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 3   Breath of Life

t its heart, hatha yoga is more than just flexibility or strength in postures; it is the management of 
prana, the vital life force that animates all levels of being. Prana enables the body to move and the 
mind to think. It is the intelligence that coordinates our senses, and the perceptible manifestation 

of our higher selves. By becoming more attentive to prana—and enhancing and directing its flow through the 
practices of hatha yoga—we can invigorate the body and mind, develop an expanded inner awareness, and open 
the door to higher states of consciousness. The yoga tradition describes five movements or functions of prana 
known as the vayus (literally “winds”)—prana vayu (not to be confused with the undivided master prana), apana 
vayu, samana vayu, udana vayu, and vyana vayu. These five vayus govern different areas of the body and different 
physical and subtle activities. When they’re functioning harmoniously, they assure the health and vitality of the 
body and mind, allowing us to enjoy our unique talents and live life with meaning and purpose.

Hatha yoga practices, including asana, pranayama, and traditional cleansing techniques (known as the shat kri-
yas, or six actions), can profoundly affect prana in all its five forms. By working directly with the body’s intrinsic 
vitality, these practices balance and enhance the physiological system and the functions of the mind. The asanas 
create an inner structure which supports the efficient work of all the vayus. Pranayama augments and expands 
the vital life force, and, along with hatha yoga cleansing techniques, it purifies the nadis, or channels of pranic 
flow. A closer look at each vayu individually can help us maximize the effectiveness of our hatha practice. 

IntroductionA

A Quick Look at the Five Vayus

Vayu Area of Body Function

Prana Chest, head  Governs intake, inspiration, propulsion,  
forward momentum

Apana Pelvis  Governs elimination, downward and  outward movement

Samana Navel   Governs assimilation, discernment, inner  
absorption, consolidation

Udana Throat   Governs growth, speech, expression,  ascension,  
upward movement

Vyana Whole body  Governs circulation on all levels,  expansiveness,  
pervasiveness
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 The Breath of Vitality
AWAKEN THE SOURCE OF VITALITY AND INSPIRATION BY  

ACTIVATING THE FIRST OF THE FIVE VAYUS.

f the five vayus, prana vayu is the fundamental energizing force. It is the inward moving vital 
energy that governs respiration and reception, allowing us to take in everything from air and 

food to impressions and ideas. Prana vayu is most active in the region of the lungs and heart. It 
provides propulsive energy, speed, motivation, and vitality. On a more subtle level, this vayu gives heightened 
sensitivity both to the external senses and to inner awareness. It allows us to see the world in all its brightness—
full of possibilities—and to anchor our inner focus in a resting place of contentment. If, however, prana vayu is 
deranged, we suffer from cravings, fall prey to bad habits, and wrestle with a restless and dissipated mind.

The hatha yoga practices that follow help enhance the balanced functioning of prana vayu, opening the body 
to deep breathing and boosting our energy and confidence.

The following mini-sequence supports the intake of prana vayu—and helps maximize the effectiveness of 
pranayama—by creating strength, alignment, and activation through the upper body. You’ll benefit most from 
this sequence when preceding it with standing poses and seated forward bends, and following it with twists, in-
verted poses, and a systematic relaxation.
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1. PARIVRITTA JANU SHIRSHASANA 
(revolved head-to-knee pose)
Sit with the spine straight and the legs spread wide 
apart. Fold the right foot into the inner left groin. Wrap 
the right arm behind the waist and fold to the left from 
the left hip crease, keeping the spine neutral and look-
ing straight ahead. Press the left forearm or hand onto 
the left leg or onto the floor beside the leg. Firm the 
lower belly to stabilize the lumbar spine, and roll the 
sternum toward the sky, keeping the shoulder blades 
drawn down and the collarbones wide. Then stretch 
the right arm up and alongside the ear, turning the chin 
over the shoulder. Draw the right sit bone down and 
feel the stretch along the right side of the body. Breathe 
into this opening, taking care not to collapse on the left 
side, and pressing the left leg into the floor to support 
the pose. Hold, keeping your attention on the fullness 
and ease of breath, and lift gently out of the pose when 
the opening feels complete. Repeat on the other side.

2. ADHO MUKHA SHVANASANA 
(downward-facing dog pose) 
Cross your legs, lean forward into your hands, and 
lift the pelvis as you straighten the arms and legs into 
downward-facing dog. Press the hands strongly into 
the floor to lift the sit bones. Keep the heels up or the 
knees bent if the back of the legs are tight, so you can 
lengthen the line from the sit bones through the center 
of the hands.  Broaden the tops of the shoulders and 
collarbones as you push the floor away.

3. DOWNWARD-FACING PLANK POSE
From downward-facing dog, press up onto the balls of 
the feet, shift your weight forward over the shoulders 
as you lift your chest between your arms, and lower 
the pelvis in line with the chest. Press the palms evenly 
into the floor, and activate the shoulders by rotating the 
forearms inward and the upper arms outward. Flatten 
the shoulder blades against the back as you draw them 
away from the ears. Reach back through the inner 
edges of the heels and draw both the lower abdomen 
and the sacrum deeper into the body to stabilize the pel-
vis in a neutral position. Hold with steady even breath-
ing for 5 or more breaths, then lower down to the floor.
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4. URDHVA MUKHA SHVANASANA  
(upward-facing dog pose)
Stretch the legs back and press the tops of the feet into 
the floor. Place the palms on the floor and straighten 
the arms to lift the chest and pelvis (the hands should 
now be directly under the shoulders). Draw the chest 
forward and up, and reach the legs back to anchor 
the pelvis and support the lower back. Press the hands 
down as you spin the shoulders back and draw the up-
per spine toward the front of the body. Keep the back 
of the neck long as you take the head back slightly. 
Hold for several breaths, keeping the whole body 
strongly active, and feel the rib cage expand to the 
sides, back, and front. Then press back to downward-
facing dog or child’s pose and breathe into the back.

5. GOMUKHASANA 
(cow’s face pose)
From your hands and knees, cross the right knee 
behind the left and sit back on the right heel. (Alter-
natively, sit between the feet.) Wrap the right arm 
behind the waist and draw the right elbow toward the 
midline with the left hand. Then stretch the left arm 
overhead, bend the elbow, and clasp the right hand. 
If the hands don’t reach, either draw the right elbow 
toward the spine with the left hand, or draw the left 
arm back with the right hand. Firm the legs, draw the 
lower abdomen in, keep the spine neutral, and look 
straight ahead as you focus on the breath in the lower 
ribs for 5 to 10 breaths. Repeat on the other side.

