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“This concise, considered and informative book makes a valuable
contribution to the library of yoga therapists. James Foulkes provides
ways of working with clients that draws attention to the responsibility
and scope within the field of yoga therapy.

This book combines the fundamental principles of yoga therapeutics
with insights gleaned from related practices and personal enquiry.
Giving an intelligent approach to the practical side, it presents a
constructive strategy in relation to a variety of common ailments and
dysfunctions.

This book not only applies to yoga therapists. It also gives a timely
reminder to all yoga teachers, of the power and efficacy of the processes
at their disposal, and given the tools, highlights the potential for healing
and transformation on all levels.”

—John Stirk, yoga teacher, osteopath and
author of The Original Body

“James has developed an understanding of yoga (from working with
me) and combined this with his study in kung fu, qi gong and cranial
sacral therapy. This book provides a fresh view all of his own. Certainly
those who combine yoga with other therapeutic modalities will find
this perspective refreshing.”

—Diane Long, author of Notes on Yoga:
The Legacy of Vanda Scaravelli

“James provides a wonderful container of knowledge in which
practitioner and client can explore how best to use the tools of yoga
therapeutically. Touching on the physical, mental, emotional, energetic
and spiritual layers of what it is to be human, he guides us on a journey
towards greater self-discovery and self-care. Case studies bring to
life how the inter-related approach of yoga therapy transforms us,
alleviating pain and opening doorways into unexplored aspects of the
self and ultimately into the experience of wholeness.

With great gentleness he highlights the individual process and the
role practitioners have in welcoming every client’s uniqueness. Offering
practical guidance and inspiration throughout, we are reminded of
how healing comes from within and how it is possible to live from a
balanced state of being in the natural fluid ease of our bodies.”

—Liz Warrington, yoga teacher and cranial sacral therapist



“In this book, James offers a different approach to therapeutic work
with the emphasis on simply observing and allowing one to experience
the connections throughout the body. As a psychiatrist, I have always
focused on helping people through learning more about how they
thought and felt. By exploring the yoga therapy process and integrating
all parts of the experience, James approach allows for a natural
integration. This creates a calming for both body and mind, which is
truly transformative for the individual”

—Larry Drell, MD, American Psychiatric Association/
American Medical Association and Founder &
Medical Director of the Optimum Health Institute

“James Foulkes has written a very useful book in the fast-developing
field of therapeutic yoga. He skilfully weaves his own astute insights
into well-tried and tested methodology. James outlines the main
themes and principles he feels are central to his work and throughout
these chapters we are offered simple exercises that give us a flavor of
the way he works, which in the main is sensorily and self-reflectively
oriented. The book explicitly avoids getting bogged down in distracting
details, rather staying with broader themes. Despite the ‘stand back’
perspective he takes, you never get the sense that this is ‘yoga lite. Case
histories illustrate how he uses the themes he outlines and this gives
weight to the approach. Through the client skills and the therapeutic
relationship sections, both an essential part of any healing process, he
moves easily through the physical, psychological and spiritual aspects
of illness/wellness leaving us in no doubt about his understanding of
the complex nature of dis-ease. This book is a very timely contribution
to therapeutic yoga, and I'm sure practitioners and lay people alike will
gain much from reading it

—Peter Blackaby, yoga teacher, osteopath and author of
Intelligent Yoga: Re-educating Mind and Body
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DISCLAIMER

Any kind of physical activity comes with a degree of risk. Working with
people with a variety of medical conditions should only be explored by
those individuals with the right training and acumen.

All of the exercises explored in this book should be done with care
and at your own risk. Visit with your physician before beginning any
kind of yoga therapy practice. The yoga therapist is not a physician and
is not in a position to provide medical diagnosis.






FOREWORD

Yoga therapy is an exciting and dynamic field. The profession is
attempting to organize itself more effectively by accrediting its members
and differentiating itself from the Yoga Alliance, which provides a
different level of training. The Yoga Alliance requires less experience
and education to become certified and so it would seem natural that
the IAYT (International Association of Yoga Therapists) should emerge
to be more oriented toward supporting people with health concerns
and physical impairment.

How “alternative” approaches to health can be used to support the
aging population in the Western world and their growing healthcare
needs is one of the key questions of our time. We have been utilizing
yoga therapy for some time in our Integrative Health Center at the GW
Hospital and it has become one of a number of modalities that forms
an integral part of the treatment strategy we use with individuals.

With this book, I think that James Foulkes makes a meaningful
contribution to the profession. Rather than being overly focused on
problems and disease processes, he looks at aspects of the practice
that generate wholeness, which if practiced regularly create deep and
lasting change.

At our Center, we support the healing of the body in many ways,
as it is ultimately the body that heals itself. If any healing art attempts
to force itself into the Western medical paradigm, by identifying
a problem and then fixing it, do we lose the essence of that art and
continue to perpetuate the old paradigm?

James was recently made a yoga therapist in the first waves of
certification by the IAYT, based on his experience. He has been involved
in developing approaches to yoga therapeutics since we first met, when
studying cranial sacral therapy (see the Appendix) nearly a decade ago.

