ever provided. However, were it not for that weekend, neither of us would be where we are, and I certainly would not be here to tell you about the importance of this book.

If I had not done the work that breathing led me to, I'd probably be jealous. This is practically the book I envisioned myself writing on breathing and its impact on us. So, this is all to say, Jesse Coomer has done his homework, and even more apparent is that he has done the work. And I want to be clear that I am delighted he has done it.

Today what exists in the ecosystem of this space surrounding breath and meditation could be compared to the nutrition space. Think of it like this:


	Most people are teaching and participating in fast food–like remedies to meet caloric needs and quick fixes. This is much like what you will find in the click-bait articles online about breathwork. “Just one simple trick to eliminate stress!”

	Some are aware they will probably need to eat real food but cling to ideologies like paleo, vegan, vegetarian, or low-carb, carving out space to do a particular method. In the breathwork space, this is much like those who espouse a single school of breathwork or who have a cult-like devotion to one specific technique.

	Then there begins to be a separation for a select few where the science gets meaningful but remains a little ideological, doing only what research states, never exploring the edges or what works for individuals. We see this rigidness in breath all the time as well.

	On the far end of nutrition and any work involving biology is biochemistry and the art of interpreting the individual and what foods may work, may not work, could be causing problems, or not. The exciting thing about biochemistry is that breath influences and responds to it 24 hours per day, 7 days per week, 365 days per year. This is where academia, science, understanding, and practice begin to converge, and teaching and learning become an art form.



What lies ahead in this manual is a path to understanding how to navigate how you operate and how to use the most potent tool and lever we have for understanding some of our most profound truths. As you are about to read, breathing is the most fundamental part of our being, as it is intimately tied to cellular respiration and the most critical aspect of all life: energy. If we stop producing energy effectively—which is quite a rabbit hole—we begin to experience aging and disease at accelerated rates. The oversimplified version of this is that cellular respiration is far more than just moving energy, as it produces and manages proteins and nucleotides responsible for the very building blocks of life, of our lives. When the flux of energy peters out, we die. We must transfer energy effectively as everything in this universe requires it, and we are as much a part of that process as everything else. We are simply subject to the human version of that.

Our minds are restless, we have isolated ourselves, and we are not doing well. We are ill. The Language of Breath offers guidance for meeting yourself for the first time. This is an opportunity to see how the pipes are getting clogged and how to understand your health. Jesse has masterfully outlined this process along with our nervous system and the relationship to carbon dioxide, oxygen’s greatest asset. He understands that stress is killing us and that our physiology is communicating to us to take action. I was someone who had no idea what he was getting into so many years ago with this breathing thing, but I knew it would lead me to something revolutionary. It did—the very things that The Language of Breath details.

I do not hope you find what I have found here. Nor do I hope you find what Jesse has. Instead, I would love for you to find yourself and how powerful you are with this book as your guide.




Introduction

The Modern Human Condition

A common joke in offices and libraries around the United States is, “It is okay to talk to yourself, just as long as you don’t answer back.” It is normally said after someone apologizes for talking to themselves out loud, which can be a bit confusing in an office full of people. This joke is usually made by the same person who says things like “You won’t get far without those” when someone forgets their keys, or “Is it hot enough for ya?” in the summer.

The reality is that we are all engaged in one form of self-talk or another, whether we are speaking out loud or not. This book is dedicated to deciphering a form of self-talk that most of us don’t realize we are doing, a constant stream of communication that affects everything from our mood to our blood pressure to our ability to laugh politely when someone makes a worn-out joke at the office. In the twenty-first century, there has never been a greater need to be aware of this inner communication, a quality of being human that we are only just now becoming aware of.

The human condition is a term used to refer to all the qualities, experiences, events, and feelings that permeate the entire human species, from the earliest time in our history to the present. The feeling of loneliness, birth, death, and longing for love have been expressed in poetry, painting, songs, and theater for as long as these media have existed, sharing the common human experience across the ages. However, modern humans are slowly becoming aware of a new shared condition, one that is a distinct hallmark of our place on the technological timeline.

For decades, we have become more painfully aware of a disconnection between ourselves and the modern artificial world that we are now seemingly encased within. In the time since the Industrial Revolution, it became clear that humans living in modernized environments were suffering from previously unaccounted-for ailments. We put humans in small, poorly ventilated spaces, left them to sit and do repetitive tasks, and treated them like the machines they were paid to operate. In the twentieth century, major advancements in food preservation, air-conditioning, communication, and transportation ushered in an era where our species began to live in an environment and under daily conditions that were even more alien to our biology. While advancements in technology offered amenities that were more comfortable and much safer, with regard to many of the dangers of our past, decade after decade we have seen more and more of the unforeseen negative impacts of living in the modern world.