4
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PRANAYAMA FOR PRANA VAYU: BHASTRIKA
Of all the hatha yoga practices, pranayama most directly affects prana (the master life force) in the body. In par-
ticular, the vigorous, dynamic, and vitalizing pranayama known as bhastrika, or bellows breath, is a powerful tool 
for expanding prana vayu. Bhastrika clears obstructions in the respiratory system, strengthens the nervous system, 
increases physical vitality, and enhances clarity of mind. On the subtle level, bhastrika is treasured by the yoga 
tradition for awakening kundalini, removing the obstacles at the entrance to brahma nadi (the gateway to higher 
consciousness), and loosening the forces which bind us to ordinary awareness.

Prerequisites for bhastrika include regular asana practice, strong and supple abdominal muscles, diaphragmatic 
breathing, a stable sitting posture, and regular practice of the balancing and cleansing practice of nadi shodhanam, 
or alternate nostril breathing. (Visit YogaInternational.com/breathingbasics to learn more about diaphragmatic 
breathing and YogaInternational.com/alternatenostril for guided instruction on nadi shodhanam.)

Like a blacksmith’s bellows, both the inhalation and the exhalation in bhastrika are vigorous and driven from 
the navel center. To begin the practice, find an effortless upright sitting posture with the spine in neutral align-
ment, propping the pelvis high enough for the inner thighs to relax. Exhale by contracting the abdominal muscles 
quickly and forcefully, and follow immediately with a quick inhalation of equal force and speed. Start slowly (about 
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2 breaths every three seconds) with no more than 11 breaths to maintain the rhythm and ease of movement. Then 
rest for at least 3 breaths. Be aware of the spontaneous flow of your breath and see if you can sense the whole body 
as a field of energy. A good daily beginning practice consists of one to three rounds of 7 to 11 breaths, resting be-
tween rounds. If you feel dizzy, lightheaded, or ill at ease, stop, rest, breathe normally, and practice fewer breaths 
next time, or check your technique with an experienced teacher. Go to YogaInternational.com/bhastrika to watch 
an instructional video.  n

Cleansing for Prana Vayu
NETI WASH
Your nose plays a crucial role in receiving and 
assimilating prana. It purifies, moisturizes, 
warms, and “reads” incoming air, transmitting 
information back to the brain and the rest of 
the body to optimize the absorption of prana. 
The yogic texts recommend the cleans-
ing practice of jala neti, or nasal irrigation 
(also known as the neti wash, and typically 
performed with the neti pot), to support the 
intake of prana through the nose. See Yo-
gaInternational.com/neti to learn more about 
this practice.
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The Anchoring Breath
ACTIVATE AND DIRECT DOWNWARD-FLOWING ENERGY FOR CONFIDENCE,  

STRENGTH, AND A GROUNDED SENSE OF PURPOSE.  

aving examined prana vayu we turn our attention to apana vayu—of equal importance in the prac-
tice of hatha yoga. While prana vayu governs the intake functions, apana, which is most active 
in the pelvis and lower abdomen, governs the eliminative functions (excretion, urination, men-

struation) and the downward and outward flow of energy in the body.
On the subtle level, apana eliminates not only physical wastes but anything undesirable or threatening to good 

health. It supports the immune system and helps keep the mind free of destructive forces. When apana is weak, 
the integrity of the mind-body complex is also weakened, and we become susceptible to illness, fear, doubt, con-
fusion, insecurity, and loss of purpose; when it is strong and balanced, apana roots and grounds us, providing the 
foundation for a healthy body and a flexible positive outlook on life.

For most of us, however, the constant downward drain of apana necessary for proper eliminative function-
ing can also deplete us, leading us away from the inward unity that is the goal of yoga. The practices of hatha 
yoga train apana to work efficiently—they help us conserve and redirect this energy so we can access deeper 

H

APANA VAYU
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planes of awareness. By repurposing apana, we build a foundation from which we can awaken and intensify 
our inner spiritual fire.

With a little practice and awareness, almost all of the classical asanas can be done in a way that provides access 
to apana vayu; indeed, mobilizing apana in the pelvis and then redistributing it is one of the main goals of asana 
work. This engagement of apana is the intention behind mula bandha, the root lock—a practice which is often mis-
understood as a clenching of the sphincters of the pelvic floor, but which, when properly activated, can awaken 
and enliven asana. Initially, you can in fact approach mula bandha by contracting the muscles of the pelvic floor 
between the pubis and the tailbone (including both the urogenital and the anal sphincters). But in order to work 
with apana effectively in asana, you will need to engage a subtler, more complex aspect of mula bandha. On 
the muscular level, this means initiating and activating each pose from deep within the lower belly; this way you 
stabilize at the root without clenching, and ease the flow of apana into the structure of the pose. (It is important 
to note that, traditionally, mula bandha is discouraged during menstruation—if you succeed in catching hold of 
apana at that time, you may inhibit or even stop the flow of menses.)

The following selection of poses explores how apana vayu can be activated across several classes of asana and 
various pelvic alignments. Standing poses use the activation in the legs to energetically integrate the pelvis with 
the torso and the extremities, rooting us deeper into the pose and directing apana into the architecture of the 
asana. Sitting postures, which are intrinsically stabilizing, provide an ideal opportunity to strongly engage apana. 
In twists and forward- and backward-bending poses, the activation of apana anchors the body and allows for a 
smooth flow of energy from the root up through the spine.

In the poses below, focus on the position of the pelvis, the engagement of the lower belly, and the activation of 
the legs. With even, full breathing and relaxed but conscious engagement, you can harness the powerful force of 
apana to effortlessly stabilize and energize your postures.

APANA VAYU

1. PRASARITA PADOTTANASANA  
(spread-legged standing forward bend)
Notice how the pelvis is inverted here, drawing at-
tention to the lower belly and pelvic floor. To start, 
step your feet wide apart with the toes pointed inward 
slightly (the feet should be close enough to feel stable 
in the pose). Keep your weight evenly spread across 
the sole of each foot and fold forward from the hip 
creases. Use your feet to help awaken the pelvic floor 
and apana vayu: Ground the big toes, lift the arches, 
and bend the knees slightly. Then press the feet down 
and away from each other, as if you were pulling the 
mat apart, or if you ski, executing a snowplow. Lift the 
sit bones and draw the pubic bones back between the 
inner thighs; then lift the pelvic floor and contract and 
hollow out the lower belly. Allow this energetic activa-
tion to draw you deeper into the pose.

1
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2. VRIKSHASANA (tree pose)
The legs and sacrum work together to stabilize this pose 
and awaken and redirect apana. Start with both feet paral-
lel under the hip joints and evenly pressed into the floor. 
Rotate one thigh open and bring the foot to the top of the 
groin (or inner thigh if half lotus is hard on your knees). 
Hold the pose in place by staying engaged through the 
lower belly, the muscles around the sacrum, and the in-
ner thigh of the standing leg. Draw up through the stand-
ing foot, press the bent knee back, and draw the tailbone 
toward the floor. (If you have the foot to the inner thigh, 
press the thigh against the foot to lift up off the standing 
leg.) Then draw up through the front of the spine as well 
as the center of the chest, throat, and head. Keep your 
focus on the engagement in the lower belly and refine the 
breath, softening in the lower rib cage and the back of the 
waist. With this engagement of apana, you’ll feel taller and 
stiller in the pose.

