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Introduction
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An immortal said, “To learn the way of the Tao is like recalling what you have eaten in the morning. It is not impossible to do. To treasure breath is like loving your face and your eyes. It has never been unattainable.”

—MASTER GREAT NOTHING OF SUNG-SHAN, 
TAOIST CANON ON BREATHING


How to Use This Book

Breathing is not an intellectual activity. It may therefore seem strange at first to be reading and thinking about something you do all the time. From the very first breath at birth till the last whisper of breath leaves our bodies at death, breathing is something the body knows how to do for our basic survival. Right now as you read this book your body is breathing you and tonight when you go to bed your breath will flow in and out without any thought on your part. This automatic breath allows you to survive, but when you unconsciously hold or restrict your breath through habit, the breath that once so conveniently breathed you becomes automatically restricted and distorted. This unconsciously altered breath allows you to survive but it does not allow you to thrive. Thus, to reclaim what has always been a part of you requires your conscious awareness and participation.

Breathing affects your respiratory, cardiovascular, neurological, gastrointestinal, muscular, and psychic systems and also has a general effect on your sleep, your memory, your energy level, and your concentration. Everything you do, the pace you keep, the feelings you have, and the choices you make are influenced by the rhythmic metronome of your breath. As you are challenged, as we all are today, with increasing levels of psychological, physical, and biological stress, the internal metronome that determines the quality and state of your breathing and health may be set at faster and faster speeds. You may have the
feeling that your life has become like that of a hamster—endlessly running on a little wheel, with no way to stop and get off. You say you feel “stressed out” or “burned out,” and the tension and anxiety that accompanies that all-too-familiar state of over-load seems to be undermining your genuine desire to take care of yourself You may remember a time when you were full of energy, and wonder where that time went and how you can recover it. In looking for a solution it is easy to get caught up in details, in theories, and in complicated strategies, for we very seldom explore the easiest and most fundamental concepts. The process of breathing lies at the center of every action and reaction we make or have and so by returning to it we go to the core of the stress response. By refining and improving the quality of our breathing we can feel its positive impact on all aspects of our being.

Today, Western medical and scientific studies are proving again and again what the Eastern health traditions have known for centuries: when we breathe well, we create the optimum conditions for health and well-being. And when we don’t, we lay the foundation for illnesses such as heart disease and high blood pressure. The ancients would roll their eyes that it has taken us this long to see the obvious. We can now take comfort in the knowledge that most modern scientific and medical research supports the belief that proper breathing is a cornerstone to our well-being.

When you were born your whole body breathed. Every cell quivered with the vitality of the breath. Every bone, muscle, and organ moved with every breath. Every nerve was energized by it, every blood cell carried it, and every moment took as its meter the phrasing of your breath. Today, most of us have forgotten what it feels like to breathe fully and wholly with the vitality of the newborn infant. We have forgotten this but we have not lost it. In reclaiming the fullness of our breathing we also reclaim many other dimensions of our lives.

To remember something forgotten requires many steps. Often the path to recovery is circuitous. To make these steps more direct it helps to become familiar with our bodies and to know how they work. At school we were taught mathematics, reading, and the geography of the world, but few of us were taught much about the geographical mapping of the home we live in—our bodies. So this book is a fresh introduction to a place you’ve lived all your life but might not have noticed.

Throughout this book there are anatomical descriptions and exercises that act as signposts on the journey. But that’s all they are because naming your breathing
muscles cannot give you a direct experience of them. Use the poems, drawings, images, and inquiries as a way of entering the experience of your breathing more deeply. Imagine that you are becoming familiar with your body in the same way that you might come to know the layout of a new house, by walking through the same rooms and hallways over and over again. Keep looking and sensing from as many different perspectives so that gradually a multidimensional picture comes into focus. Knowing where you are directing your awareness and what you are directing your awareness upon makes the investigation more enriching. You will know the process is well underway when you begin to feel “at home” in your body.

It would be a mistake to approach this book as another “how-to-do” book. To do so would be only a repetition of how most of us have approached life in the past: trying hard, controlling, grasping … we are all too painfully aware of the failure of these strategies. Breathing fully is not a matter of adding anything, of acquiring some new technique, or of striving to improve oneself. Discovering the naturalness of our breaths has to do with uncovering or removing the obstacles that we have constructed to the breath, both consciously and unconsciously. In this sense, this book is a guide to a process of deconstruction, of unlearning and clearing away. It is a “how-to-undo” book.

This book will become a valuable guide to uncovering your breath only if you become actively involved with the questions, inquiries, and exercises. Take the time to pause throughout each chapter and use the questions, inquiries, and guided relaxations to embody the information step by step. Don’t try to do too much in one session or even in one day. You may also want to repeat, as I do, a particular inquiry for many weeks or even months if you found it helpful. As you progress to more advanced inquiries it can be enlightening to return to the simpler ones to gauge how your awareness of your breathing has deepened.

Whether you are a psychotherapist wanting to add a somatic focus to your work, an athlete wanting to improve performance, a meditator, a business professional overcome by anxiety and stress, or someone who has simply noticed that his breathing is habitually shallow, this book can be an invaluable tool toward improving your breathing and well-being. I encourage you to use this book in an active way. It is your full interaction and participation with this information that will literally breathe life into it. Enjoy!






Part One

Fundamentals







I

The Essential Breath
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First of all the twinkling stars vibrated, but remained motionless in space, then all the celestial globes were united into one series of movements … . Firmament and planets both disappeared, but the mighty breath which gives life to all things and in which all is bound up remained.

 


—VINCENT VAN GOGH


What Is the Essential Breath?

Every day young children come to play in the sand at the beach where I live. They dance and spin, sing and shout, running wildly through the dunes and into the frothing surf, seemingly oblivious to the cold water and wind. Their aliveness is the envy of all the adults who stolidly tread the shore, amazed and exhausted by the relentless nature of the children’s energy.

Most of us remember the exuberance of our own early youth when we breathed with relaxed open bellies and as a result had an almost limitless supply of energy. Then we began to learn and develop poor breathing patterns. Now, as adults we find ourselves looking for ways to reawaken this experience of aliveness—frequently turning to artificial uppers such as caffeine, sugar, nicotine, alcohol, or expensive megadoses of vitamins and herbs. Feeling the agitation that results from artificial stimulants we may resort to tranquilizers and sleeping pills to quell our growing unease, and thus begin a roller coaster of ups and downs. Or we subsist on the excitement of one fleeting moment after another using sex or our obsession with work and material possessions to momentarily ignite us. We have a sneaking suspicion that we could feel better, more energetic, more at peace, and that something, something not quite definable, is missing from our lives. Curiously the answer to recovering this dynamic vitality lies intrinsically within us—in the unconditioned breath that we had as a child.