11



12

PRINCIPLES AND THEMES IN YOGA THERAPY

This has given me a chance to get to know his views and who he is as
a person. He exhibits the qualities that I would expect in a healing arts
professional: kindness, compassion, patience, non-judgment, working
with each client with love and a tenacity to get to the root of an issue.

The wisdom and practical spirituality at the heart of these practices
is badly needed in these times of change. With higher and higher levels
of stress creating more complex chains of physiological response, heavy
reliance on technology and seismic shifts in society, the simple stability
provided by ancient healing traditions is becoming more essential than
ever. This book presents an approach to yoga that is inherently
therapeutic and will be a great help to both yoga therapy professionals
and yoga practitioners, and to those who wish to learn more.

Mikhail (Misha) Kogan, MD
Medical Director GW Center for Integrative Medicine
Associate Director, Geriatric Fellowship George Washington University
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FROM EXPERIENCE TO
REPRESENTATION

All aspects of yoga therapy are interwoven and inseparable. We
develop creative language, not only to differentiate concepts in the
therapeutic process for clarity, but also to acknowledge the multiple
layers we observe, feel and perceive in relation to ourselves and others.
Images and the imagination are an important part of connecting to
the principles and themes of yoga therapy and they open up creative
faculties within us that are needed to explore this work. The ideograms
used throughout this book pictorially represent each chapter. Each one
attempts to symbolize the topic under discussion in terms of experience,
feelings, language and concepts, whilst retaining the simple language
of a line drawing.
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THE INTENTION
OF THIS BOOK

The intention of this book is to share the themes and principles that
have served me in my own yoga therapy journey and of my clients
in theirs.

I have been blessed to have amazing teachers in all the disciplines I
study. I thank them for their rich input and acknowledge that many of
the themes and ideas presented here arose from my study with them.
It has then been my pleasure to refine my own understanding and
experience of the themes and embody that personally, so that I can
identify what is most poignant in the work and share it with my clients
and students and with you.

It is my intent at this stage to keep the different traditions that I
study relatively independent of one another, and whilst information in
this book draws on wisdom from other places, it is primarily a book
about yoga therapy. I am a student of many fields and hope to continue
to digest the experience of all the different teachings.

APPROACHES TO YOGA THERAPY

Some approaches to yoga therapy are based around postures,
attempting to understand the benefits and effects of each in turn.
This has value, but this is not a book solely about doing the postures
“correctly” There are many basic training courses and books out there
giving detailed instructions on this topic and illustrating the postures.
It is helpful to understand broadly how to “do” a posture and how that
may affect various body systems. And yet in yoga therapy perhaps it is

19
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as important to observe that each person’s body has differences and the
same posture may have vastly different overall effects depending upon
a wide range of factors.

Other yoga therapy books take this approach further and list
conditions, ailments and syndromes of sicknesses and then create
postural sequences with which to address them. This amounts to an
allopathic approach to yoga therapy. The term “allopathic” is used to
describe the approach to healthcare adopted by conventional medicine
and means “going against the disease process.” This is not incorrect and
it can provide a helpful reference point for onlookers from the outside
such as student practitioners, prospective clients and the scientific
community, but there are other more holistic ways to approach
the work.

It is beneficial to understand the high-level effects of bringing
postures together. However, the unique differences within each
individual cannot be overlooked. The yoga therapist must ultimately
tailor everything to the individual as they appear in front of them on
that day.

It is essential that we begin from wholeness and the “health” that
an individual holds as that is what must grow if people are to recover,
rediscover their own healing and bring balance back to their lives.
Ultimately it is spirit that does all healing: not the therapist and not
the client.

By presenting the themes that I have found to be valuable with my
own clients, I aim to support yoga therapists and their clients in their
therapeutic journey. The journey itself is non-linear and so a broad,
flexible approach is essential.

Yoga therapy is currently in vogue. The yoga therapy profession is
growing and maturing at a rapid rate. The IAYT is doing a good job
of developing standards and keeping quality high. It is attempting to
align itself carefully with Western medicine so that it is understood
by a skeptical scientific community, without losing its essence. More
and more doctors are recommending yoga and alternative approaches
to healing to support conventional approaches. This marriage will
continue to evolve during the next several hundred years, as the
ancient and the modern learn to become comfortable in one another’s
company, with both having much to offer.



THE INTENTION OF THIS BOOK

Yoga therapy has re-emerged at this time in response to the
growing need of the general public to have practices that support their
healing and self-development journeys. The yoga therapy profession
is formalizing, growing and maturing as a way to differentiate itself
from the shorter yoga training courses which enable people to teach
yoga without the necessary background and experience to work with
people with surgeries, complex conditions and injuries.

My objective within the profession is to support the growth of
the community in developing its recognition from the establishment
while also keeping our awareness on the less scientific, less measurable
aspects of our work.