Where starvation was once a very real threat to the average human’s lifespan, modern humans face the ills of abundance, with approximately one in ten Americans suffering from type 2 diabetes1 and another one in three Americans prediabetic.2 Where we once worked ourselves to early deaths hunting, gathering, and farming, the average American spends 55 percent of waking hours completely sedentary.3 We don’t seem to be able to sleep like we used to,4 we spend billions of dollars each year because we can’t seem to digest our food like we once did,5 and according to wide population-based studies, 33 percent of the population will suffer from an anxiety disorder in their lifetime—a sobering statistic, especially considering the fact that anxiety disorders are often not recognized or reported.6

While it is clear that modern life offers many incredible benefits that we would not want to give up there seems to be a disconnection between the biological creatures we are and the modern environment we live in, a phenomenon that seems to have finally caught up with our advances in medicine, leading to recent drops in life expectancy for those who are being born now over previous generations.7

The modern human condition is one of a strange disconnection. However, because we assume that the way things are today is “normal,” we have a difficult time understanding what is happening to us. We fear what we don’t understand, especially when it is ourselves. The reality is that we modern humans unknowingly suffer from a misunderstanding about what we are and how we interact with our environments. And what we do not know is causing us harm.

My Story, Our Story

The modern human condition described above was the story of my life for my first thirty years. Like most modern humans, I had no foundational understanding of my own species. I was born into a modern environment, asked to sit at a school desk for twelve years, and then sent to more desks in more artificial environments, without any substantial advice on how my nervous system works or accurate explanations of what emotions are or how to manage them. In fact, much of the discussion about what makes us human was often with regard for how much we are like machines. This is a destructive paradigm that we will discuss in the first chapter of this book.

All this misunderstanding about myself led me to not trust myself. I couldn’t trust how I felt; I didn’t even know why I felt the way I felt. I only knew that I was often more nervous than confident, more likely to overthink than to be in a state of flow, and more likely to choke in moments of stress than to step into opportunities with confidence. In my late teens and early twenties, like so many people, I decided that the best way to deal with my anxiety and lack of confidence was simply not to try. At least then I wouldn’t have to choke and fail. Of course, this only led me to further self-disconnection, which led me to trying to control the way I felt with drugs and alcohol. It wasn’t until the end of my twenties, when I began to reconnect with myself, that I began a journey to discover what I wish I had been told when I was a child.

Somehow, I made it through graduate school and became a professor of English. Today, I am a recovering college professor of over a decade. I have seen firsthand the effects of the modern world on the mental health of our youth. When I began teaching, smart phones were not seen in the classroom, and in my last years of teaching, they were ubiquitous, along with more complaints about stress, sleepless nights, and self-destructive behavior. Of course, I was just as stressed out as my students, and so was everyone else. Even in 2015, The Journal of the American Medical Association cited that 60 to 80 percent of primary care visits had a stress-related component and that 44 percent of Americans reported experiencing more stress in the past five years.8 In my attempts to deal with my own struggles with stress and anxiety, I eventually stumbled on breathwork. My life has never been the same.

When I discovered breathwork, I couldn’t believe it was actually “a thing.” To be honest, I still wake up every morning, blown away that this incredible method of self-communication is real! For the longest time I thought it was some kind of magic. Of course, it is often marketed as actual magic, much to my disappointment. I would say it is magic in the same sense that a beautiful sunrise is magic. Or perhaps it is magic in the way that I find my wife to be magic. But these things are not imaginary things like fairies and pixie dust. They are very real, just like the way breathing works is very real.

The practice of breathwork goes back thousands of years, but the scientific connection between breathing and mental and physical health can be traced back to the American Civil War when Dr. Da Costa unwittingly documented the first breathing disorder. He observed three hundred soldiers who suffered from what would, in the early 1900s, be dubbed hyperventilation syndrome, a breathing disorder that is common today. The twentieth century saw a steady rise in research into how breathing influences the autonomic nervous system (ANS). The ANS regulates our heart rate, our digestive system, our reproductive organs, blood sugar, and a whole host of systems within us over which we do not have conscious control. When these organs are regulated in a manner that is disconnected from how we consciously would like to use them, we suffer many of the ills of what I have dubbed “the modern human condition.” As of today, there are vast numbers of studies confirming the effect that breathing (for better or worse) has on our overall health, how it allows us to consciously influence our autonomic nervous system,9 and how it can be used to relieve emotional anxiety.10 This scientific understanding of how breathing works has offered us an opportunity to improve our lives with every breath we take.