Breathing is the most readily accessible resource you have for creating and
sustaining your vital energy. Tapping this resource involves a process of unleashing the potent elixir of what I call the “essential” breath. This is the breath you breathed as a young child. Most of us have lost a connection with this breath and so have lost a connection with a natural way of being and our own natural energy resource. Opening the doors to this life force involves rediscovering the virgin nature of the breath.

Breathing is one of the simplest things in the world. We breathe in, we breathe out. When we breathe with real freedom, we neither grasp for or hold on to the breath. No effort is required to pull the breath in or to push the breath out. Given the simplicity of breathing one would think it was the easiest thing to do in the world. However, if it were truly so easy there would be few unhappy or unhealthy people in the world. To become a welcome vessel for the breath is to live life without trying to control, grasp, or push away. And how easy is this? The process of breathing is the most accurate metaphor we have for the way that we personally approach life, how we live our lives, and how we react to the inevitable changes that life brings us.


A tree growing out of the ground is as wonderful today as it ever was. It does not need to adopt new and startling methods.

–ROBERT HENRI



Throughout time the process of breathing was always considered inseparable from our health, consciousness, and spirit, and it is only recently that we have reduced breathing to a mere respiratory exchange of carbon dioxide and oxygen. In Greek, psyche pneuma meant breath/soul/air/spirit. In Latin, anima spiritus, breath/soul. In Japanese, ki, air/spirit; and in Sanskrit, prana connoted a resonant life force that is at no time more apparent to us than when that force is extinguished at the moment of death. In Chinese the character for “breath” (hsi) is made up of three characters that mean “of the conscious self or heart.” The breath was seen as a force that ran through mind, body, and spirit like a river running through a dry valley giving sustenance to everything in its course.

Today, our intuition about the potential power of the breath is firmly embedded in the very structure of our language. We speak about the breath in common, everyday expressions but it rarely occurs to us to associate this with our immediate bodily experience. We say that we need “a breath of fresh air,” “You take my breath away,” “I couldn’t catch my breath,” or “I waited with bated breath.” Or exclaim that something was “simply breathtaking!” We complain of someone “breathing down our neck” and needing “room to
breathe,” “breathing a sigh of relief,” or “taking a breather.” We tell our friends “not to breathe a word,” and we complain about being “out of breath.” And yet few of us, when faced with fatigue, illness, or anxiety, look to our breath as a possible source for regeneration. Because it is right under our noses, the significance of this ever renewable source of energy has escaped our attention.

Most people are not aware that they breathe poorly. Fewer still are aware of the consequences of restricting this central life process. From headaches to heart disease and a vast array of common maladies in between, breathing badly takes its secret toll. Most significantly, very few people understand the ways in which they restrict and distort their breathing. Habitually breathing high into the chest, breathing too fast, and breathing shallowly are epidemic today. And one does not need the trained eye of a respiratory specialist to recognize these patterns in ourselves and in others. A casual glance of any city street will reveal the extent to which tight belts, tight bodies, and tight schedules are literally taking our breath away.

Correlations between breathing and the state of our body and mind have been made for thousands of years in ancient Taoism, in Yogic scriptures, and in the medical practices of India (Ayurveda), Tibet, and China. More recently, countless scientific studies have supported this ancient wisdom, linking effortless breathing with the mitigation of some of our most insidious modern health problems. Breath therapy, sometimes combined with other healing practices such as biofeedback or yoga, has been found to alleviate (and sometimes cure) migraine headaches,1 chronic pain conditions,2 hypertension (high blood pressure), 3 epilepsy,4 asthma,5 panic attacks, and hyperventilation syndrome,6 as well as coronary heart disease.7 A recent study by Suzanne Woodward and Robert Freedman showed that slow, deep breathing alone will result in a significant reduction in menopausal hot flashes.8 In a pilot study prior to their own research, progressive muscle relaxation exercises and slow, deep breathing reduced the incidence of hot flashes by an impressive 50 percent.9

Breathing techniques are also being used to help those with life-threatening illnesses enter a meditative state and calm the terror that often accompanies illness and death. Two of the major proponents of “comeditation” or “cross breathing,” Richard Boerstler and Hulen Kornfeld, have been teaching this ancient Tibetan technique at hospitals and medical schools throughout the United States. (See Resources for more information.) According to Patricia A. Norris, Ph.D., clinical director of the Menninger Clinic’s Biofeedback and Psychophysiology Center, her staff has been using comeditation since it was introduced
to them in 1987 by Boerstler and Kornfeld. As Norris enthusiastically relates, “We use it for people in severe pain or with serious neuromuscular disorders. It is especially helpful for people who are anxious and unable to slow their breathing. The recipients say they have never felt so relaxed. We find it eases anxiety, tension, and pain. We also teach it to family members, who are happy to have something that allows them to feel helpful, connected, and at one with the patient.”10

Relaxation research shows that breathing techniques can help ward off disease by making people less susceptible to viruses and by lowering blood pressure and cholesterol levels. When we breathe in a relaxed fashion we move from a destructive metabolic state to a constructive one. This shift from operating in a chronic stress mode to a mode of relaxed alertness can affect the synthesis of protein, fat, and carbohydrates, increase the production of cells for immune system activation, promote bone repair and growth, as well as enhance the cellular, hormonal, and psychological processes.11

We experience the benefits of these chemical, cellular, and neurological changes on a more subjective level in the way we feel and think. People who practice open breathing through healing arts such as tai chi, yoga, or mindful meditation, are rewarded not only with optimal health; they also seem to have a different relationship to life’s stresses. They are able to remain calm and centered in the midst of seeming chaos. We speak about such people as being grounded, centered, and having “presence of mind.” Perhaps the most universal experience of my own breath work students is their new-found ability to handle tough situations with an ease that previously seemed illusive. Just as each breath arises with its own uniqueness, they have learned to open to each moment as new and different, and as a result, are finding new solutions to tenacious problems. As their minds become clearer and their emotions become more balanced through calm and regular breathing, they are creating a life that is conducive to health, well-being, and a sense of inner peace. And not so surprisingly, I notice that people who do breathing practices act and appear much younger than their chronological age.

Perceiving the essential breath and becoming conscious of its natural state is very different than controlling or manipulating the breath through quick techniques and exercises. At first it may be difficult to understand this seemingly subtle point but it is a crucial distinction. The breath is one of the many unconscious processes in the body that can be voluntarily controlled. However, recovering the extraordinary flexibility that is the hallmark of free breathing cannot be
achieved by force or will alone. Breathing techniques can be very powerful but rarely do artificial means of controlling and manipulating the breath provide long-term, positive benefits.

