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Chapter 1
Pranayama, an insight
In all forms of life, from the ant to the elephant, from the unicellular amoeba to man, ‘from plant life to developed animal life, PRANA, the universal principle of energy is an all pervading force. Flowing rivers and moving planes, cars, trains and steam engines all move through Prana. An average healthy man has an abundance of Prana or vitality supplied by air, water, food and solar energy absorbed by the breathing process.
Prana is a link between the physical body and the astral body. When death occurs, the subtle thread of prana gets cut off and the astral body separates from the physical body.
Breath is the external manifestation of Prana. Prana is subtle while breath is gross. Therefore, by exercising control over the gross breath, one is able to control the subtle prana. This is what Pranayama is all about.
To sum up, Prana is not merely the inhaled and exhaled breath. It is shakti, subtle energy. It is universal in nature. Pranayama is organising and balancing pranic energy in the body by supplying prana to areas where there is a scarcity and balance the excess in other areas.
Benefits
One who practises Pranayama develops a light agile body, will be resistant to disease, will have a good voice and complexion and above all tranquility amidst the tribulations of present day life. What more can one require out of life
Requirements
1. Practise pranayama in the cooler morning hours without undue strain at any stage of practice.
2. Maintain correct posture. This will come gradually with practice.
3. Avoid badly ventilated room, draught and chill.
4. Do not practise breath retention beyond your capacity. Just practise inhalation and exhalation for at least six weeks.
Household tips
Extract the juice of dudi (bottle gourd) and drink it to say goodbye to constipation. The balance pulp can be used for making theplas or dudi koftas. Dry and powder the peel of a pomegranate well and store in a bottle. A teaspoon full of dry pomegranate powder mixed with a little buttermilk helps control diarrhoea.
* * * * *
Chapter 2
More about Pranayama
After having a preliminary insight into Pranayama, one realizes that Pranayama is a methodical, systematic and result oriented science.
Our mind is often compared to a wild monkey, which, after regular practice of Pranayama will enjoy harmony and stability. One should understand that it is unwise to mistake Pranayama for simple breathing exercises.
An important part is played by food for practitioners of Pranayama to influence their physique and personality. Food which should be preferred are almonds, cereals, coconut, cow’s milk, cream, curds, fruits, ghee, honey, raisins, vegetables, etc. Prior to Pranayama practices, there are very simple Pre- pranayama exercises which are essential in order to clean the lungs of stale air which accumulates in the lower regions of the lungs. These are:
1. In a standing position place hands on thighs keeping back and arms straight. Raise both arms over head and simultaneously inhale from the abdomen. This will induce maximum amount of air into the lungs. Now exhale while lowering arms and contracting the abdominal muscles. Maximum air will be now be expelled from the lungs. Repeat thrice.
2. Same as in no1. Maintain the same position inhale, expand abdomen and raise arms above head. Complete inhalation by spreading arms sideways, thus expanding the chest. Lower arms while exhaling contracting abdominal muscles. Repeat thrice.
3. Assume the same standing position with feet about fifteen inches apart. Raise arm over head while inhaling slowly but deeply. Now, as you breathe out, let your body fall forward bending from the waist and make a ha-ha-ha sound with your mouth about six times. Then inhale, raise arms to standing position above head, repeat thrice.
Before starting actual practice, one should observe the following preliminary rules:
1. Practice Pranayama after asanas and before meditation.
2. Keep neck, head and spine erect and keep your mind as relaxed as possible.
3. Do not retain breath for longer than comfortable. Do respect your body capability.
4. Do not take bath immediately after Pranayama.
5. Heart and hypertensive patients should refrain from retaining breath unless guided by a qualified teacher.
The four stages of respiration according to Patanjal in Yoga Sutra are:
-
Inhalation (Puraka)
-
Internal retention of breath (Antar Kumbhaka)
-
Exhalation (rechaka)
-
External retention of breath (Bahir Kumbhaka)
Pranayama is a voluntary and controlled combination of the above stages.
* * * * *
Chapter 3
Daily Pranayama Exercises
Beginners will experience a disparity between the length of the inhaled and exhaled breath. The latter is usually shorter. Increasing the exhaled breath improves an over strained heart for which reason cardiac patients should practise to increase exhalation (Rachaka). However, they should be cautioned against retention of breath (Kumbhaka) unless their condition improves, with a clean chit from their physician.