Today, breathwork as a practice is blooming, and there are many voices in the emerging world of breathwork. Many of these voices are excellent, but many oversimplify how breathing works or focus only on one technique or style of breathing to the exclusion of the rest. Sadly, as was the case with the fitness industry in the early days, there are also lots of claims made today about breathwork that are exaggerations and outright lies. Just like there is no pill that will make you attractive, there is no breathwork technique that will make it so that you are never sick again, never feel sad, or never have a bad day.

Breathwork will not change your life for you, but when you learn how it works, you can enjoy a state where you can creatively and confidently take better actions. It is your actions that will lead you to a better life. This is the amazing value that a holistic approach to breathwork can offer. In fact, much of the self-doubt that I experienced as a youth, which led me to avoid trying just to avoid failure, could have been ameliorated if I had just known how to interpret the way I was feeling and respond with my breathing.

Since 2016 I have been a professional breathworker, and I have trained clients from all around the world who are dealing with a long list of modern issues that all stem from the same disconnections that I see in nearly all modern people. In that time, I have trained first responders, CEOs, athletes, recovering addicts, and people from every walk of life who deserve to understand themselves in a way that will allow them to reconnect to themselves and take actions with more thoughtfulness, confidence, and focus. This same training is in the pages of this book, and it is my hope that you will also become a more connected individual as a result of reading it.

What to Expect from the Language of Breath

The Language of Breath Philosophy outlined in this book is based on the ancient practices of controlled breathing that have been documented and passed down for thousands of years, the scientific research that has been done for over one hundred years, and my years of experience that I have accumulated helping people improve their lives and form a better relationship within themselves. While the concept of communication within us might sound a bit esoteric, the reality is that it is all based on your innate biological desire to survive and thrive within the world and within your culture. You deserve to understand how this works, and I will do my best to explain it as I have come to understand it from time spent in research and after numerous occasions interacting with intellectuals and academics in the field of psychology and neuroscience. We know that there is an incredible amount of information that is always being sent and received within us. The skills you will learn in this book will allow you to take an active part in this process.

In the first three chapters, I will challenge you to see yourself differently than you might see yourself now. Much of the disconnection we experience in the modern age is built on misconceptions that have been handed down over generations. These misconceptions have been with us for so long that we simply don’t think about them. They are embedded in the very language that we use to describe ourselves. For many adopters of breathwork, their experience is hampered by a fundamental misunderstanding about themselves, and therefore they always see breathwork through the wrong lens. The entire book is dedicated to correcting this misunderstanding, so don’t worry if you have trouble letting go of the old paradigm early on.

We will begin your training by learning to become aware of the unconscious-self’s subtle messages. In chapters 4 and 5, you will learn how to become aware of your unconscious-self and how to decipher its subtle language. In chapter 6, you will learn how to send your first message. In chapter 7, you’ll learn how functional breathing adds proper tone and inflection to the communications you send in every breath. In chapter 8, we start to combine what we have learned into the foundational exercise, the Awareness Exercise. In chapter 9, we develop a breathing vocabulary, using a variety of techniques. Chapter 10 answers the question, should I breathe through my nose or my mouth? Chapters 11 and 12 cover ways that you can strengthen your inner relationship even further by raising your CO2 tolerance or using superventilation, taking your unconscious-self to the gym, or interrupting it when it won’t stop talking. Chapter 13 explains the biological function of emotions and offers a powerful exercise to connect with the unconscious-self to hear what it has to say, offering a powerful way to make connections that we might never have known existed.

The last chapter is dedicated to helping you use everything you learn in this book to form a daily practice and to make positive changes to your life. Whether it is to improve athletic performance, to become more comfortable in social situations, to increase creativity, or simply to deal with times when you cannot take action, I’ve got some starter plans for you there. In nearly every chapter there is an exercise or practical advice on how to master each lesson as we get closer to creating the positive relationship within you that you deserve to have.

Starting with chapter 3, you will find Language Labs at the end of each chapter with guidance on how to implement what you have learned. These skills take some time to acquire, so don’t get in a rush. The foundational skills you will learn in the early chapters will pay dividends as you progress, and everything you learn will serve as a foundation that you will build on in subsequent chapters. While you can read the book straight through, you might consider taking a day or two between these chapters to practice the skills in each so that you are ready to build on them in the next chapter. It is up to you, but if you chose to practice the skills for a couple of days to a week between chapters after chapter 4, you will likely gain a more profound understanding of the material.

Having a healthy relationship with yourself and your environment is your birthright. This book is dedicated to helping you learn the method of self-connection that has served my clients and my own practice for years, helping one human at a time become more connected and more capable of taking positive actions. Breathwork will not take those actions for you, but when you learn to use your breathing as a language, you will learn to communicate with yourself in a way that will help you to think more clearly and act with greater confidence. May every breath you take bring you a greater connection.