Our breath has been with us since birth, but as we grew we began to unconsciously alter and interfere with the free expression of the breath. Adding artificial or contrived methods of breathing may only serve to further obscure the process of awakening this natural breath. We do not need to create some other breath. Instead, we should focus our efforts in such a way as to seduce our dormant breath out of hiding. What is required is not a new, artificial way of breathing that lasts as long as our stunningly brief attention span, but to return to a way of breathing that can be calm and regular, flexible and spontaneous. This essential breath is always available to support whatever we do, whether we are running a marathon or running a business. Integrated breathing can be the cornerstone for all other human movement patterns and processes, allowing us to be confidently engaged in the world.


What’s the nature of the place? The proper approach to any kind of land use begins with that question. What is the nature of this place? And then: What will nature permit me to do here? … that way of thinking continues in the work of some modern agriculturalists … whose approach is to ask what the nature of the place is, what nature would be doing here if left alone. What will nature permit me to do here without damage to herself or to me? What will nature help me to do here?

–WENDELL BERRY, 
FIELD OBSERVATIONS




The Breath Connection

Respiration is primarily regulated by involuntary controls through the central nervous system and so our bodies are breathing us automatically day and night. Controlled through the autonomic nervous system we don’t have to think about breathing, it just happens … or does it? You might notice that your breathing is habitually shallow or that you sigh all the time. You may notice that you habitually hold your breath or restrict your breathing through particular strategies such as constantly tightening your belly. Perhaps you experience breathing as a great effort. Or you often feel out-of-breath. Maybe you don’t notice your breathing at all but feel chronically tired, irritated, hurried, or anxious—so much so that these feelings cast a shadow over all your daily activities. When your breathing becomes unconsciously altered the autonomic part of your nervous system
resets itself so that breathing becomes automatically disordered and automatically restricted. This resetting process will be explained in depth in later chapters. For now know that the deep level at which this process is taking place is the level we must enter to return the breath to its original flexibility. This is why attempting to alter the breath through mechanical exercises has a limited effectiveness, since we are not changing the underlying structures that support healthy breathing. On a deeper level, highly controlled breathing practices such as those employed in yogic pranayama can backfire because they can act to repress the underlying psychological fears and issues that are driving poor breathing habits in the first place.


As for the proper inner breath, it is called the Embryonic breath. Since it is naturally inside you, you do not have to seek outside for it.

–MASTER GREAT NOTHING 
OF SUNG-SHAN. 
TAOIST CANON ON BREATHING



At one end of the spectrum is the unconscious, involuntary breath; at the other end is breathing that is controlled and regulated by the will, such as the classic breathing exercises done by yogis. Between these two extremes lies the “essential” breath, a conscious flow that arises out of the depth of our being and dissolves effortlessly back into our core. It arises from a background that is still and silent and dissolves back into this same stillness. To access this essential breath, we must first be able to focus on and perceive our own breathing process; that is, we must make the unconscious conscious.

Recovering the essential nature of the breath is a rich and rewarding process for it is ourselves that we uncover. Right now, with very little effort, you can begin to experience the essential breath. Take a moment to feel the presence of this breath inside you.

INQUIRY

The Essential Breath

Sitting comfortably in your chair begin to notice your breathing without trying to alter it or make it in any way different. Just let your breath do what it will. Slowly begin to rest your attention on your exhalation and let your awareness travel down the length of an exhalation. Do this a number of times, enjoying the
sensation of the breath effortlessly leaving the body. What do you find at the end of the exhalation? Did you feel the momentary pause that follows the end of the exhalation? This pause may be brief, a momentary hesitation, yet something very special happens in that pause. Don’t try to make the pause happen or to extend it forcefully. Simply relax and let it happen. As you surrender to the restfulness in the pause you may find that it lengthens on its own accord. Trust that the next breath can arise out of the pause without you “grabbing” for it.

Within this pause there is no thought and no movement. You may experience it as a pregnant silence, much like the silence you feel when you enter a forest. The new breath arises out of this pause. The next moment arises out of this pause. The inhalation is born out of the stillness of the pause and the exhalation dissolves into it.

This pause is a well, a resource that is always available to you. Know that at any time when you feel tired or confused, hurried or overwhelmed, you can draw from this well for rest and replenishment simply by entering the pause at the end of the exhalation. Without anticipating or projecting the outcome of the next moment, can you wait and see what the next breath brings?



Untying the Breath

The challenge in uncovering and reawakening the essential breath is in learning to see how we interfere or block this natural process. All too often, we may unconsciously breathe so fast that we no longer allow for the resting pauses in the breath rhythm. We also may employ any number of conscious and unconscious restraints upon our breathing process so that the original balance of the process is masked. The inquiries in the following chapters are designed to gently remove these restrictions so that the essential breath is revealed. They are called inquiries rather than exercises because an exercise implies doing something repetitively or by rote, which is not at all the state of mind necessary for this investigation. Doing an exercise also assumes there is a set result we are trying to achieve, while there is not necessarily one correct answer or outcome to an inquiry.

In your eagerness to untie your breathing you may pull and tug on yourself, and in doing so unwittingly increase the tension in your breathing. If you can be patient during the inquiries you will find that the breath will magically open to you in the same way that a knot falls open when you play with it patiently. There is very little between you and the magic of this opening.






II

The Breath That Moves Us
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The great sea
 Has sent me adrift
 It moves me
 As the weed in a great river
 Earth and the great weather
 Move me
 Have carried me away
 And move my inward parts with joy.

 


—UVAVNUK/ESKIMO


 


 


 


 


 


Our breath is constantly rising and falling, ebbing and flowing, entering and leaving our bodies. Full body breathing is an extraordinary symphony of both powerful and subtle movements that massage our internal organs, oscillate our joints, and alternately tone and release all the muscles in the body. It is a full participation with life.

The fundamental nature of the breath is that, like life, it is constantly changing. The breath oscillates. It rocks us to and fro, fills and empties us, expands and condenses. One of the easiest ways to begin to perceive this natural flow of the breath is to learn to recognize the basic movements in the body that are present during breathing. Movement tells you where the breath is moving … and where it is not. Recognizing these movements is the first step in getting to know your breath.

When the challenges of life seem too great to handle, or things aren’t going as smoothly as we planned, we may try to stop the natural flow of events by unconsciously restricting these movements. We stop our breath as a way of attempting to bring life under our command. Because there is such a strong tendency to restrict the movement of the breath, the second step in reclaiming the breath is to begin to notice how we are preventing the breath from entering and leaving the body freely. Neither step involves great effort or adding anything, but both require the cultivation of self-awareness or self-reflective consciousness.

The marriage of breath and movement is deep and abiding. It is a marriage
that began with your very first breath at birth. The next time you have a chance to hold a newborn baby, notice how every single part of a child’s body moves with his or her breathing. Your family cat may be an equally helpful role model.