I have aimed to organize themes in a way which helps both new
and experienced yoga therapists see the bigger, overarching picture. I
hope to create a framework of themes for others to draw upon as they
begin to support the clients in their practice. I believe these themes,
which in my experience lead to wholeness and healing, can be used to
support and bring benefit to any new individual who arrives in your
office, regardless of their diagnosis.

21






A BRIEF HISTORY OF
YOGA THERAPY

Yoga has been a way of life in India for thousands of years,
seemingly beginning with the people of the Indus valley region. A
portion of these people, known as the Rishis and later referred to as
sages, were deeply committed to self-study. Over this time period,
there were many interactions with neighboring cultures, such as the
Chinese and Tibetans, and with the religions developing alongside
such as Buddhism. Aspects of spiritual practice, philosophical belief
and medicinal understanding were being shared, which invariably led
to cultures influencing one another.

Yoga is considered to be one of the key branches of Ayurvedic
medicine, a system of healthcare developed in the Indian subcontinent.
Ayurvedic philosophy outlines approaches to many aspects of health
through careful assessment of the individual. It includes mental,
spiritual and physical practices, herbalism, diet, massage and cleansing
practices to name a few. However, a comprehensive overview of this
approach to medicine is outside the scope of this book.

In our modern era, Tirumalai Krishnamacharya has been a key
influence on the development and practice of yoga therapy. In the
early 1900s, as a young man Krishnamacharya travelled up high into
the Himalayas and studied extensively with the yogis living there in
isolation at that time.

When he returned, he was employed by the Maharaja of the Mysore
palace, schooling youngsters in the finer points of the yoga tradition.
It was here that he distilled the physical and philosophical teachings
that he had been exposed to and developed the roots of many of today’s
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modern practices. Working alongside Gandhi as part of the resurgence
of Indian culture, Krishnamacharya received an invitation to send out
his senior students around the country to promote awareness of these
art forms. These demonstrations were considered successful and the
Mysore palace grew in stature as a place of yogic knowledge. Several
of his students went on to develop their own approaches, based on
his teachings. Later, they travelled to the West as adults to spread their
teachings; most notable of these were Pattabhi Jois and B.K.S. Iyengar.

Many people came to the Mysore palace to learn about yoga and
Krishnamacharya began to open up the yogic arts to people of all
backgrounds and races. He was one of the first practitioners to openly
encourage women to practice. He went as far as to say “women are the
future of yoga.” His prophecy is manifesting as truth, as evidenced by
what we see globally in the yoga world today. As international awareness
increased, Westerners such as Indra Devi and others gravitated toward
this yoga sanctuary in Mysore. As he matured and news of his success
as a practitioner of these arts grew, Krishnamacharya began doing
more one-to-one sessions, to support people in poor health who were
seeking a return to wellness.

His son, T.K.V. Desikachar, who had been observing his father
teach and serve society over many decades, left his job in engineering
and began to follow in his footsteps. Desikachar’s approach to yoga
he named Viniyoga, and it included many of the classical elements
of what he saw his father teach. He recognized that his father always
taught what was appropriate to each individual, and the practice was
tailored to the purpose and capability of the individual. I believe that
it is this premise which formed the basis of modern yoga therapy. This
approach remains very important, and senior Viniyoga teacher Gary
Kraftsow is a key figure in the inspiration and development of the yoga
therapy organizational direction.
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MY BRANCH OF
THE YOGA TREE

Scope of Practice

Vanda Scaravelli, an Italian, who was able to work directly with both
Iyengar and Desikachar, continued to build on the work of her teachers
by tailoring yoga practices to the individuals who came to work with
her. After her husband died, she discovered yoga through her friend
the philosopher Jiddu Krishnamurti and was afforded the chance to
study with these great teachers at her home. She worked on her practice
diligently for many years and taught several young women the arts
she had been gifted and then cultivated herself. One of these students
was Diane Long, who studied with Vanda for 23 years. Diane is one of
my teachers.

As these women began to spread Vanda’s teaching, many people
began to visit her in the later stages of her life. One of these was British
yoga teacher and osteopath John Stirk, another of my teachers, on
whom Vanda had a profound effect.

John returned to London and reassessed his practice, discovering
new ways to innovate and explore. His previous practice, grounded in
the teachings of B.K.S. Iyengar, began to transform. One of his students
and fellow osteopath, Pete Blackaby, was inspired by the changes that
John had made to his practice and became curious himself. Pete trained
a set of teachers which included Gary Carter and Liz Warrington.

Gary Carter took his knowledge from cycling, body building,
anatomy and body work practices and brought this together with the
yoga, creating Natural Bodies, a center of excellence in this particular
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approach to yoga. I began working with him in 2002. He produced
several crops of teacher trainees in three-year programs, one of which
I was privileged to be a part of (2004-2006). Gary’s courses included
extensive anatomy and teaching theory and introduced us to many
different teachers who were influenced by Vanda’s work. I have worked
extensively with Diane Long and John Stirk over the last decade or
so. I studied with Diane Long in India (2007), Italy (2010), America
(2012-2016), Mexico (2014) and many times in England. I studied
with John Stirk from 2002-2007 in England and then a dozen or so
times in England and Italy since that period.