Nadi Shodhan Pranayama
This simple practice is indispensable for any student of Pranayama. Lie down in Shavasana (Corpse pose) as follows: Lie flat on your back, arms straight in line with body, palms facing upwards. Relax, make yourself comfortable and become aware of the natural flow of breath at the nostrils.
-
Inhale and imagine your breath moving through left nostril up to the eyebrow centre.
-
Exhale and, in the same way imagine your breath going out of the eyebrow centre and out through the right nostril.
-
Again inhale through the right nostril upto the eyebrow centre and exhale through the left nostril.
In short, in through left, out through right, in through right out through left and so on.
After a good deal of practice of this simple technique we go to the next one in the sitting position.
First Stage
Nadi Shodhan in the sitting position
Sit in any cross legged position with straight spine and without strain: Put your. Put your hands on knees. Be aware of your body and breath for a few minutes. Try to breathe naturally and rhythmically. Then keeping your left hand on the left knee raise your right hand and put your index and middle finger on your eyebrow centre. Put your thumb near the right nostril and the third (ring) finger near the left nostril. Now with your thumb, close the right nostril and breathe through the left nostril slowly and naturally without undue strain. Exhale through the same left nostril. This way inhale and exhale through the same nostril at least five times. Now. release pressure to the right nostril and press the left one with your ring finger. Inhale and exhale through the right nostril slowly, naturally and without undue strain at least five times as before. This makes one round. Practise at least ten to fifteen such rounds and increase gradually depending on your individual capacity. After a fortnight let us move to the next stage.
Second Stage
Assume the same squatting position as in the first stage. Close your right nostril with your thumb, inhale through the left nostril slowly and comfortably. Then close the left nostril with the ring finger and breathe out through the right nostril after releasing pressure of thumb on the right nostril. Then inhale through the right nostril, close the right nostril and exhale through the left nostril after releasing pressure from the left nostril. Breathe in through the left nostril and so on. This makes one round.
Continue with these practices as many times as you feel comfortable. I again emphasize not to strain, not to compete with someone besides you. Please be natural and patient.
Time of lnhalation and Exhalation
Try to equalize the length of time of inhalation and exhalation. If you inhale to three counts, exhale to three counts as well. This is 1:1 ratio. The ratio can and will change slowly depending on your capacity. Any discomfort during practice should encourage you discontinue the same for a short period of time .
Benefits of Nadi Shodhan Pranayama
* Purifies blood of toxins
*Purifies brain cells
*Induces tranquility
Third Stage
Inner Retention (Antara Kumbhaka)
Breathe in through the left nostril after closing the right one. After this inhalation close both the nostrils and retain breath to a count of five (or any convenient count). Exhale through the right nostril. Now, inhale through the right nostril, the left one remains closed. Then retain breath to the same previous count after closing both nostrils. Open the left nostril and exhale through it keeping the right nostril closed. This makes one round. Try to repeat fifteen such rounds. After many days of practice you may adhere to a ratio of 1:2:2, that is inhalation to a count of five, retention to a count of ten, exhalation to the count of ten. The ratio can be increased very gradually and without slightest discomfort.
Fourth Stage
Internal and External Retention
Inhale through the left nostril and retain breath inside. Exhale through the right nostril and retain breath outside. Inhale through the right nostril, retain breath inside. Exhale through the left nostril and retain breath outside. Repeat this round ten times. The ratio should be 1:4:2:2. That is inhalation; internal retention; exhalation; external retention.
All the above Pranayama exercises are valuable drops in the vast ocean of Pranayama. May the ‘Divine Hand’ lead us to more and more methods of purification of body and soul.
*****
Chapter 4
Simple Daily Asanas to Feel Fit
Volumes can be written on the meaning and benefits of Yoga. In simple terms Yoga is a state of being which keeps you calm, comfortable and fit, physically and mentally. Yoga asanas or postures are neither gymnastics nor do they build huge muscles. The idea is to stretch muscles as also to massage and tone internal organs. As a result of this, diseased organs can repair and rejuvenate.