Many of us feel ourselves disconnected from our bodies, often having no more familiarity with the physical frame that carries us than with a remote distant cousin. If you feel unfamiliar with your body it is only natural that in the beginning your perceptions will be vague and indistinct. You may have only a very general or diffuse sense of your breathing, but even this fleeting awareness is cause for celebration. Rest assured that it will not be long before your perception becomes more localized and refined. Your breath then will become like a friend you know well. The inquiries in this book take into account this natural progression of awareness and range from very simple to very subtle. Take the time to work with the simple ones before you move on.

Developing Breath Perception

The quality of attention that we bring to our investigation of the breath is crucial. The word concentration has come to be associated with the image of a pen gripped with white fingers or with fiercely furrowed brows. Given these misconceptions it is logical to think that if we try hard and especially if we try to breathe deeply, our breathing will be improved. Anyone who has tried these strategies knows that they do not work very well. In the following inquiries, instead of trying to grip your body with your awareness, let openness and patience be your guide. Instead of demanding results, inquire, feel, and sense. The most important thing to remember in all these investigations is that there is no ideal in the process of perception.

Our efforts to make the breath deeper may also be driven by all kinds of false and incorrect ideas about breathing, which will be discussed in detail in later chapters. The paradox of free breathing is that it is a result of deep relaxation, not of effort. Trying hard through pushing and striving does not help us open the breath. We may also have ideas based on what we were told as children (and as adults) as to what it means to breathe “deeply.” If you are like most people, breathing deeply means to “sniff” the nostrils together, and to suck the breath in while pushing the chest out. Our drive to be productive together with our ideas about how we think we should breathe can be a major obstacle to recovering the naturalness of the breath.


If you find yourself labeling your perceptions—“Oh, this is a good way to breathe … this must mean I’m breathing wrong … I should be breathing more deeply … it’s hopeless, I’ll never get it right … ,”—you will most likely find it very difficult to receive them with an open mind. You might also be asking, “What should I feel?” Instead ask yourself what it is that you do feel, and you will be on the right path. Trust that if you let go of your preconceived ideas and expectations the vitality of the breath will emerge naturally.


Preparing for the Inquiries

I suggest that before beginning any of the inquiries and explorations in this book you remove restrictive clothing such as belts or bras. Loosen or unfasten any collars or cuffs and if possible change into a loose-fitting outfit. Undo any barrettes or ponytails that might press into your head or cause your head to tilt to one side. If you are wearing glasses or contact lenses you may want to remove them so your eyes can relax. Whenever possible, turn off the sound to the phone, close the door, and make sure the room is warm and the floor well padded with a rug or blanket. Let the members of your household know that you don’t want to be disturbed. You might even want to cover yourself with a soft blanket so that your body can be completely relaxed. Although you want to be as relaxed as possible it’s usually not a good idea to do your inquiries in bed since the body associates bed with sleeping. Take the time to prepare yourself and your surroundings so you’ll get the most out of each session.

Although it’s ideal to practice the inquiries in “hothouse” conditions where you have the least distractions, you can do most of the inquiries in this book in any work or public setting. Most of the reclining inquiries can be done sitting in a chair or standing up. You can maximize the benefits by taking discreet measures such as loosening your belt or taking off your glasses for a few minutes. I have done my breath work on airplanes, in buses, and while walking on city streets, without drawing any attention to myself. This can be a very powerful way to integrate breathing awareness into all your everyday activities.

In a number of the inquiries I suggest the optional use of a partner. While this can certainly be helpful, it is not at all necessary. All the inquiries can be done alone and you should not feel you are getting less out of your work if you do not have a friend to help you. Having a partner for some of the exercises can give
you a more objective view of what you are doing and can also make it easier to focus in particular areas. Instructions for both options are included.


Checking In with Your Breath

To be able to compare and appreciate the changes that may occur both during and after a breathing inquiry, it’s important to take a few moments beforehand to gauge the initial quality of your breathing. I call these observations breathing “check-ins,” and they can be used not only before doing a breathing inquiry, but throughout the day as a way of gauging one’s physical and psychological state. Generally when people start to observe the breath they immediately change it. Because of this tendency, in the beginning let your check-ins be brief I call them “body glances.” You need not collect a library of details during these check-ins. A general impression will suffice for now.

To get a general impression of your breathing take a moment now to sit and sense your breathing. As you ask yourself the following questions wait for your reactions to come through.

 


“Where do I feel my breathing?”

Can you feel where the movement of the breath originates? At first you may say that you feel nothing. But when you return to this question at the end of an inquiry you may find that your breathing feels deeper, fuller, or less effortful. Let whatever perceptions you have come through without editing or analyzing them. Don’t discount small movements or seemingly insignificant perceptions. It’s all significant. Do you feel particular areas of your body where the breath is more noticeable? Around your abdomen, chest, or nostrils? Throughout the rib cage? Do you notice your breathing around your shoulders or your breastbone?

 


“What does my breathing feel like?”

What is the quality of your breathing? Is it rough, labored, jerky, rhythmic? Does it feel smooth or mechanical? Take note of whatever words or images arise. You may want to record them for future reference.

Take the time to do a “body glance” before and after the other inquiries and movements. Now you are ready to start the first inquiry.


INQUIRY

The Marriage of Breath and Movement1

You’ll Need

 



A chair

 


 


Purpose

 



This inquiry is designed to clarify the relationship between breath and movement. It can serve as a springboard for your own creative exploration.

 


 


Here’s How

 



Sit on a hard chair so you can feel your pelvic bones in contact with the chair. Let the chest be balanced over the center of your belly. Place your hands on your thighs with the palms facing upward; gently stretch the hands so the fingers are softly extended but not tense. Then relax the hands and let the fingers curl inward so your palms form a slight hollow. Continue to rhythmically fold and unfold the hands. Continue for a few minutes in this way. Then begin to observe your breath. Do you notice any relationship between the movement of your hands and when you inhale and exhale?

Now extend this movement so that you open and turn out your arms and then relax and turn in your arms. Let the movement expand into your chest so that your chest opens as you gently extend the arms (Figure 1) and so that it settles and folds inwards as you turn the arms inwards. Let your entire spine come into the movement so that the whole body opens and closes like a sea anemone (Figure 2). Observe again how your breath is moving in response to the movement of the body. Let the movement get large and expansive. Feel how the breath changes as the movement grows larger and then gradually over a period of minutes let the movements get smaller and smaller until you are quiet and still. As you cease the large physical movements of the body and become quiet can you still feel the echo of the movement inside you like a pulse? Has your breath changed in any way?

The movement of the hands and arms stimulates the movement of the breath
and determines the rhythm and the speed of the breath. As your breath deepens on its own accord, it may start to feel as if the breath is causing the movement. The inhalation asks the hands to unfold and the exhalation gently retrieves the fingers inward. Some people find this rhythm reversed, which is just fine. Notice your unique relationship with the breath. Is the breath causing the movement? Is the movement causing the breath? Each is inseparably entwined with the other.