When I moved to America in 2007, I took with me the yoga practice
I had cultivated with these excellent teachers over the years, leaving
behind my engineering degree and developing IT career. After a period
of arriving and settling, I began sharing the work I had learnt, teaching
in a number of yoga centers and a local gym in Washington DC.

Many people who came to classes had serious injuries and physical
impediments and asked if I could work with them individually to help
them find a way to modify and tailor the practice. As I conducted these
sessions, I was required to innovate and began to arrange the practice
specifically for each individual. I realized I was perhaps being asked to
employ the same open-minded approach that Vanda, Desikachar and
Krishnamacharya had taken before me.

Over the course of several years of teaching in this way I began
to realize that others were doing similar work. I became aware of
the IAYT (International Association of Yoga Therapists) and joined the
organization. In an increasingly expanding American yoga scene, filled
with all sorts of different types of practice, it seemed like a logical
next step to align myself with this careful, considerate approach to
practice, whilst holding firm to the roots of the approach first shared
by my teachers.

The discovery of yoga therapy led me to the excellent written works
of Mukunda Stiles and his landmark book Structural Yoga Therapy
(2000), and on to the writings of Gary Kraftsow and Doug Keller who
were skillfully developing their own approaches to yoga therapeutics.
I hope to also contribute something of value to the development of the
yoga therapy community, as they have.



MY BRANCH OF THE YOGA TREE

The tree of yoga continues to flourish as each generation of practitioner continues
to develop their own approach whilst referring back to the roots."

SCOPE OF PRACTICE

The IAYT Educational Standards for the Training of Yoga Therapists
define “Yoga Therapy” as:

The appropriate application of [yoga] teachings and practices in a
therapeutic context in order to support a consistent yoga practice
that will increase self-awareness and engage the client/student’s
energy in the direction of desired goals.

It is not the role of the yoga therapist to diagnose. This responsibility lies
with the medical profession. Yoga therapists gather information about
the person through many different avenues, which helps to support the
understanding of any information provided from the medical field. If
at any point during the yoga therapy process there are doubts around
health or an obviously changing diagnosis then the practitioner must
refer the client to their medical physician.

The scope of the yoga therapist is to employ and adapt the full
range of yogic practices, which they themselves have proven through
their own practice, to support a client in agreed therapeutic and
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developmental objectives. The yoga therapist should not attempt to
share or administer practices which they themselves have not practiced
or are not experienced with.

Yoga therapy is a very powerful modality and can affect an
individual on many levels: physical, mental, emotional, spiritual and
energetic. If at any point during the process the yoga therapist feels out
of their depth, they can refer the person on to a professional in a more
appropriate arena. It is not sensible to continue working with a client
if together you have arrived at an impasse for which the yoga therapist
does not have the necessary skill set. It is very important that a yoga
therapist develop a network of trusted professionals that they can refer
clients to, if necessary. A collaborative approach to the alternative
healing arts can bring benefits to the individual and is being tried in
many integrative healthcare centers around the USA and the rest of the
world, including the Center for Integrative Medicine which forms part
of the George Washington University Hospital in Washington DC.



INTEGRATIVE LIVING
ANATOMY

This is not an anatomy book, yet it includes aspects of anatomy within
it. Yoga is not anatomy and yet information from medicine and
anatomical studies can inform our yoga therapy processes. It was my
sense that it would be helpful to include some information on what is
meant by anatomy in this context.

FROM CLASSICAL ANATOMY TO
INTEGRATIVE LIVING ANATOMY

The primary method of learning about the body in many Western
health professions, from medical schools to yoga teacher training
programs, is to almost exclusively divide things up and reduce what
is being observed into parts. This approach was natural at the time
that the science of anatomy was being developed, as the pioneers learnt
through the dissection of dead bodies.

These old anatomical models split the body up into parts, which
creates a view of fragmentation. This is further supported by a view of
health and disease which tends to view body systems as partitioned.
The approach is based on a Cartesian/Newtonian approach, which can
best be described as “reductionism.”

FROM SEPARATION TO WHOLENESS

Today we are witnessing a change in paradigm. Anatomical pioneers
are studying the anatomy of living beings, using careful observation
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and sophisticated technology, and taking a much more systemic and
inter-systemic approach. In order to really penetrate the surface of
yogas enormous healing potential we must find our way toward an
integrated view of ourselves. This requires that we use the knowledge
developed from centuries of division, and yet recognize that in the
living being we cannot split the body inter- or intra-systemically. Any
kind of split, be it body, mind or any other partitions of the system, is
not an accurate representation of the living person.

The other major area we must address in terms of division is that
the person cannot be split from their environment. We cannot hope to
support an individual if we are attempting to view the person without
their context and surroundings. We must seek to understand the part
of the universe with which they relate and which continues to affect
them throughout their lives.

The overall goal in a yoga therapy setting is to work with the whole
person, encouraging them to experience a feeling of integration.