3. ARDHA PADMA JANU SHIRSHASANA  
(bound half lotus head-to-knee pose)
This seated forward bend combines elements of both the 
standing poses just described. In the bound version, the 
heel presses deep into the lower belly as you fold forward. 
Start sitting up straight with the legs directly in front of 
you. Use a prop and/or bend the knees if needed to bring 
the pelvis into a neutral position. Rotate one thigh open, 
bringing the foot to either the inner thigh or the top of the 
groin. If your leg is in half lotus position, wrap the arm on 
the same side behind the waist and catch the toes if they 
are available; otherwise leave the hand on the floor beside 
the thigh. Press the bent knee down, then hinge the pel-
vis forward from the hip joints and draw the pubic bones 
down and back. To deepen the connection with apana, 
exhale and engage the lower belly and pelvic floor; inhale 
by expanding the upper belly only. The contraction just 
above the pubic bone deep in the abdomen provides a 
platform and support for the breath. The flywheel of the 
breath, in turn, generates energy in the body and absorbs 
and contains this energy at a deeper level.

2

3
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4. BADDHA KONASANA (bound angle pose)
The inner thighs, lower back, and pelvic floor are 
intimately related to, and governed by, apana. Be-
cause bound angle pose activates these regions, it 
is one of the most powerful postures for awakening 
and directing apana. To begin, sit with the pelvis 
in a neutral position; if necessary, sit on the edge of 
a folded blanket to maintain the natural curve in 
the lower back. Then press the knees down and feel 
the pelvic floor lift. Tilt forward, reaching the pubic 
bones down and back and lengthening the lumbar 
spine. Continue drawing forward from the lower 
belly; activate the inner thighs to bring the thighs 
down and out away from the pelvis. Then draw the 
shoulder blades toward the waist and soften the jaw 
and the eyes. Breathe easily without releasing the 
action of the pose, and notice the energetic connec-
tion between the pelvic floor, the entire length of the 
spine, and the crown of the head.

5. SHALABHASANA (locust pose)
With strong energetic and muscular engagement in 
the pelvis, shalabhasana powerfully activates apana 
and strengthens the whole backside of the pelvis, 
legs, and lumbar spine. You may need to start with 
one leg at a time to build strength; keep the pelvis 
on the floor in the single-leg version. For full locust, 
position your arms straight on the floor under the 
body so that you have maximum leverage to lift the 
pelvis up off the floor: interlace the fingers, or rest 
the upper thighs or groin on the little-finger side of 
your fists; if the elbows feel strained, try a different 
hand position. Consciously draw the pelvic floor 
in and up. Press the arms and the chest down and 
lift the legs and pelvis away from the floor. Keep 
reaching the legs back and up, and engage the inner 
thighs to secure the femurs in the center of the hip 
sockets. After releasing the pose, rest with your head 
to one side and notice the energy circulating from 
the pelvis through the whole body.

5

4
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PRANAYAMA FOR APANA VAYU: KAPALABHATI 
Kapalabhati is a pranayama practice as well as a shat kriya. With its emphasis on the exhalation, kapalabhati en-
hances elimination of volatile metabolic wastes and dispels sluggishness and congestion, while engaging the seat 
of apana in the lower belly.

The defining characteristic of kapalabhati is a sharp, forceful exhalation from the abdomen, followed immedi-
ately by a passive, relaxed inhalation. The inhalation and the exhalation are asymmetrical—the exhalation feels 
like a staccato note, and the inhalation is on the rebound. Therefore, it’s important to quickly and completely 
relax after the exhalation.

A daily beginning practice consists of one to three rounds of 7 to 11 breaths at one breath every two seconds, 
resting between rounds. Add 5 to 10 breaths per round each week to increase your capacity, and gradually pick 
up speed to about one breath per second. Eventually you may practice for one to three minutes at this speed. If 
you feel dizzy or light-headed, feel a stitch in your side, or lose the rhythm, rest with normal breathing, and next 
time try fewer breaths, or consult a teacher to refine your technique.

In the beginning, focus your attention at the lower belly. Work to stabilize the body while keeping your exhala-
tions deep and rhythmic. Then refine your practice with a one-pointed inner mental focus at the eyebrow center. 
The name kapalabhati means “illuminated skull”—promising a halo when the purification of body and mind is 
complete! Learn more about the practice of mula bandha: YogaInternational.com/rootlock. Go to YogaInterna-
tional.com/kapalabhati to watch an instructional video. n
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The Breath of Balance
UNITE UPWARD- AND DOWNWARD-FLOWING ENERGIES AT THE NAVEL CEN-

TER TO AWAKEN AND ENHANCE THE PRANA OF TRANSFORMATION.  

ur discussions of the vayus bring us now to what the scriptures describe as the “middle breath”: sa-
mana vayu. Active at the navel center—midway between the realms of prana vayu in the chest and ap-
ana vayu in the pelvis—samana vayu is a concentrating, absorbing, and consolidating force. Its main 

function is assimilation of prana in all its forms—like a power station, samana collects energy absorbed 
through breath, food, sensory perception, and mental experiences and processes it to empower all aspects of life.

When samana is healthy, we benefit from strong digestion, vitality, and balance at every level. When samana is 
weak, we struggle with assimilating and digesting not only what we physically consume but also our mental and 
emotional experiences. In the energetic body, samana is concentrated at the navel center (manipura chakra)—the 
center for the transformative power of the fire element. As the hub of pranic energy and vitality, the navel center 
is essential to hatha yoga, which aims to increase prana and transform the patterns of pranic flow in the body. 
Asana practice in particular is designed to draw downward-moving apana up to the navel center, and upward-
moving prana vayu down to the navel center, uniting these two opposing energies to awaken samana. This inte-
grating action strengthens the body, balances the mind, and stabilizes instinctive urges like hunger and sex so we 
can more easily regulate them. It gives us the clarity and courage to truly see ourselves, and the motivation and 
power to transform our habits and karmic tendencies.

SAMANA VAYU

O
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Moreover, the expansion of samana caused by the union of prana and apana at the navel center awakens su-
shumna nadi, the central energy channel essential to achieving the ultimate goal of yoga: perfect absorption of the 
mind in the state of samadhi.

Since the energy at your navel center has the potential to be powerfully transformative, focusing your asana 
work here will benefit all aspects of your spiritual practice. Forward bends, twists, abdominal strengtheners, and 
many advanced practices like agni sara, nauli kriya, and yoga mudra are particularly effective in working with samana 
vayu, but we can access samana in virtually any classical asana. In the selection of postures below, we’ll see how 
to direct the flow of apana and prana to the navel center in standing poses, stoke samana with twisting poses, 
strengthen the structural support for this region in a backbend, and activate samana in a seated forward bend. 
(These postures are meant to be practiced within a balanced overall asana sequence.)