FIGURE 1
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FIGURE 2
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Take a few moments to settle after completing this inquiry before doing a check-in with yourself. How has your perception of your breathing changed? You can use this simple exercise to “kick start” your breathing if it has become shallow or restricted. Even in the most public of places, opening and closing your hands will not draw attention to you.

When you are ready you may want to continue by learning the Effortless Rest position. This will be a starting position for many of the breath inquiries. Because it is effortless, this position allows you to focus completely on your breathing. It does have one disadvantage—it is so relaxing that you may drift off or even fall asleep. Sitting on a cushion or in a chair will increase attentiveness.
Experiment with the alternative positions that are described below, using the ones you find most comfortable and effective. Also feel free to change from one position to another during an inquiry.


INQUIRY

The Effortless Rest Position

You’ll Need

 



A warm, quiet room

1–2 blankets

A bath towel or small pillow

 


 


Purpose

 



Finding a neutral relaxation position from which we can observe the breath is the starting point for most of the inquiries in this book. The objective is to find a balance between relaxation and attentiveness rather than unconscious slumber. The relaxation position acts as a base line from which we can venture forth and to which we can return. Take the time to find the positions that are most comfortable for you.

 


 


Here’s How

 



This position will allow you to observe your breath and movement comfortably for up to 30 minutes. Begin by lying with your back on the floor. Bend your knees and place your feet hips-width apart. Experiment with the distance between your heels and your buttocks and the distance between the two feet until you find the place where the bones of the upper and lower legs rest like cards against each other with no effort. If you find your thighs tensing you have probably bent your legs too much. If your abdomen is tense your heels are probably too far away from your buttocks. Fold the bath towel to make a small pillow and place this under your head and neck so that the edge just grazes the top of the shoulders (Figure 3). Let yourself settle and with an audible exhalation
allow any distractions to fall away. Knowing that your worries and concerns, your responsibilities, and your difficulties will surely be waiting for you when the session is over, make an agreement with yourself to put them aside for this short period.

FIGURE 3


[image: e9781429997904_i0008.jpg]




Alternative Relaxation Positions for the Inquiries

If you do not find the Effortless Rest Position comfortable, or you find it difficult to remain attentive while lying down, here are some possible alternatives. Feel free to explore and use these during the inquiries.

 


Sitting Cross-Legged (Figure 4) Place a cushion or a stack of blankets underneath your buttocks. Adjust the height until your knees lie below the level of your hips. This is important because if your knees are up in the air, the lower back will collapse backward, causing the front of the body to compress. This will constrict the diaphragm and make breathing difficult. If you like the feeling of attentiveness that accompanies sitting, but find it strains your back, try sitting with your back against a wall.

 


Kneeling (Figure 5) Place a small cushion or a folded blanket or towel between your sitting bones and your heels. This will make the position easier on your knees. Alternatively, if you have a meditation bench you can use that.


 


Side-Lying (Figure 6) Side-lying is especially comfortable for pregnant women and those with back pain. (Lying flat on the back is contraindicated after the third month of pregnancy because it may restrict the blood flow to the fetus.)

FIGURE 4
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FIGURE 5
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FIGURE 6
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This side position can restrict your breathing on one side of the body, but for short periods of relaxation it can be a real boon. Try alternating sides between inquiries. When you lie on your side, place a pillow underneath your head so that your head and neck do not bend to one side but feel supported. Also place a pillow between your knees so that your back does not twist. If you are in the
later stages of pregnancy it will be especially comforting to have a pillow in front of your chest so that you can drape your arm around it and a pillow behind you to support your back. Although it sounds cumbersome, my pregnant students relish this relaxation position because they can momentarily relinquish the extra weight of the baby.

 


Sitting on a Chair (Figure 7) If you are going to sit on a chair, find one that does not have wheels and that allows you to have both feet flat on the floor. A low stool is ideal. It is best to work sitting on the edge of the chair with your feet placed slightly wider than your hips so that your buttocks and the two feet form a stable tripod. If your back is very weak, try sitting with your back against the chair for support.

 


Child’s Pose (Figure 8 shown with modifications) Some people find this position particularly helpful for feeling the movement of the breath in the belly and pelvic area. To get into it, start by kneeling and then gently fold forward until your head is resting on the floor in front of your knees and your arms are draped either side of your legs with the palms up. If you find this uncomfortable on your knees, try putting a blanket in between your heels and your buttocks and a small pillow underneath your forehead.

FIGURE 7
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FIGURE 8 (shown with modifications)
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Feel free to move from one position to another so that you are comfortable at all times. Now you are ready to begin.

Remember: Always precede your inquiries with a brief “check-in.” Observe where you feel your breathing and the general quality of your breathing. This will help you to appreciate and contrast the changes that occur as a result of your breath work.

INQUIRY

How Do I Breathe?

 


You’ll Need (5–10 minutes)

A note pad and pen

A partner (optional)

 


 


Purpose

 



The primary purpose of this inquiry is to gather more specific information than you might during a brief breath check-in. Do not breathe in a certain way or make your breath big and impressive. Simply notice your particular breathing style. It is helpful to enter the inquiry with curiosity and inquisitiveness rather than a desire to get it right. This is not a pass or fail exercise! Drop any ideas about how you think you should breathe. Watch for the judgmental mind that discounts small movements as insignificant or unimportant or the ambitious mind that jumps in to tell you to make your breath bigger or deeper, or labels your perceptions as good or bad in order to arrive at a conclusion. Acknowledge whatever you can feel and take special note of places where you can’t sense any movement at all.

 


 


Here’s How

 



You can do this inquiry alone or with an observing partner. The advantage of having a partner is that you can compare your impressions with the observations
of your friend. For instance, you may think you breathe slowly, but your partner observes that you take twenty-two breaths a minute. Your partner can also guide you through the questions. If you are a helper in this inquiry be sure to give your partner lots of time between questions.

Start in the Effortless Rest position or any of the other sitting positions. Begin by resting one hand on your belly below the navel and one hand on the breast bone in the center of your chest.

Give yourself a minute or two to investigate each question.

• Location of the Breath Where is the movement of the breath most noticeable? In the lower part of my body or in the upper part? Once you sense this, let your hands come down by your sides about a foot away from your hips with the palms up.
 



• Origin of the Breath Just as an earthquake has an epicenter that scientists can locate, your breath has an epicenter, too. Where does the movement of the breath begin?
 



• Frequency of the Breath Is your breath fast or slow or somewhere in between? Count the number of breaths per minute or if possible have a friend count them for you. Twelve to fourteen breaths per minute is considered a “normal” rate.
 



• Phrasing of the Breath Is there a noticeable difference between the length of your inhalation and exhalation? Are they equal?
 



• Texture of the Breath Is the texture of your breath smooth and even or is it jerky and uneven?
 