Imaging technology has changed the way we understand anatomy
and has begun to reveal the dynamic nature of living tissues.?



N

HOW TO USE
THIS BOOK

This book is designed for yoga therapists, who wish to deepen their
practice, and their clients, who are committed to a return to vibrant
health.

The book can be read cover to cover, but it will be most valuable to
the reader if they can sit down and study each theme or topic one at
a time.

There are different ways to assimilate and explore creative avenues.
The reader can:

+ let the topic rattle around for a while in their consciousness

 notice how it shows up in their world (life, work and personal
practice)

« meditate on the theme, allowing the subconscious and other
non-ordinary inputs to participate

o study details in more depth (such as any anatomical
information)

« play extensively with the exercises—notice whether this
principle or topic is easy to feel or difficult, and ask why

+ Dbegin to explore, including the theme or principle into their
own self-practice and exploring what it brings in.

31



PRINCIPLES AND THEMES IN YOGA THERAPY

If the theme still proves to be elusive, seek out the author. An extensive
training program is available, detailing the themes outlined here and
other aspects of yoga therapy.

Once the theme is embodied within the yoga therapy practitioner,
they can begin to bring it into work with clients. By taking time to let
each theme blossom and watching the effects, practitioners will notice
how it changes their clients” practice.
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WHAT IS A PRINCIPLE
OR THEME?

Principles are topics, themes or concepts that we explore in our yoga
therapy practice. They give us a focus and help to orient us to the
depth of occurrences happening in the moment and the inherently
therapeutic process that yoga can initiate.

As we explore principles of practice at deeper and deeper levels
they begin to integrate themselves more fully into who we are. Many
principles are interwoven and have relationships with one another. In
different postures or movements the principles feel different and can
inform us about our bodies in new ways.

During a practice in which we begin with one theme, our experience
of it may deepen and then another theme may arise and become clearly
more apparent in that moment. This flexibility and fluidity in approach
is important as we meet the different energies of different days.

It is important to stress that what follows is not a definitive list of
principles. Principles are reshaped and remolded by each generation
based on the needs of the time.

When working with clients it is important to keep individual sessions
simple. Focusing on one or two priorities helps the client stay focused,
without becoming overwhelmed. More concepts can be brought in and
combined as the client’s capacity develops. Many clients have very busy
lives, managing multiple activities for most of their waking hours: yoga
is a solace from this busyness, helping the client to reduce stress and
find calmness at their own authentic pace.
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BREATH

Have you ever wondered where your breathing comes from? What is
driving the breathing process? Is it initiated by the lungs or driven from
the outside? Is it just a physiological process or is there something more?

These questions have been asked throughout human history and
the answers are still not completely agreed upon. What we do know
is that breathing is more than just a physiological process and is a
central component of the yoga therapy process.

While the main physical purpose of breathing is to bring oxygen
into the body to be distributed by the blood whilst releasing carbon
dioxide as waste, breath has many other functions and roles. Breathing
is one of several natural mechanisms in the body for tension release.
The alveoli deep in the lungs make the gaseous exchange from oxygen to
carbon dioxide. As this physiological process occurs we relax, detoxify
ourselves and clear stress and tension from the body and mind.

The multi-dimensional nature of breath was well-known in older
cultures where it was encoded into their language.

“Spiritus,” the word for breath in Latin, is reflected in the English
word “inspiration,” which later became “inhalation” This use of the
term spiritus reflects the knowledge of the spiritual underpinnings of
the respiratory process. Similar knowledge appears in the naming
of breath in other cultures.

Breathing is the first thing we do in this life and the last thing we
do before the body dies. The ability to take in full, deep, comfortable,
natural breaths is an essential part of wellness on every level. It is a
precious gift, and each breath that enters the body empowers life. Yet
most of the time we barely notice that we are breathing.
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Every human being is breathing for their entire lives and yet most of the time this function is
barely visible. The image shows how the breath is made visible in certain types of light.?

In this chapter we consider ways in which we can bring focus and
attention to this most essential of functions and maximize its therapeutic
effects, thus supporting our clients in their yoga therapy process.

THE ROLE OF THE BREATH

Breathing is one of the only processes in the body that can be either
voluntary or involuntary, thus providing us with a doorway into
internal processes and deeper relationships.

As we breathe, we exist in intimate relationship with our immediate
environment and with Earth’s biosphere—engaging in far more than
a gas exchange between ourselves and Earth. Viewed from a spiritual
perspective, our breath is one of the ways we bring universal energy
into our physical system.



BREATH

Within our yoga asana practice, breath helps us create space in the
body. It enables us to gently penetrate into tight areas within ourselves
and feel the nature of that natural resistance. As the breath moves in,
revealing such resistance, we experience its ability to expand and open
tight internal structures. We observe that, on the exhale, these areas
soften, releasing tension and discomfort (see Chapter 11). Full deep
breaths help ensure wellness on every level.