This simple daily programme will have a long-lasting, subtle effect. For senior citizens three time weekly programme will be sufficient. The end result should be a feeling of relaxation and a smile full of vitality.
Techniques
1. Sit on a mat with both legs stretched in front of the body and hands on the floor by the side of the trunk or hands on thighs, palms down. Slowly (at a count of six) move toes (only toes) of both feet forwards and backwards at least seven times.
In the same sitting position move slowly(count of six) both feet from ankle joints forwards and backwards at least seven times. After that rotate right foot from the ankle clockwise (slowly and steadily) and anti-clockwise at least seven times keeping knees straight. Repeat with left foot. All the above techniques can be carried out in the lying down position if the practitioner is very elderly and unable to sit for long periods.
2. In the same sitting position with legs stretched straight in front, place right ankle on the left thigh. Rotate right foot from the ankle with the help of the left hand clockwise and anti clockwise at least five times. Slow, natural movements without undue strain are essential. Repeat with left ankle.
The ankle bending is followed by knee bending. In the same position as above bend right leg at the knee trying to bring right heel near the right buttock. Clasp hands under the right thigh, wait for at least 6 seconds and straighten the right leg but do not touch the heel to the floor. Repeat this knee bending and straightening at least five times without touching the heel to the floor. Repeat with the left leg.
3. Squat on floor, feet touching the floor and hands on the knees. Start walking slowly in this squatting position. You may walk on whole feet or on toes, whichever suits. Imagine yourself sweeping a room in the squatting posture, the difference being your hands are on your knees. This is called crow walking and is excellent for poor blood circulation in legs. Constipation can improve by drinking two glasses of water before crow walking for 1-2 minutes. Repeat only as long as you are comfortable.
4. Sit on the mat as in (1). Keep arms straight in front of the body at shoulder level, palms facing down. Tense your fingers as you would clench your fist of both hands (for at least six seconds). Then stretch all fingers to your maximum level. Repeat clenching and stretching at least seven times.
This is followed by wrist bending in the same way as ankle bending, pointing fingers down while going forwards, and pointing fingers backwards while going backwards as far back as your fingers can comfortably go. Follow by the wrist joint rotation clockwise and anti-clockwise just like ankle rotation. Finally bend arms from elbows touching shoulders with fingers. Maintain posture for at least six seconds, straighten arms. Repeat seven times.
5. Leg Rotation: Lie flat on back, legs straight, arms beside and in line with the body. Raise right leg without bending knee off the floor and rotate it clockwise at least five times (less if you are uncomfortable) and anti clockwise. The rest of the body should be straight on floor.
6. Leg cycling: In exactly the same position raise right leg and make round cycling movements in clockwise and anti clockwise direction (seven times at least). Do not strain and only if you are comfortable use both legs in alternate cycling movements.
7. Leg-lock position: In the same lying down position, bend both legs at knees trying to bring thighs as close to chest as possible. Wrap arms around knees. Maintain this posture for 6 seconds. I emphasize here not to strain or struggle to maintain final position. Practise at least five times, increase later.
8. Tadasana: This is an excellent stretch pose which clears congestion of spinal nerves and stretches intestines also. Stand erect with feet three to six inches apart, arms straight overhead, fingers interlocked, palms facing upwards. Fix gaze overhead, raise heels and feel a good stretch upwards. Return heels to the ground. As a variation, maintaining the same posture, bend to right slowly, straighten and then bend to the left. Be slow and steady to get the best result. You must pause for ten seconds and relax in between asanas.
These techniques described above with the simple Pranayama Practices will certainly improve the quality of your physical, mental and emotional life. Therefore, amidst all daily hectic activity sparing a fraction of the day rightly will certainly pay dividends.
*****
Chapter 5
Pranayama for Relaxation
A precious gift of the perfect rhythm of breath was ours at time we stepped into this world However, diseases and tension have snatched it away to a great extent. While breathing, we normally use only a part of our lung capacity. Thus, this breathing is shallow, resulting in collection of stagnant air in the lower regions of the lungs. Partial half breathing, means partial half living thus giving acceleration to the ageging factor un- suitable for our emotional balance. Yes, tranquilizers may relax the conscious mind but deep-rooted anxieties continue. We can therefore use Pranayama to bring about total relaxation effectively.