• Depth of the Breath Does the breath feel deep or shallow? It might be quite appropriate for your breath to be quiet in the Effortless Rest position, so don’t try to make your breathing more impressive during this question.
 



• Quality of the Breath If you could describe the quality of your breath what word or words would you use? Is it pneumatic, labored, billowing? … Let descriptive words or images arise without altering them in any way. When I first started to notice my breathing it felt as if my lungs were trapped like prisoners inside my rib cage and my breathing had the quality of being thick and dense. Do you have any images that you associate with your breathing?


Now completely relax and allow your body to melt into the floor. Focusing your attention on the breath takes energy, so take a few minutes now to let yourself rest before rolling over on your side and sitting up. You may want to record your observations in a small notebook or if you are doing the exercise with a friend, partner, or in a group you may want to tell each other what you noticed. If you are listening to someone else, refrain from analyzing or interpreting the information they present to you. It is particularly upsetting to have one’s breathing psychologically interpreted. This kind of judgment can also undermine trust. The purpose of the inquiries at this stage is not to arrive at a conclusion but to get a general sense of how you breathe normally.


INQUIRY

Movements of the Breath

You’ll Need (15 minutes)

 



A quiet place to lie down

 


 


Purpose

 



The purpose of this inquiry is to notice some of the body movements that occur spontaneously during relaxed, unrestricted breathing. Once you gain a better sense of how your body moves with your breath you can use this as foundation for all daily activities.

The movements indicated in this inquiry are presented from the experience of the author and the students who have participated in these exercises. They are merely suggestions and not definitive in any way. You may notice other movements and sensations and these observations are as important, if not more so, than my own suggestions.


Because your breathing may not be relaxed or spontaneous at this stage it is just as useful to be able to perceive where you don’t feel movement. Make a note of the areas in your body that feel tense and contracted. Having this information can help you identify where you’ll want to focus in chapter 5, “Room to Breathe.”

 


 


Here’s How

 



For this inquiry you’ll begin in the Child’s pose and shift into the Effortless Rest position. Also, you might want to repeat the inquiry in a sitting or standing position.

 


 


The Movement of the Abdomen

 



Close your eyes. Take a moment to mentally scan your entire body and become aware of what you have brought with you to the inquiry today. Then begin to gently focus your attention on your abdomen, the area from just underneath the tip of your sternum to just above your pubic bone. Notice how your abdomen moves as you breathe in and out. Feel the swelling and settling sensations on the inhalation and the exhalation. Do you sense any tightness or constriction in your belly? Do you tend to pull the abdomen inwards or upwards? If you are not sure whether you are holding tension in the belly, tense the abdomen for 7 seconds by pulling the muscles inward and then release. Do this a few times until you can feel the difference between tension and relaxation here.

Notice that the abdomen billows outward in all directions—up, to the sides, and into your back body on the inhalation. On the exhalation it retracts back but does not contract. The retraction has a tone and firmness without being rigid or hard. Remember that you don’t have to make either the inhalation or the exhalation happen by pushing the abdomen in or out. Simply let the movements arise on their own accord.

 


 


The Movement of the Pelvic Floor

 



Now bring your attention to the floor of your pelvis—this is the space from the pubic bone in the front to your tailbone in the back and side to side from one sitting bone to the other (see illustration 15). Especially notice the space from the genitals to the anal area with the perineum in between. Check that you are not
gripping the anus or tightening through the urinary or genital sphincter muscles. Also check around the base of the buttocks for any unnecessary holding. If you’re not sure whether you are holding tension in these areas, contract the buttocks, anus, and pelvic floor for about 7 seconds and then let go. Repeat this action several times, until you can recognize the difference between tension and relaxation in these areas.

Notice how the pelvic floor moves when you breathe in and out. Can you feel any opening, broadening movements on the inhalation? Can you sense any condensing, toning movements on the exhalation? Feel how your anus opens when you breathe in and how it gently retracts on the exhalation phase of the breath. Notice that it opens and retracts without any effort on your part. Also detect how the genital area opens and swells as you inspire and how it slightly retracts as you expire. Women may notice how the walls of the vagina fan out and the opening of the vagina broadens on the inhalation and how the vagina tones and draws inwards on the exhalation. If you have difficulty feeling any or all of these movements, let your jaw fall open so that the breath comes in and out of the mouth, freely letting any sounds or sighs come. Ah! Sighing is a wonderful way to help loosen the breath and all the muscles that help us breathe. Imagine that you have a lightbulb in your pelvic floor and that as you breathe in the light glows and as you breathe out it dims.

Feel the relationship between the pelvic floor and the free movement of your abdomen. Notice how the abdomen feels when the anus opens and closes freely and how it feels if you pull the anus in and up. Sense into your belly again. As the abdomen expands, the pelvic floor also expands, and as the abdomen retracts, the pelvic floor also retracts. Now tense your abdomen and pull it in and up. Hold it in for a few cycles of your breath and feel how the movement in the pelvic floor has also ceased. Now slowly release your abdomen and feel how the floor of the pelvis responds.

 


 


The Movement of the Sacrum, Coccyx, and the Lumbar Spine

 



Now switch to the Effortless Rest position. Bring your awareness to your sacrum and coccyx as well as your lumbar spine. Your sacrum is the large triangular bone that anchors the lower back into the pelvis. The greater portion of your sacrum lies just above the crack of your buttocks. And your coccyx, or tailbone, attaches to the bottom of the sacrum. If you are lying on the floor, most of
the weight of your pelvis will be on your sacrum. Begin to notice how your sacrum and coccyx move with your inhalation and exhalation. Can you feel how the tailbone arches away from the pubic bone on the inhalation? As the tailbone rocks to and fro, the sacrum also rocks on the floor. See if you can feel how the weight and pressure of your sacrum changes as you inhale and exhale. As you inhale, the whole pelvis tends to rock slightly into an arch so that the lower back moves away from the floor. As you exhale, the whole pelvis tends to rock so that the lower back flattens and lengthens on the ground. With each breath the lumbar spine gently extends, curving away from the floor and with each exhalation the lower back flattens toward the floor and elongates. Remember that these are small movements, more like a gentle swell than a strong mechanical action. If you contract your anus and pull the abdomen in, you will effectively prevent this wonderful movement from happening.

1. Inhalation
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2. Exhalation
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The movements you have just explored in the abdomen, pelvic floor, and in the sacrum, coccyx, and lower back are the basic building blocks of the natural breath. The roots of the essential breath lie in allowing these lower areas of the body to open and release fully.



Developmental Patterns—Breathing the first pattern lays the foundation for all the other succeeding patterns. Wherever the breathing is blocked in the body, future patterns will be blocked; wherever the breathing is free, the future patterns will develop efficiently.