1

SAMANA VAYU

1. PARIVRITTA PARSHVAKONASANA  
(revolved side angle pose)
This standing twist strongly cleanses and nourishes the 
organs of the abdomen while balancing energy in the 
pelvis and lower spine. Stand with the feet hip-width 
apart and step the left foot straight back about three 
to four feet. Bend the right knee and place both hands 
on the thigh to assist a twist to the right. As you twist, 
keep the spine long and adjust your stance as needed 
to keep the left foot flat on the floor. Press the left 
upper arm or elbow on the right thigh, stacking the 
shoulders and pressing the hands together to lift the 
left ribs up off the leg, drawing the rib cage away from 
the pelvis and giving the belly room to twist. Focus the 
twist in the gut; you should feel a deep squeezing and 
wringing out of the organs in the abdomen. If you are 
feeling the pose in the muscles of the hip and pelvis, 
you may need to back off and take a less deep overall 
twist to localize the work in the navel center. Try lift-
ing the back heel, dropping the back knee to the floor, 
or stepping your back foot closer to the left edge of 
your mat to give the belly more room.

Pay attention to the breath; the movement of the 
diaphragm down into the belly on the inhalation ac-
centuates the effect of the pose, and the exhalation 
allows you to twist a little more deeply. Coupled with 
attention to the breath, the strong twist in the abdo-
men helps to wake up and activate the navel center. 
When you’re finished, untwist slowly with an inhala-
tion, step the back foot to the front of the mat, and 
repeat on the other side.
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2. UTKATASANA (chair pose)
Now we’ll work with energy flow at a more subtle 
level in utkatasana, redirecting the flow of apana and 
prana vayus toward the navel center. Start with the 
feet parallel, either together or a few inches apart. 
Bend the knees and drop your weight down into the 
feet, simultaneously stretching upward through the 
arms, the crown of the head, and the length of the 
spine. Press the feet evenly into the floor and away 
from each other. Reach the tailbone toward the floor 
to keep the lumbar spine in neutral alignment—nei-
ther arched nor flattened. Draw the upper arms 
toward the sides of the head, keeping the shoulders 
down, the elbows straight, the collarbones wide, and 
the neck long. Let the outer body drop, and strike a 
working balance between the forward lean, to balance 
the deep squat, and the upward lift of the torso, to re-
sist the forward lean.

The dropping of the weight and drawing down of 
the breath brings prana from its realm in the chest 
down to the navel center. The inner lift from the pel-
vic floor draws apana from its pelvic realm up into the 
navel center. The meeting of the two creates samana, 
which you may feel as heat at the navel center spread-
ing through the whole body. Release and stand quietly 
for a moment, following the flow of breath in the body 
and feeling inner expansiveness and alertness.

3. JATHARA PARIVARTANASANA  
(reclining abdominal twist)
As the name implies, jathara parivartanasana is one of 
the best asanas for stoking jathara agni, the fire in the 
digestive system. This pose also tones the navel center 
and activates samana. The combination of a leg lift 
with a twist strongly energizes and strengthens the en-
tire region, including all four layers of the abdominal 
muscles; stimulates the nervous system; and cleanses 
and nourishes the abdominal organs.

Start on your back with the knees bent and the 
thighs over the abdomen. Press the arms into the 
floor at shoulder height to stabilize the torso. Exhale, 
gently lowering the knees to one side. Before reach-
ing the floor, inhale the knees back to center and 
then exhale and lower to the other side. Inhale back 
to center. Lower the knees only as far as flexibility 
and strength allow.

SAMANA VAYU

2
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If this is easy, straighten the legs toward the ceiling, 
and exhale, slowly lowering the feet toward the right 
hand, as you press the left shoulder into the floor. In-
hale, lifting the legs smoothly back to center. Repeat to 
the left side. Continue from side to side.

You can also hold the twist while maintaining abdom-
inal engagement. First bend your knees and plant the 
feet flat on the floor to lift and shift the hips to the left. 
Then straighten the legs and slowly lower to the right 
until the feet are just off the floor or at the lowest point 
where you can still effortlessly maintain control of the 
alignment in the spine. Hold the pose for a few breaths, 
then repeat on the other side.

4. NAVASANA (boat pose)
Sometimes referred to as shalabhasana (locust pose), this 
backbend stretches the abdominal muscles, strengthens 
the lumbar spine, and supports the energy of the navel 
center. In this sequence it serves as a counterpose to 
gently move energy from the navel through the rest of 
the body and restore balance in the musculature.
Lie face down with the arms alongside the head, or 
alongside the body if you have shoulder issues. Draw the 
legs together, reach out through the feet, press the pelvis 
into the floor, and lift the legs, chest, and arms on an 
inhalation. Breathe with your focus at the navel center 
pressing into the floor. Keep the arms and legs mov-
ing toward the central axis of the body while stretching 
away from the navel center in both directions. Hold 
for several breaths and feel the energy build and fill the 
body. Relax down on an exhalation.

5. MARICHYASANA (Sage Marichi pose, twist variation)
This seated twist strongly activates samana and concen-
trates and absorbs awareness deep into the core of the 
body. Fold the left heel into the lower right abdomen 
in half lotus (ardha padmasana). If the knee doesn’t reach 
the floor, or if there is discomfort in the joint, straighten 
the left leg on the floor instead. Bend the right knee and 
bring the foot flat on the floor in front of the right sit 
bone. Twist to the right, initiating the movement deep 
in the low belly.

Several arm variations are possible. The bound ver-
sion of this twist compresses the energy of the navel cen-
ter and stabilizes the posture by locking it in place. To 
bind, wrap the left arm around the outside of the right 

5

SAMANA VAYU 

4
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thigh and the right arm behind the waist, then clasp 
the hands. If this is challenging, place the right hand 
on the floor behind the pelvis and either wrap the left 
arm around the right knee, or brace the upper arm 
against the outer right thigh.

Focus on the navel center and the breath as you 
relax and hold the deep compression without exer-
tion. Allow the mind to become absorbed in the con-
centrated field of samana at the navel center. Release 
slowly on an inhalation, rest for a breath or two, and 
then do the pose on the other side.