STAGES IN BREATH AWARENESS

Many wonderful and detailed books dedicated to the breath have been
written. One such comprehensive exploration is Donna Farhi’s book
titled The Breathing Book (1996). Rather than repeat the exhaustive
work of these yogic scholars and scientists, I intend to summarize and
review some of the early stages of breath awareness most helpful in
working with yoga therapy clients.

Breath awareness is neither linear nor can it be regarded as a
hierarchy of actions. It is best explored slowly over many sessions,
rather than being introduced all at once. Allowing small segments
of information about breathing to penetrate slowly into the client’s
consciousness enables titrated learning and healing. This slower
introduction of technique and information can be less destabilizing
and more effective in the long run, helping to avoid emotional and
psychological overwhelm for the client. Methods for total overwhelm
via breathing were pioneered in the West by Stanislav Grof through
his holotropic breathwork (see Grof 1989) and have been used in
ancient cultures since time immemorial. In yoga therapy, we start at
the opposite end of the spectrum.

We begin our work with breath by bringing awareness of his or her
breath into the client’s consciousness. How this is done will be described
in more depth in the sections that follow. This will not be a process of
describing how to breathe, as the body already does that automatically,
but instead will bring aspects of the breath to light.
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LANDMARKS WITHIN THE BREATHING PROCESS

Within the waveform of the breath, a number of phases act as landmarks
for exploration. In addition to the inhalation and exhalation portions
of the breath, awareness of the spaces or pauses at the top of the inhale
and at the bottom of the exhale also provide opportunities for enquiry.
Each phase has different features and characteristics.

Inhalation
As we inhale, the rib cage opens, the diaphragm draws down, and the
lungs expand. We can learn to relax the overall breathing mechanism
to allow a deeper, richer inhalation to occur. We can also observe the
unique characteristics of each breath with curiosity. How are tensions
being expressed? What does our breath connect us to? Is the inhale
heavy or restricted or is it easy and light?

Internal muscular and structural relationships generate other body
movements less directly associated with our breath:

 spinal movement or pelvic rocking
« abdominal expansion

« pelvic floor lifting in a way that mirror the movement of the
diaphragm

« changes to the sacrum and lower back.

As we relax, these structures open and soften, and from this awareness
we use micro-readjustments to encourage even deeper, more natural
breathing.

Pause at the Top of the Inhale

The pause at the end of the inhale enables us to perceive the additional
openness and space in the body. We can also sense the energetic
exchange deeply taking place within the lungs, which gives a sense of
feeling full and energized. If we relax as we maintain the inhale, we
may also feel some lift and lightness, which can positively affect mood
and enhance structural relationships. Waiting too long in the pause
may cause the system to react and a sense of panic may ensue. Mild
anxiety may arise because the sympathetic nervous system is activated
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by holding the breath in. Not over-holding the in-breath will minimize
this response.

Exhalation

During the exhalation, we observe the release of tension from deep
inside, sometimes very specifically from the places previously
mentioned when we discussed the process of inhaling. At other times
the sense of release is more general. Our lungs begin to deflate, the
rib cage narrows, and we simultaneously relate to the ground more
fully while also becoming lighter. The exhalation also activates the
parasympathetic nervous system, which creates a deeper sense of
relaxing and shifting to a calmer state.

Pause at the End of the Exhalation

When we experience the pause at the end of the exhale, we notice a series
of internal releases. There is a lengthening upward as the diaphragm
releases its grip on the spine and the sense is that the body drops with
gravity more fully. At this point of the breathing cycle, we feel empty,
still and quiet. Waiting in this space can feel good, but dwelling in it
too long may alter a person’s mood, creating mild depression. So once
again, only very short periods of retention should be applied to begin
with. It is important that we recognize if our practice creates emotional
effects. If it does, this feeling will be taken off the mat and out into the
world. In examining these effects, we can use our understanding of our
own emotional responses to inform our support of our clients.

FACTORS AFFECTING BREATH

The breath is affected by many factors, both inside and outside of the
individual. These include:

o Posture and physiology: The way a person uses their body
during their life has a deep effect on their breath. Whether
and how they exercise, and what position they work in and
rest in, all impact the breath and affect the structure.

o Diet: What a person eats and their approach to food can affect
both their body and their breath. Breathing and digesting are
related.
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o Thoughts being maintained by the client: The way that an
individual perceives the world and experiences stressors has
a big effect on the breath.

» Emotional tendencies being held in place: The type of emotions
most common in an individual’s life affects their body and
health and ultimately their breath. Healthy processing
of emotions always involves the process of breathing at
some level.

e The individual’s overall condition: How the individual’s life
has unfolded is held in their body and in their respiratory
patterns.

Awareness of breathing helps one to see more clearly what is happening
within us from moment to moment, and recognize patterns that may be
shaping our physical wellbeing. Developing breath awareness requires
the client’s gentle and sustained focus. The mind has a tendency to
wander but can be trained to become more attentive over time.

As we strengthen our focusing abilities and do our inner work, we
can sustain the attention required to follow our breathing with fewer
distractions.