—BONNIE BAINBRIDGE COHEN, 
SENSING, FEELING AND ACTION



Experiment with tensing and holding the abdomen, pelvic floor, and buttock muscles to see what happens to your breath. How do you breathe when you hold these muscles rigid? You can either finish your inquiry here and take a rest or continue up the body with the following inquiries.

 


 


The Movement of the Spinal Column

 



Once again feel how the tailbone and sacrum tip back on inhalation and draw slightly under on exhalation. This sets up a rhythm: Notice how your lower back follows the movement of the rocking pelvis, arching slightly on the in breath and lengthening and flattening on the out breath.

Continue your observation along the entire spinal column. You might imagine that the spine is like a piece of driftwood and that as the wave of your breath passes through the body, the vertebrae of the spine float up and down on top of it. Are there parts of your spine where you feel this movement clearly? Are there other segments that feel rigid?

 


 


The Movement of the Hips

 



Bring your awareness to rest on your hips. Can you feel how the swelling motion of the inhalation causes the hip bones to broaden slightly out of the hip sockets? If you press your hands against the sides of your hips you may be able to sense the movement more clearly. You might also notice that as the abdomen fills and empties and the pelvis rocks to and fro, the bones of the pelvis rotate around the hip bones. Don’t try to create these movements mechanically. Remember that your intention is not to create a big impressive breath but to notice the natural movements.

If the muscles in your back and hips have become very tight over the years through inactivity or injury, at first you may not be able to feel any of these movements. Make a note of these areas and don’t become discouraged. As you progress with the exercises in chapter 5 your flexibility will dramatically increase, allowing you to breathe and move more freely.



THE PELVIS

The two sides of the pelvis, called ilium, join to the sacrum in the back at the sacroiliac joints and at the pubic symphysis in the front. The word pelvis means basin and it acts as a container for the abdominal organs. The bones of the pelvis are united by heavy connective tissue and binding ligaments that in their healthy state have a degree of resilience. The spinal column is anchored to and arises out of the pelvis, and the thigh bones, or femurs, connect to the sides of the pelvis. So, when you breathe, move, and especially when you walk, there is a small but synchronized swinging motion between the sacrum and the ilium, between the pelvis and the hips, and between the pelvis and the spinal column. In people whose breathing and movement is whole and integrated there is a distinct rhythmic movement throughout the lower body during inhalation and exhalation.
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The Movement of the Shoulder Girdle and Arms

 



Sit or stand for this inquiry. Now bring your attention to your shoulders. As you inhale, see if you can feel the way the inhalation broadens the entire shoulder girdle. If you cross your arms in front of you and press on the outer shoulders with your hands (or do it on a partner) you may be able to feel this broadening movement. Feel the sensation spread from the breastbone through the collarbones to the shoulder sockets. You might also notice that the arms tend to rotate outward away from the center as you inhale and rotate inward toward the center as you exhale. If you find that your shoulders move predominantly up
and down rather than horizontally, make a mental note of it. What other movements in your chest, shoulders, and arms can you feel as you breathe?

4. The shoulder girdle and arms on inhalation.
Front view
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5. The shoulder girdle and arms on inhalation.
Back view
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Now tighten and draw your abdomen inward and upward. Tighten and draw your pelvic floor inward and upward. Feel what happens to the movement of the breath in your upper body, neck, and shoulders as you restrict the movement in the lower body.

 


 


Full Body Breathing

 



Take any position you like for this last inquiry. To finish your breathing observation, imagine that your skin is like a knitted sheath that covers your entire body. As you inhale, feel how the strands of your sheath stretch and spread
apart, creating space throughout the body. As you exhale, feel how the strands retract and the fiber becomes more dense and opaque. You can also use the pressure of your clothing against your skin as a way to observe the movement of the breath throughout the body. Enjoy the feeling of the whole body swelling and subsiding, filling and emptying. Take a few more moments to sense the places in your body that are opening with the breath. Are there any places in your body that don’t participate in the dance of the breath? Make a mental note of these for later exploration. When you are ready, roll over on your side and rest until you feel ready to sit up. If you have been sitting on a chair or on the floor, hang forward over your thighs or lie on your back and relax for a few moments.

 


 


Important Observations

 


One of the things you may have noticed in the previous inquiries is that whenever you tightened the muscles in your lower body the breath was pulled up into your chest. You may have found your neck and shoulders and even your jaw tensing as you pulled your abdomen in, clenched the anus, or tightened the buttocks. When you restrict these natural movements the breath tends to become distorted. Instead of the abdomen swelling on the inhalation it draws inward and the upper chest rises. This is a common way for people to breathe when they are wearing restrictive clothing around their waists or if they are trying to look slimmer than they really are. This is called “chest breathing” (we’ll look more closely at this and other breath holding patterns in chapter 4).

Under such circumstances, you tend to breathe with what is technically called the secondary respiratory muscles, muscles that were designed to come into play only during great exertion or in situations of oxygen deficit, such as after a sprint race. Instead of exaggerating your breathing in your chest, relax and allow all the muscles in the abdomen and pelvic floor to oscillate, which stimulates the deeper primary respiratory muscles to work to their full capacity.

Take a moment to note your observations during this inquiry. Also have a look now at the full body illustration showing a simplified version of some of the movements that occur during breathing.

Feeling the movements of the breath in a reclining relaxation position is helpful, but unfortunately we can’t go through life this way. Being able to maintain your awareness of and allow these movements in everyday activities is a crucial step in maintaining full breathing at all times. In the next inquiries you’ll explore some common, everyday positions. As you assume these stances throughout the day continue to tune in to your breathing.

 



6. The breathing body. Front
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7. The breathing body. Back
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Squatting

 



Come to a squatting position with the arms extended in front of you for support (Figure 9). If your heels do not comfortably reach the ground, support them with a folded blanket. You also can do this inquiry sitting on the edge of a hard chair with your legs wide enough apart so that you can hang forward with your arms draped around the outsides of your thighs (Figure 10). Let your head relax forward so that the weight comes a little more onto your hands than on your feet. Check that you are allowing your abdomen to release freely with your breath and that you are not unconsciously gripping through the pelvic floor. Now look back between your legs at your crotch. Watch the movement of your pelvis as you breathe. Can you see the pelvis lift slightly up and back as you breathe in? Notice how the pelvis retracts back and down with the exhalation. Sense into your spine and see if you can feel how your lower back oscillates with the incoming and outgoing breath.

This wonderful movement of the pelvis rocking around the hips keeps the hip joints lubricated and the muscles there strong and flexible. These movements also keep the spine supple by keeping the circulation open and alternately toning and releasing the back muscles. Try tightening your abdomen and closing the anal sphincter muscles to see how this affects the movement in your pelvis and lower back. Experiment until you can feel the relationship between what you do with the muscles in the lower body and your breathing.