1

Misconceptions Lead to Disconnections



A book published in the eleventh century called The Almanac of Health tells the story of an elderly man who went to his doctor one winter day complaining of achy joints and a general feeling of cold. After examining his patient, the doctor prescribed a rooster. Since it is a hot and dry bird, the doctor considered it the ideal remedy for an old man in such a condition. This is an example of the application of one of the most enduring misconceptions in the history of medicine known as humorism, and it would continue to be the foundation of medicine for another six hundred years.

The paradigm of the four humors in the field of medicine is first found in the works of Aristotle and then in the works of Hippocrates, who is known today as the father of modern medicine. The theory posited that humans are composed of four liquids, or humors, and that illness arises when these liquids are out of balance. The belief in the four humors was based in the physical evidence that could be found in dried blood. It was observed that when blood was left to dry, it would separate into four substances, which were labeled as black bile, yellow bile, phlegm, and . . . blood.

When the winter months cooled your humors, it was believed that it caused you to “catch a cold.” To this day, many people still believe being cold causes illness, and we still use this phrasing to describe the conditions brought on by catching a rhinovirus or a coronavirus. If you were depressed, it was said that you had too much black bile, making you “melancholic.” A person whose complexion was considered to be dominated by blood was said to have a “sanguine disposition,” while people who were dominated by yellow bile were just bitter and rude. People who were dominated by black bile were likely to be lazy, and those who were dominated by phlegm were likely to be forgetful.

It was Galen of Pergamon (129–216 CE) who was widely credited as one of the greatest medical researchers of antiquity and made perhaps the greatest contributions in the proliferation of the medical practice of humorism, including the wide use of bloodletting. In Galen’s time, menstruation was believed to be a way for the body to rid itself of bad humors, so it naturally followed that bloodletting would have a similar result. Galen was well respected, a physician to the Roman emperor, well-funded, eager to help people, and a prolific writer.

Galen’s writings on bloodletting impacted the world of medicine for over a thousand years. In addition to physicians, he trained barbers in the art of bloodletting, which is still reflected in the red and white barber pole today, the red representing blood and the white representing a tourniquet. Galen developed a method of bloodletting based on the patient’s age, disposition, the weather, the season, and the location.

The belief that humans are composed of four liquids, which determined their health and disposition, dominated the way humans saw themselves from the time of Hippocrates (circa 460–370 BCE) to the advent of germ theory in the 1850s. If we had been born and lived in these days, the four humors would have been as fundamental in our understanding of ourselves as anything that we base our knowledge on today. Everything from our health to our mood would have been interpreted as the balance or imbalance of these four liquids.

The history of the humors is long and far more complex than what is represented here. However, it should serve as a reminder that we base much of our beliefs and actions on misconceptions, and these misconceptions often become so foundational that they become a paradigm from which we cannot imagine an alternative. For over two thousand years, we just took it as a given that we were composed of four liquids, and this view was the starting point from which we interpreted our mental and physical health and well-being. Even our language still bears the mark of this paradigm that seems so ridiculous to us in the twenty-first century; however, it would feel strange to say that you caught a rhinovirus instead of saying “I caught a cold,” wouldn’t it?

The Mind-Body Paradigm

Any kid from the 1990s and beyond has heard of the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, a show that had kids like me hoping to somehow be exposed to nuclear waste (in a good way?) all through our early adolescent years.

The Ninja Turtles cartoon told the story of four turtles who were once normal turtles, but when they were exposed to a mysterious nuclear waste, they were transformed into muscle-bound humanlike turtles. They lived in the sewers of New York City and fought crime. As a young boy, I just assumed that if I were exposed to this radioactive material, I would turn into a turtle and have a blissful life of crime-fighting, like the turtles on the screen.

The Ninja Turtles had two major enemies that they battled in every episode; Shredder, an evil ninja who was constantly trying to take over the city, and his boss, Krang. Krang was a disembodied brain from Dimension X. This disembodied brain used a robot body to move around while attempting to pull off a heist or take over the world.

If you are like most people, you probably believe you are much like the fictional Ninja Turtles bad guy, a mind that drives around a body, an operator of a robot that is much like other machines we drive around. It requires maintenance. It consumes fuel. It gets worn down over time. And like all machines, it breaks down. In many cases, we might look at our body and think to ourselves, “Wow, I must have gotten a defective unit!”

Our bodies provide us with a method of transportation and a way to interact with the physical world around us. The common misconception, however, is that we are the mind
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