6. PASCHIMOTTANASANA (posterior stretch)
Paschimottanasana is the quintessential forward bend 
with a long list of benefits, including perfect digestion 
and the awakening of kundalini, according to the Ha-
tha Yoga Pradipika. Tight hamstrings or a stiff lower 
back will hamper access to the navel center, so con-
sider bending your knees and/or sitting on a cushion 
or a folded blanket if either of these problems take 
your attention and energetic focus away from the na-
vel center. Draw the lower belly in and up, and hinge 
forward from the hip joints. Roll the inner thighs 
downward to keep the legs aligned, and reach gently 
through the heels, even if the knees are bent. Keep the 
lower belly engaged without restricting the easy flow 
of the breath. If you are deeply engaged in the core of 
the body, you can soften the outer body and surrender 
into the pose. The lower belly activation moves apana 
up, while the alignment of the pose, the breath, and 
the mental focus at the pelvis move prana down to 
the navel. When perfected, paschimottanasana brings 
about the union of apana and prana, and the awak-
ening of sushumna, which you may experience as a 
drawing inward of the mind and a sense of integrated 
inner space extending from the pelvis to the head.

SAMANA VAYU
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PRANAYAMA FOR SAMANA VAYU: SURYA BHEDI
Like bhastrika (bellows breath), surya bhedi strongly activates and expands the pranic body from the navel center. 
Like nadi shodhanam (alternate nostril breathing), this pranayama equally stimulates the flow of energy in the two 
master nadis, ida and pingala, which terminate in the left and right nostrils, respectively. A balanced flow in these 
two energy channels establishes the flow of sushumna nadi.

A regular practice of bhastrika is a prerequisite for surya bhedi (see YogaInternational.com/bhastrika for 
instructions). To begin surya bhedi, bring the right hand into Vishnu mudra by folding the index and mid-
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dle finger to the palm; you’ll use the thumb and ring finger to close the right and left nostrils, respectively, 
switching the breath from side to side as in nadi shodhanam. Take two forceful exhalations and inhalations 
(bhastrika) on one side, and without pausing, switch and take two forceful breaths on the other side. Con-
tinue, rapidly alternating between sides. Keep your speed a little slower than your usual practice of bhastrika 
until the rhythm is well established (this may take a week or so of daily practice). Eventually, the length of 
practice and the pace will be similar to your standard bhastrika practice.

Regular practice of surya bhedi maintains the balanced flow of all the vayus in the body, thus supporting 
physical and mental health, as well as spiritual awakening. Go to YogaInternational.com/suryabhedi to watch an 
instructional video. n

SAMANA VAYU

Uddiyana Bandha
The poses on these pages help cultivate the 

strength, suppleness, and conscious control neces-

sary for uddiyana bandha. Literally 

the “upward flying lock,” uddiyana 

bandha pulls the abdominal organs 

up and in, bringing apana vayu 

toward the navel center and lifting 

it into the realm of prana vayu. As 

we have seen, the convergence 

of these opposite forces awakens 

samana and gives rise to the up-

ward movement of energy through 

sushumna nadi. Structurally, ud-

diyana bandha facilitates the free 

unobstructed flow of prana from the 

pelvis up through the spine by sta-

bilizing the neutral alignment of the 

lumbar spine, which can easily overarch or collapse.

“Uddiyana bandha is the lion which conquers the 

elephant, death,” says the Hatha Yoga Pradipika. “Of 

all the bandhas, uddiyana bandha is the best. Once 

mastered, liberation occurs spontaneously.”

To learn the basic practice of uddiyana bandha, 

stand with the feet slightly apart and knees bent, 

place the hands on the thighs, and lean forward into 

your hands. Bring the chin toward the sternum. Ex-

hale and contract the entire abdomen, 

pressing the belly toward the spine. 

At the end of the exhalation, hold the 

breath out and draw the belly up from 

the pubic bone by flattening the whole 

abdomen against the spine and sucking 

the diaphragm up under the rib cage. 

Keep the jaw, face, heart, and lungs re-

laxed and make sure the chest doesn’t 

lift. Release the diaphragm and then 

inhale, slowly releasing first the upper 

and then the lower abdomen. Repeat to 

your comfortable capacity.

Uddiyana bandha is contraindicated 

for heart disease, high blood pressure, 

and hernias, as well as pregnancy and menstruation. 

Practice on an empty stomach.

Once you have a good feel for this basic practice, 

you can incorporate it (along with mula bandha) into 

master practices like agni sara, Ganesha mudra, and 

yoga mudra—all of which powerfully amplify and acti-

vate samana vayu.
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The Breath of Ascent
HARNESS THE POWER OF THIS UPWARD-MOVING ENERGY TO EXPRESS YOUR 

TRUTH, EXPAND YOUR AWARENESS, AND RAISE YOUR CONSCIOUSNESS.

dana vayu holds special significance in spiritual practice. Udana is the upward-moving breath, 
which directs the flow of prana from the lower to the higher planes of consciousness. An ascend-
ing and radiant force, udana vayu is responsible for taking the mind from waking to sleep and to 
deep sleep, as well as to higher planes of existence after death. It is active primarily in the region 
between the heart and the head, bringing prana to the energy centers deep in the brain. As the 

vayu moving through sushumna nadi (the central axis of the subtle body), udana is associated with kundalini shakti, 
the creative, blissful consciousness of enlightenment.

Udana rules the throat center, manifesting as speech and other refined expressions, and governing growth and 
metabolism through the thyroid and parathyroid glands. When udana is balanced and strong, we stand tall and are 
joyous, enthusiastic, alert, articulate, and strong-willed. Deranged udana, on the other hand, may prod us to negative, 
inappropriate, or excessive speech—or render us unable to express ourselves at all. Since the throat center controls 
reception, deranged udana may hamper the intake or use of physical nourishment, while on a mental level, new ideas 
or experiences can seem “hard to swallow,” leaving us obstinate, arrogant, and inflexible—in a word, stiff-necked.

UDANA VAYU

U
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The enlivening of udana is the result of the healthy functioning of samana vayu, which governs the navel center 
and is itself activated by working with prana vayu and apana vayu. Thus, a well-balanced asana practice will 
utilize a range of poses to awaken and direct these three vayus, and culminate in a closing sequence that focuses 
on udana to lead the mind and body into a refined and more subtle awareness conducive to deep relaxation and 
meditation.

Since udana is an ascending force, poses that direct energy to the head, neck, and upper back, and poses that 
turn the body upside down, are especially beneficial for activating udana. To avoid the negative consequences of 
reversing the normal energetic flow in the body, it is best to do inversions toward the end of practice when align-
ment has improved and physiological functions are more balanced.

The following classical finishing sequence can easily be modified to accommodate various levels of proficiency, 
though beginners will want to proceed with caution. Inversions are contraindicated if you are menstruating or 
suffering from heart disease, high blood pressure, disorders of the eyes or ears, or any other condition that may 
be aggravated by increased pressure in the head. In addition, sarvangasana (shoulderstand), halasana (plow pose), 
and shirshasana (headstand) are contraindicated for shoulder and neck injuries, osteoporosis, and obesity. Always 
practice inversions on an empty stomach.