SPATIAL AWARENESS AND BREATH CAPACITY

Having turned our client’s attention to the breath, we support their
growth into the next phase by suggesting that they observe how they are
breathing and which structures they are breathing into.

At the start of most people’s respiratory awareness journey, the
breath is shallow and primarily centered in the upper chest. By inviting
the client to lengthen and extend the breath until it becomes long, slow,
fine and deep, we encourage changes and openings throughout the
respiratory system.

Clients may be encouraged to direct the breath into different parts
of the body, expanding the belly, for example, or feeling the diaphragm
move, which then in turn encourages the breath to expand the rib
cavity. Through repeated explorations, there is an overall expansion in
the breathing capacity. This approach to breath distribution also can be
explored while engaged in exploring a range of different postures.
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Generally, clients are encouraged not to force the breath, but rather
to let it do its work to unravel the tensions present in those positions.
As clients develop their own practice more deeply, they begin to feel
body-wide responses to the breathing process.

MOVING WITH THE BREATH

Many popular approaches to yoga practice include a component
providing instruction on moving with the breath. This process is called
Vinyasa, which in Sanskrit means “to observe how to place something
down in a special way.” The modern translation of this word is broadly
given as a synchronization of movement and breath, and used as a
descriptor for these flowing practices.

Beginning to establish this coordination can be extremely powerful.
With practice, the yoga practitioner can improve the ease and
effortlessness of the postural transitions. Sometimes these practices use
a slow, considered transition (e.g., Vini Yoga developed by Desikachar),
and sometimes the transitions used are quicker (e.g., Ashtanga
developed by Pattabhi Jois).

Developing transitional skill takes time and patience, whilst
practicing them helps to coordinate and deepen strong internal
relationships and connections. We see this kind of development occur
in other movement modalities, for example in the arenas of dance and
martial arts.

Strong daily practice of transitions transforms the practitioner’s
body and mind, while greatly influencing both the body’s structure
and function.
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The Sanskrit word Vinyasa describes “movement combined with breath.” Studying Sanskrit
gives another perspective in understanding the origin of the yoga and its terminology.*
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ALLOWING THE BREATH

As the client’s breath awareness practice deepens, the client transitions
away from taking action to manipulate the breath, moving instead
toward curiosity as to where the breath may go. In essence, this is
a state of non-interference, which brings to light a dynamic state of
relationship between intelligent body and intelligent breath.

Instead of making the breath do something, the practitioner receives
the breath and allows it to lead. Each breath is different and, if observed
closely, the breath becomes the force calling attention to tension
release, physical readjustment, or even which asana to transition into.
This change toward allowing requires deep listening and demonstrates
continuous development of the client’s embodiment process.

In this state, the client neither grasps nor holds the breath. When
the breath is long and slow, the client slows down; when the breath
is shorter, the client accepts that also. The body knows how to
breathe. Breathing is a natural process that began at birth. We breathe
unconsciously every night when we are sleeping. Instead of making the
breath happen, we wait for the breath to lead and we surrender to its
inherent wisdom.

THE BREATH AND ITS RELATIONSHIP
TO INNER EXPERIENCE

By breathing more deeply into the body, we expand the overall capacity
for breath, which in turn increases duration. This slowing down calms
the nervous system and affects many other interrelated physical
systems.

As we slow down, we begin to see our inner landscape more clearly.
At this stage of the practice, we can observe how subtle patterns of
thought and emotion impact the breath. As we meet these patterns and
let them go, breathing changes.

As we practice, releasing judgment as to how we breathe becomes
critical. Breathing patterns develop over the course of our lives as a
result of all of our experiences, with many characteristics having been
acquired from our parents or other people close to us. As we begin to
undo unhealthy breathing patterns, it is essential that we accept where
we are and where we have been, in order to move on.
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GOING FURTHER

With continued refinement of the attention, breath awareness can
become a feature of everyday life. This development of our breath
awareness can be enhanced by exploring pranayama. Pranayamas,
roughly translated as breath practices or breath control practices, are a
range of traditional, powerful yogic breathing techniques. Pranayama
features as one of the eight limbs of classical yoga as described by the
author of the Yoga Sutras, Patanjali, and range in their objectives,
intentions and difficulty.

There are dozens of pranayama techniques and a comprehensive
description of these techniques is outside the scope of this book. They
can support the yoga therapy process in some instances, but the more
advanced techniques tend to require a deep practice and the guidance
of an experienced teacher.

Renowned experienced yoga teacher, Donna Farhi, explains:

Most people begin yoga with so many pre-existing blocks and
holding patterns that to introduce a controlled breathing regime
right away further concretizes the blocks. I think it’s extremely
important to remove the blocks and holding patterns first, to
reveal the natural breath that is our birthright. And then it can be
very interesting to explore the subtle movement of prana through
formal work. (Farhi 1996)

Over time, simple breathing practices can help increase breath capacity
and encourage breath flexibility. Since breathing begins deeply within
the body, we can clearly perceive multi-directional expansion as the
in-breath enters the body. Our breath becomes fuller, deeper and more
even. It requires less effort, bringing deep calmness to the mind.