The simplest way is to relax your body, become aware of your breath and breathe consciously (naturally without strain) trying to free your- self from emotional strain for fifteen rounds a minute (each inhalation and exhalation make one round). You will adjust slowly with patience and practice and realise the relationship between breath and relaxation.
Total relaxation in Pranayama brings about emotional integration and awareness while bringing the mind down to deeper levels of the subconscious.
Techniques
Abdominal breathing, Thoracic breathing, Clavicular breathing.
Abdominal or Diaphragmatic breathing
Lie flat on your back and put one hand on navel. Close your eyes to increase concentration. Feel your abdomen expanding and contracting slowly and steadily as you breathe in and out slowly and steadily. The diaphragm is muscle tissue separating the lungs from the abdominal organs. During inhalation, the lower it moves, more air is inhaled into the lungs Exhale deeply; the abdomen contracts and diaphragm moves higher. Total awareness of the breathing process is necessary. Remember, conscious inhalation is easier than conscious exhalation. This will come gradually and naturally. Try not to move the chest and shoulders. With practice this will progressively become complete, relaxed and rhythmic, which in a tense, nervous person would always be jerky and unstable. Nevertheless, for any further problems, one should consult an experienced teacher. Refer to the drawing on the following page
Benefits
There results an improvement in general circulation, the digestive tract is toned up and the solar plexus (called plexus of anxiety) enjoys a calming effect.
During abdominal breathing, if you like to increase your awareness the best method is to count each breath backwards at a constant slow speed from 50 to 1 as the abdomen rises and falls. (50 up, 50 down; 49 up, 49 down; 48 up, 48 down and so on until 1 up, 1down). Try not to lose awareness and not to lose count. If you do, please start again.
Thoracic or chest breathing
As the name implies, the thorax expands and the lungs inflate by conducting air into them. Put your hands on the sides, a few inches away from the armpits in such a way that your palms can feel the ribs. Inhale and simultaneously push out your hands with your ribs towards the sides. You will notice a greater resistance to the entrance of air than in the abdominal breathing which allowed entry to a larger volume of air with minimum effort. Even then, quite a large quantity of air will enter during thoracic inhalation.
Breathe at least 15 times from the ribs (I repeat, slowly and naturally without strain). This type of intercostals breathing will fill in the middle section of lungs.
Clavicular breathing
Keep hands on sides in the position described above. Allow air to enter by drawing the collarbones up towards the chin. Try not to raise shoulders. In this way the upper part of the lungs receives fresh air and is often the characteristic of women – at least ten out of fifteen women. Usually this breathing is used by weak nervous subjects. Pregnant women during the last weeks of pregnancy find it convenient to resort to it. It is true that this is not equal to the quality of abdominal respitation and women should avoid being habituated to it.
Learn complete and controlled breathing
This incorporates the three types of respiration. Lie flat on back, breathe slowly, easily and deeply from the stomach. When your abdomen is expanded enough and you feel you cannot raise any more (do not strain yourself to blow like a balloon) then expand the ribs. When this is fully done as in Thoracic breathing, raise your collarbones as in Clavicular breathing. A little more air will yet enter and you are now filled to the brim with air. Remember not to tense the muscles of the face, neck or hands. Practice and more practice will help you feel comfortable and link all three movements in a continuous flow. Breathe out in the same sequence. It is essential to breathe silently without noise or gasping. In case of difficulty please consult an experienced teacher.
In very rare cases, complete respiration causes a little giddiness. It is harmless in itself. If the practitioner has a low blood pressure, this slight fall in intercerebral blood pressure induces this feeling. In case this persists, follow this simple procedure: Lie down, raise your legs vertically at right angles to your trunk for a few seconds - not jerkily but slowly. The giddiness will vanish soon. This should not discourage you to give up. In a few days, the inconvenience will disappear.
Benefits galore
Body and eyes glow with health, the personality fills with radiance, the mind concentrates fully, brings peace, reduces susceptibility to constant illness, reduces fatigue magically and above all induces perfect relaxation which is hard to find nowadays. Above all the practitioner feels that he is in command of himself and is confident in every act.
The rewards are abundant. To be alive is to breathe and vice-versa. Learn this precious relaxation, get to work with renewed will and you will become the centre of attraction.
*****
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