UDANA VAYU
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1. SETU BANDHA SARVANGASANA (bridge pose) 
Setu bandha sarvangasana is both a preparation for sar-
vangasana and halasana, and a substitution for them 
when menstruation or any of the contraindications 
preclude more difficult inversions. The bridge pose 
helps integrate the energy of the pelvis and legs with 
the chest, and draws focus to the upper back and 
throat—the provenance of udana.

Lie on your back with your knees bent and the feet 
parallel on the floor no more than hip-width apart. 
Keep the ankles directly under the knees, and press 
the arms into the floor alongside the body. As you 
inhale, press into the feet and peel the spine off the 
floor, starting with the pelvis and rolling slowly up 
to the tops of the shoulders. Roll the inner thighs 
strongly down as you press the sacrum up into the 
body; do not allow the knees to splay out to the sides. 
To work the arms inward and underneath the body, 
shift slightly to one side and draw the opposite shoul-
der and arm in; do the same on the other side. You 
may be able to interlace the fingers as you press your 
arms into the floor to lift the sternum toward the chin. 
In this position, the weight of the body should rest on 
the outer edges of the shoulders, not the base of the 
neck. (Note: If you are experiencing pressure on the 
neck, it’s a good indication that you’ll need props to 
practice other inversions, such as the shoulderstand.)
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Relax the throat, jaw, and face, while keeping the 
pelvis, legs, and arms engaged. Stay in the pose for 
one to three minutes, feeling the energy focused in 
the upper chest and throat. To come out of the pose, 
release the arms, and on an exhalation begin to slowly 
roll the spine to the floor from the neck to the pelvis.

2. VIPARITA KARANI (inverted action pose)
For those who can’t do advanced postures like sarvan-
gasana, halasana, or shirshasana, viparita karani is the 
inversion of choice. Its effects on udana are similar to 
setu bandhasana, but more intense.

Begin in bridge pose. Bend the elbows and support 
the back of the pelvis with your hands. Extend one leg 
upward toward the sky, then the other. Angle the legs 
over the body to rest the pelvis in the hands; the torso 
will be at about a 45-degree angle relative to the floor. 
Keep your legs fully extended, relax the torso, and 
notice the natural gathering of energy in the throat, 
upper chest, and head. Hold the pose for one to three 
minutes, maintaining relaxed breathing. To come 
out, release the hands and roll down, or step your 
feet down one at a time to bridge pose, then release 
the hands and roll the spine down to the floor. (For a 
popular restorative version of this pose, rest the legs 
up the wall and the pelvis on a bolster.)

3. SARVANGASANA (shoulderstand) 
Sarvangasana turns the normal flow of energy in the 
gravitational field upside down and directs it into the 
throat center, the home of udana.

Start with three neatly folded and evenly stacked 
blankets. Place your shoulders on the blankets so that 
you can support your entire weight on the tops of the 
shoulders and allow your head to rest on the floor. 
Either roll the legs over the torso and catch the pelvis 
in the hands, or step the legs up from bridge pose; 
avoid putting any weight on the cervical vertebrae. 
(You can add or subtract blankets as needed to create 
an effortless lift without putting pressure on the neck). 
Work the hands up the back toward the neck, drawing 
the elbows together. Press down strongly through the 
upper arms and elbows and extend through the legs. 
Stretch the spine toward the ceiling from the base of 
the neck. Reach up through the inner edges of the feet 
as you draw the sacrum into the body. Hold the pose 
for one to three minutes, keeping your gaze soft and 
your face relaxed.

UDANA VAYU
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4. HALASANA (plow pose) 
The grounding of the feet overhead in halasana pro-
vides an additional foundation from which to direct 
energy through the backs of the legs and up the back 
to the neck and head.

From sarvangasana, lower one foot and then the 
other to the floor directly above the head. If the back 
is tight, rest the feet on a prop, such as a block or a 
bolster. As in sarvangasana draw the elbows together 
and press them down strongly; walk the hands up 
toward the neck, and extend through the spine as 
you move the sacrum into the body. Stretch the heels 
away from the sitting bones. Keep the throat and face 
soft, and be aware of the smooth flow of the breath. 
Let your attention rest in the throat and upper chest, 
pressing the tops of the shoulders into the floor and 
lengthening the upper spine. To come out of the pos-
ture, lift your legs overhead and begin to roll down 
your spine as you slowly lower your legs to the floor.

5. MATSYASANA (fish pose) 
Matsyasana is a throat-opening counterpose to sarvan-
gasana and halasana. For most of us, it’s also an in-
tense opening for the seldom stretched and often stag-
nant area of the upper chest, including the collarbones 
and the front of the shoulders.

Lie on your back and place the hands, palms down, 
under the pelvis to support the sacrum. Press the legs 
and arms into the floor, rolling the thighs inward as 
you lift the chest and tilt the head backward, shift-
ing your weight onto the forearms and the top of the 
head. Draw the shoulder blades in and down. Fix your 
gaze at the eyebrow center and breathe freely. Hold 
for roughly half the time you held sarvangasana and 
halasana. To release, press down through the forearms 
strongly and lift the head slightly to bring the chin 
toward the chest. Lower onto the shoulders and the 
back of the head, and roll down to rest. Turn the head 
side to side to release the neck.

UDANA VAYU
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6. SHIRSHASANA (headstand) 
Balancing on the head focuses attention on the axial 
alignment of the whole body, reverses the normal effect 
of gravity on the pranic energy field, and recruits gravity 
to help the flow of udana energy.

Start on the knees and forearms, with the elbows di-
rectly under the shoulders; interlace the fingers, keeping 
the little fingers parallel and even on the floor. This is 
your foundation, and it’s important to keep the elbows 
in position so you can support most of your body weight 
with your arms and shoulders rather than collapsing into 
the neck. Place the top of the head on the floor inside 
the cup of the hands, press the arms into the floor, lift 
the pelvis, and walk the feet toward the chest. Draw one 
knee and then the other toward the chest and balance 
here with the thighs drawn into the body, knees bent, 
feet off the floor. (Practice only this much until you are 
confident and strong and can easily stay for a minute or 
more.) Then gradually unfold one leg at a time from the 
hip joint, bringing the knees toward the sky. Finally, un-
fold the knees and stretch the inner edges of the feet up, 
rolling the thighs inward, and drawing the tailbone in-
ward and upward. Move the front ribs into the body and 
lift up out of the shoulders. Build up your capacity over 
time to stay in the pose for 10 or more breaths. Release 
by reversing the steps—bend the knees, flex at the hip to 
bring the thighs to the chest, lower the feet to the floor, 
sit back on the heels, and rest for a few breaths in child’s 
pose, letting the blood flow return to normal.