When adding a new breathing pattern to our practice, it is equally
important to put it down afterwards so that we don't get caught in a
new pattern of breathing without realizing that we have taken it on.
I have often encountered students who have extensively explored one
breath technique and have unconsciously adopted it whenever they do
yoga. This can be as limiting as the restricted patterns experienced as
a novice.

By cultivating a breathing practice, we enhance awareness of our
aliveness, notice our patterns and habits, and expand our capacity for
change. All of these aspects occur as we improve the overall quality of
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the attention we place on our breathing. Flexibility in breathing could
be considered the precursor to more flexibility in other areas of life
and in this regard, the way we breathe becomes a metaphor for how we
approach our lives more generally.

The Earth has her own breath and pressure release mechanisms.
Volcanos act as a vehicle for the earth to release pressure from
the inside. (Sarychev Volcano, Kuril Islands, northeast of Japan.)®

CASE STUDY

B is a young woman in her late twenties working in a stressful office
environment. She attended classes at one of the yoga studios |
taught at.

She arrived at our first session explaining that she was having
major problems with breathing. The doctors had not given any specific
diagnosis, exceptstress. As | spoke to her, it was clear she was suffering
from some anxiety and | observed that her breathing was very high in
her chest.
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She described an experience that she often had where she felt
like there was a tight band around her lower ribs. In fact, through basic
examination and observation, it was obvious that the diaphragmatic
attachments to the spine were very tight and it was pulling into her
intercostals and her diaphragm.

We started with a focus on deep relaxation, which for many
people can be difficult. From there, | suggested exploring some basic
postures supine (stretching her legs and spine, exploring rotations)
to help to free the spine and calm the nervous system. We then went
through some simple breathing exercises to allow her to breathe into
her whole respiratory cavity, particularly her belly.

We explored some simple asana (Dog pose, Cobra, Lunges) to
allow her body to open gently and | ensured that we did nothing that
would create additional stress. The gentleness we adopted was very
important, and as a result these simple activities began to undo layers of
holding that were affecting her breath and her ability to release tension.
The work does not have to be advanced or complicated to be effective.

Office workers are under high stress and often are not able to move
around freely for many hours at a time. B was applying for jobs because
her boss was creating an even more stressful environment through
intimidation and aggression. In addition, often women are under social
pressure both in terms of their work and their appearance. There is a
constant feeling that they need to have a flat belly, which often means
that they become socially conditioned to be afraid to breathe into their
abdomen. In reality, the belly is supposed to be rounded. If we observe
toddlers as they first stand and begin to move they are comfortable
breathing into their bellies, before they are socialized into other ideas.

Over the course of several sessions, B’s physical tension lessened,
her muscular restrictions around her ribs eased and breathing
improved. She learnt to manage her body’s response to stress and
she learnt to breathe down into her belly in a relaxed way.

After five sessions, B was required to leave town as she had
secured a new job in a neighboring city. She was extremely grateful
for the freer breath she had developed and the lessening of anxiety
and intended to continue her practice.
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EXERCISE: Recognizing Changes in Breath Capacity

Prepare the body for breath work by lying on the back.
« Relax the body, particularly the head, face and jaw.

. Place the hands on the chest to feel how the breath
affects the ribs as it moves in and out.

« Place the hands on the middle of the belly. Allow the
breath to expand into the abdomen as the inhale comes
in. Let the exhale happen and the belly drop back toward
the ground.

« Place the hands on the lowest part of the belly just above
the pubic bone. Can the breath penetrate all the way
down into the lower part of the abdomen?

« Let the arms float up toward the ceiling, extending the
fingers toward the sky.

- Breathe deeply, feeling how the change in the arms’
position has changed the shape of the lungs and
respiratory cavity, enabling the breath to access the
back of the lungs.

« Come to a sitting position. Hold the side ribs gently with
the hands so the thumbs are at the back and the fingers
in front.

« Allow the inhale to come in.

+ Feel the three-dimensional expansion of the ribs as they
open up to the front, sides and back.

- Notice where the breath is initiated and how it leaves the
body.
Observing Stages in the Breathing

+ Going deeper into the breathing process, relax once
again and let go of any trying.
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What does the inhale feel like? What structures are most
clear in your awareness in this phase? What do you feel
in your body? In your emotions?

What does the exhale feel like? What structures are most
clear in your awareness in this phase? What do you feel
in your body? In your emotions?

In these aspects, notice textures and qualities of the
breath.

Observe the pauses in the breath. Are they long or
short? Pausing for a moment in the inhale or the exhale
phase of the breath is called “kumbhaka.” Give it a try
and look around inside. Notice the timing, but never
force the body.

With this enhanced perception of breath, introduce
several brief and gentle pauses during the inhale. This
divides the inhale into pieces. See if you can make them
equal. Once you have arrived at the top of the inhale,
breathe normally on the exhale.

Introduce several brief and gentle pauses during the
exhale phase of the breath. Breathe normally on the
inhale. This is 