7. SIMHASANA (lion pose)
Simhasana activates udana, and relieves blocked or excess 
energy in the throat center. To begin, sit on the heels in 
vajrasana (thunderbolt pose). Close your eyes and follow the 
flow of the breath, paying particular attention to the navel 
center and pelvis. Gather your awareness and your energy 
with an inhalation. Then lean forward, open the mouth, 
stick out the tongue, look up between the eyes, and propel 
the breath out with an unvocalized roaring exhalation 
from the navel center. Feel the energy from the pelvis, the 
navel center, and the upper body and arms all collecting 
in the throat and pushing out through the mouth. It helps 
to spread the fingers and stiffen the arms—you’re making 
a bold, ferocious lion-leap. Then close the mouth, inhale 
through the nose, and sit back down on the heels. Repeat 
this action three times. Then sit quietly and follow the flow 
of the breath between the nostrils and the heart.

6
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PRANAYAMA FOR UDANA VAYU: UJJAYI
Ujjayi pranayama (victory breath) adds a slight constriction in the throat to a basic diaphragmatic breathing pat-
tern, and thus engages and directs the flow of udana. To practice, sit in a comfortable posture with a neutral 
spine. Gently constrict the aperture of the throat to create a subtle hissing sound; this action is similar to saying 
“aah” without vocalizing and then closing your mouth. Keep the throat constricted on both the inhalation and 
the exhalation and draw the breath in and out from the diaphragm, not from the chest. Make both parts of the 
breath equally long and smooth, and make sure there’s no pause in between.

The breath will become slower and more drawn out; soothe your mind by focusing your attention on its sound. 
Let your attention draw deeper than the surface of the throat: exhale as you move your awareness from your eye-
brow center to the navel center; inhale and draw your awareness from the navel center to the eyebrow center. Your 
conscious awareness of this flow in the sushumna nadi will help activate udana and collect the dormant and scat-
tered pranic force throughout the body and mind.

Practice to your comfortable capacity, then relax the throat, rest your attention at the eyebrow center, and sit 
quietly enjoying the subtle flow of the breath. You may bring a mantra to your awareness and allow it to resonate 
in this space, or feel the light and energy from the eyebrow center expanding to fill the whole mind and body. Go to 
YogaInternational.com/udana to watch an instructional video. n

UDANA VAYU

Jalandhara Bandha

The classic hatha yoga practice of jalandhara 

bandha, or chin lock, controls the movement of 
udana by stabilizing the neck, directing prana 
and mental focus into the energy centers in the 
brain, and curbing the outward flow of energy 
through the throat.

You can practice jalandhara bandha on a 
more physical level in asana, or on a more en-
ergetic and mental level during meditation and 
pranayama. To practice jalandhara bandha on 
the gross level, begin in a seated posture and 
press the hands into the thighs to activate the 
shoulder girdle and stabilize the upper spine. 

Draw the tops of the shoulders down and the 
chin in and slightly down toward the hollow of 
the throat. Avoid dropping the head too far for-
ward—think more about gently compressing the 
front of the throat.

In meditation and pranayama, jalandhara 
bandha is much more subtle and does not call at-
tention to the throat or neck, but rather channels 
prana to deeper levels of awareness. With as little 
effort as possible, and keeping the neck in neutral 
alignment, think about drawing the outward-mov-
ing energy of the front of the throat back into the 
center of the neck and up into the cranial cavity.
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The Breath of Integration 
NURTURE THE EXPANSIVE ASPECT OF YOUR LIFE FORCE AND DISTRIBUTE  

HEALING ENERGY THROUGHOUT THE MIND AND BODY.

yana vayu, empowers the distribution and communication systems of the body. It integrates and coor-
dinates the other four prana vayus, keeping them balanced and nourished. A pervasive and expansive 

force, vyana governs the movement of prana through the nadis (energy channels); the movement of en-
ergy through the circulatory system and the nervous system; and the free flow of thoughts and feelings in the mind.

Vyana also controls the muscular system, coordinates balance, and regulates movement from the core to the 
periphery. While it permeates the entire body, vyana is particularly active in the limbs, helping them implement 
the powers of locomotion and manipulation—two of the five karmendriyas (or active senses). The expansive quality 
of vyana, with the help of apana vayu (the downward-moving force), grounds and anchors through the legs, and is 
especially perceptible in the arms, as reflected in their capacity to offer comfort and healing.

When vyana vayu is deranged, both body and mind become disintegrated and weakened, resulting in dis-
jointed efforts, various physical maladies, and alienation and anxiety at the mental level. The practices of hatha 
yoga can maximize the functioning of all aspects of vyana vayu: distributing energy throughout the body; enliv-
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ening the physiological functions of the circulatory system, the lymph system, and the nervous system; and re-
moving obstacles to the circulation of nutrition, energy, and information throughout the mind and body.

In asana, we can explore the nature of vyana in standing poses, which are particularly effective in integrating 
energy flow. Standing poses allow us to connect the various movements of the arms and legs with core strength, 
which is a key tool for developing focus, mental clarity, and expansion of consciousness. Properly done, standing 
poses help us cultivate grace and sensitivity.

In the following sequence, note how the standing poses expand energy through the limbs while connecting with 
the deeper awareness of the axial core energy channels, driving the mind inward.

VYANA VAYU 

1

1. VIRABHADRASANA I (warrior I)
With your hands on your hips, step back with one 
foot, keeping your hips facing forward as if your feet 
were on railroad tracks. Bend the front knee directly 
over the ankle and adjust the position of the back foot 
to allow the front thigh to drop toward parallel. Press 
down through the outer heel of the back foot and 
draw that hip forward as you firm the lower abdomen 
and lengthen through the tailbone. Extend up the 
front of the spine, and inhale the arms up alongside 
the ears, palms facing in. Draw the shoulder blades 
away from the neck and feel the arms lengthening 
from the strength of the legs and pelvis. Hold for five 
or more breaths. With each inhalation, root both feet 
more firmly and completely into the floor, descend the 
pelvis, and lengthen the spine and arms. With each 
exhalation, fill the inner space created by the inhala-
tion with awareness. Feel the energy exchange with 
the earth through the soles of the feet, and extend en-
ergy out through the fingertips. When you are ready 
to come out, exhale and lower the arms; inhale and 
step the feet together. Take a moment to feel your re-
newed sense of strength. Then repeat the pose on the 
other side.

As a result of the enhancement of vyana and 
apana vayus, virabhadrasana is deeply integrating and 
empowering, making a warrior out of even the most 
timid of yogis.
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2
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2. VIRABHADRASANA III (warrior III)
Step one foot back with a slightly closer stance than 
for warrior I. Keeping your hips facing directly for-
ward, bend the front knee over the ankle and stretch 
the arms up alongside the ears, palms facing each 
other. Exhale and tilt forward from the hip crease, 
bringing the torso over the front leg. Then inhale and 
step onto the front foot as you straighten that leg, and 
lift the back leg straight behind you, parallel to the 
floor. Keep the hips level and facing the floor. Lift up 
off the standing leg by pressing the foot strongly into 
the floor; stretch back through the lifted leg, and roll 
the inner thigh toward the ceiling. With each inhala-
tion, lengthen through the arms, torso, and both legs, 
feeling the perpendicular lines of energy: through the 
arms, torso, and lifted leg; and from the earth through 
the standing leg. With each exhalation, fill the inner 
space of the body created by the architecture of the 
pose. Hold for three to five breaths, or until you feel 
unstable. Then exhale and bend the standing-leg knee; 
inhale and lower the back foot to the floor in virabha-
drasana I. Lower the arms and step the feet together; 
then repeat on the other side.

When both legs and the core are strong in this 
pose, there is a feeling of exhilarating lightness and 
grounded forward momentum, using the connection 
to the earth to expand into space.

3. VIRABHADRASANA II (warrior II)
Separate the feet about three to four feet apart and 
turn the left foot out 90 degrees and the right foot in 
slightly. Bend the left knee directly over the ankle, firm 
the inner thighs, and lengthen the tailbone toward the 
floor. Draw the right hip open, and press the outer 
right foot strongly into the floor. Extend the legs away 
from each other and keep the chest and pelvis square 
between the legs. Inhale and stretch the arms to the 
sides, directly out from the shoulders. Broaden the col-
larbones, and draw the tips of the shoulder blades in 
and down the back. Reach out from the inner edges of 
the arms, and extend through the fingertips. To keep 
the arms from becoming rigid, soften the wrists and el-
bows, rotate the palms up, lengthen from the center of 
the chest, and then roll the forearms to face the palms 
down again, extending the energy of the heart center 
through the length of the arms and out through the 
fingers. Finally, turn the head and look over the left 

VYANA VAYU



 28    Breath of Life

VYANA VAYU

arm, softening the tops of the shoulders, with the right 
arm reaching strongly to the right.

Let the strength of the pose come from the connec-
tion of the limbs to the reservoir of energy at the core 
of the body. Avoid hardening the jaw or eyes, and 
remember the arms are not weapons but rather an ex-
pression of the power of will and inner strength. Hold 
for five or more breaths, then exhale, straighten the 
left leg, lower the arms, and turn the feet to take the 
pose on the other side.

4. ARDHA CHANDRASANA (half moon pose) 
Come back to virabhadrasana II on the left side, step 
onto the left foot, fold from the crease of the hip over 
the thigh, and place the left fingertips on the floor 12 to 
18 inches in front of the foot, or slightly to the outside 
edge of the foot. Inhale, straighten the left leg and lift 
the right leg, stretching it up and out of the hip joint. 
Stay broad across the sacrum and shoulders as you 
square the pelvis and chest to the long side of the mat. 
Then reach the right arm toward the ceiling. Broaden 
the collarbones, draw the shoulder blades down the 
back, lengthen the neck and look down at the floor, or 
turn the chin over the shoulder and look up.

Press the left foot into the floor and expand up off 
the standing leg, extending out through both arms 
and legs. Feel the lines of energy through the foot on 
the floor up through the pelvis, through the fingers on 
the floor up through the skyward fingers, and from 
the sole of the lifted foot through the leg, torso, neck, 
and out through the crown of the head. When energy 
is equally activated and intensified in all these direc-
tions, the body feels spacious, light, free, weightless, 
and expansive, while at the same time well-collected, 
integrated, and contained. This exhilarating integrated 
expansiveness is the hallmark of vyana.

To release, bend the left knee as you lower the right 
foot to the floor and return to virabhadrasana II. Re-
peat the pose on the other side.

5. GARUDASANA (eagle pose)
From tadasana, exhale, bend the knees and wrap the 
right leg around the left, hooking the right toes be-
hind the left calf or ankle. Simultaneously, wrap the 
right arm over and around the left arm, bending the 
elbows and rotating the forearms to bring the palms 
together in front of the face. Draw the tailbone toward 
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the floor, and keep the hips and shoulders square to the front. Inhale and draw the elbows up to shoulder level. 
Exhale and squeeze the arms together, broadening between the shoulder blades. On your next exhalation, press 
down through the left foot; on the inhalation, lengthen the torso through the crown of the head. Hold for five or 
more breaths, then unwind with an inhalation, coming back to tadasana. Repeat on the other side.

This variation of garudasana, with the same side arm and leg wrapping, alternately pressurizes one complete side 
of the body, switching the dominant flow in the nadi system from one side to the other, and thus balancing and 
purifying the energy channels through which prana is distributed. If you hold the pose long enough and pay close 
attention, you’ll find the nostril dominance switching from nostril to nostril, reflecting the flow in the ida and pin-
gala nadis. 

PRANAYAMA FOR VYANA: ANULOMA
Anuloma is an alternate nostril pranayama, which is cleansing to the body and purifying to the nadis, and thus im-
portant for work with vyana vayu. It is characterized by three breaths through one nostril, three resting breaths, 
then three breaths through the other nostril, followed by three more resting breaths. This practice is not appro-
priate if you have high blood pressure, congestion, or any conditions of the eyes or ears that are aggravated by 
increased pressure.

Start with a stable, comfortable sitting posture—either on a chair, or cross-legged on the floor. Prop the pelvis 
enough for the hips to be slightly higher than the knees. Use Vishnu mudra to close the nostrils: loosely fold the index 
and middle fingers of the right hand, and use the thumb to close the right nostril and the ring and little fingers to 
close the left. There are three steps in anuloma pranayama.

Step 1: Exhale vigorously through one nostril by contracting strongly in the navel. Then take a long, slow, deep in-
halation through the same nostril. Repeat this twice more for a total of three breaths on one side. Then take three 
resting breaths, and repeat the sequence on the other side, finishing with three resting breaths. Feel the whole body, 
and just watch the breath slowly and gently expanding and releasing.
Step 2: Now make both the exhalation and the inhalation equally forceful, following the same pattern as above: take 
three breaths on one side, rest for three breaths, switch to the other side for three vigorous breaths, and then rest for 
three breaths. Pay attention to the breath in the nostrils. Let the breath be spontaneous, but keep the mind alert and 
focused on the sensations, movement, and subtlety of the breath.
Step 3: Follow the same alternate nostril pattern, but make the exhalation and inhalation faster and lighter, resem-
bling bhastrika pranayama.

Finish by drawing your attention from the nostrils to the eyebrow center with the inhalation, and back to the 
nostrils with the exhalation. Focus on the point where the nostrils meet the lip, and inhale from there to the eye-
brow center as if you have one nostril, and exhale back to where the two nostrils meet the lip. Continue for a few 
breaths, gradually intensifying your focus at the eyebrow center, and then resting your awareness there. From 
here, enjoy a meditation, or gradually bring your attention out by returning awareness to the touch of the breath 
in the nose, and then to the movement of the breath in the body. Go to YogaInternational.com/anuloma to 
watch an instructional video. n

VYANA VAYU