FIGURE 9
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FIGURE 10
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Sitting

 



Sit in a kneeling position or in any other comfortable sitting position. As you sit, have you already started to hold your belly in and pull up through the pelvic floor? Relax and observe your tailbone move forward and backward as you breathe in and out. See if you can feel any of the movements you noticed while lying on the floor in the earlier exercises. In your attempt to sit “properly,” are you holding the body stiff against the fluid motion of the breath? When you breathe freely, there will be moments where the spine is slightly concave (arched) and less supported by the abdomen, and moments where the spine is slightly convex (rounded) and more supported by the abdomen. Again, these are small movements so don’t discount what you feel because it does not appear large or impressive. This normal fluctuation massages all the internal organs and muscles, bringing fresh regenerative fluid and nutrition as well as removing depleted blood and waste products. If you sit for long periods of time, either working at a computer or for meditation, you may find that sitting in this fluid way prevents the tension and stiffness that many people experience when they attempt to sit “still.”

 


 


Hanging Forward

 



Stand with your feet hips-width apart, knees generously bent. Bend your torso forward over your thighs. If you find the stretching sensations at the back of your legs so uncomfortable as to be distracting, you may want to do this exercise from your chair (see Figure 10). As you exhale, allow the weight of your breath to drop through the torso so the spinal column begins to elongate. Feel how the entire torso lifts and retracts slightly away from the floor as you breathe in, and then releases downward as you breathe out. Don’t pull the torso downward against the natural rising movement of your inhalation. Allow your shoulder blades to rise on the inhalation and to drop with the exhalation and continue that release down the length of the arm. If you can’t perceive any movement, try breathing through your mouth, sighing deeply as you exhale. Mouth breathing
will create a less controlled breath and exaggerate the movements of the body, making them easier to observe. Finish up by checking for any holding at the base of the skull. This natural oscillation of the whole body releases deep held tensions and can be just as soothing and comforting to an adult as rocking is to a baby.

Remember that there is really nothing that you can do to make these movements happen—you can only undo or disengage from effort, so the breath can move freely through you.

If you are sitting in a chair, press down through your feet to come up, rolling up through your spine, so that your head is the last part of you to come upright. If you are hanging forward over your legs, come up in the same fashion, finishing in an upright standing position.

 


 


Standing Fluidly

 



As you stand, check your pelvic floor. You may be surprised to discover that you have automatically contracted your anus and lifted up through your belly in order to stand up straight. You may also notice that you tend to automatically hold your abdomen in when you stand. If this is true for you, exaggerate this action and observe how the energy shifts in your body. Can you feel tension increasing in your head, neck, and shoulders? Are you breathing more in your upper chest and neck?

Now allow your anus to open freely as you breathe in. Release the base of your buttocks down toward your heels and, instead of pulling your tailbone under, let the weight of your exhalation drop down through the tailbone. Allow the belly to be full and soft. Notice if tension decreases in your shoulders, neck, and head as you breathe lower in the body. Does standing like this make you feel more connected to the ground underneath you? Do you sense that you have “both feet on the ground” instead of “your head in the clouds” when you allow the weight of your pelvis to release into your legs?

Allow your knees to relax so that they are neither bent nor locked, but feel fluid underneath you. Can you detect any movement in your legs as you stand? Can you feel any movements in your shoulders and arms?

If you noticed that you tend to hold tension through your abdomen, buttocks, and pelvic floor when you stand, you may want to ask yourself this question: When did I first notice myself holding in my belly? Young children allow their bellies to protrude when they breathe, so restricting the belly is learned behavior. See
if you can locate a period in time, and any particular situation, in which you found yourself holding in your abdomen. For instance, I remember getting a very strong message from a ballet teacher who, after stopping the class to increase the dramatic impact of her pronouncement, pointed to my relaxed belly and said, “That is the most disgusting thing I have ever seen!” I remember being particularly careful from that day on to keep my belly pulled in at all times. How does standing with your belly pulled in make you feel? How do you feel when you allow your belly to soften as you stand and to move freely with the breath? Let any images and thoughts arise freely without editing them. You may want to make a mental or written note of these thoughts and images, or if you are doing these inquiries with a friend, partner, or group, share what you observed.


INQUIRY

Where Do I Breathe?

You’ll Need (30 minutes)

 



A partner (optional)

A soft mat or blanket to lie on

A folded towel

Quiet place where you will not be disturbed for 30 minutes

 


 


Purpose

 



The purpose of this inquiry is to become more aware of where you breathe. Through the help of a partner you can focus your attention completely on your breath, allowing your partner’s touch to help you direct your awareness into specific areas. Although this inquiry can be done without the help of a partner, it is very nice to be able to relax completely while focusing awareness on your breath. If you want to work alone, just place your hands on your body, using gentle but firm pressure. The amount of pressure you would use to press a stamp onto an envelope is about right.

Note for helpers: In his research on breath retraining, Dr. Erik Peper of San Francisco State University has discovered that the most effective way for people
to learn to breathe well is through modeling of the correct action by a skilled therapist or coach.2 This method was the only one that significantly raised inhalation volume and lowered respiration rate. He also found that “emotions (and thus breathing styles) are contagious.”3 Our common sense tells us that people’s energetic and emotional states affect us, so when you work with your friend be aware of your own breathing. Although you are probably not a trained therapist, it will help greatly for you to breathe into the same parts of your own body that you are touching on your partner. It can also help to breathe with your partner and encourage slower breathing by lengthening your own exhalation in synchrony with your partner.

 


 


Here’s How

 



Lie down on a soft surface in the Effortless Rest position and place your folded towel underneath your head and neck. The helping partner can sit cross-legged (or in any comfortable position) at your head looking toward your feet. Take a few moments to adjust both your positions so that you won’t be distracted.

Place one hand on your belly slightly above your navel and one hand on your chest near the top of your breastbone. Begin to notice how your breath is rising and falling under your hands. Your friend should take this time to observe your breath pattern. As you investigate the following questions, remember there is no right or wrong answer. Be inquisitive and withhold any judgments you may have about your breathing until later.

Without altering your breath, does one hand rise more than the other? Do you feel more movement in your chest or in your belly? Does one hand rise before the other or does the breath arise in both places at the same time? When you have a good idea of how you are breathing, let both your arms come down beside you, about a foot away from your hips with the palms turned up. This will cue your partner to begin assisting you. If your partner applies the wrong amount of pressure with her hands quietly let her know, but try to keep verbal interactions to a bare minimum so you can focus on your physical sensations.

Your helper is going to place her hands on different parts of your body. Alternatively you can use your own hands, pressing gently but firmly in each area. Wherever you touch, allow your breathing to emanate from that place. Rather than lifting the body mechanically, let your breathing be like a conversation with your own or your partner’s hands. As you feel pressure on these different areas of the body, relax and wait for the vitality of the breath to emerge rather than mechanically forcing the movement.



FEELING BAD IN ORDER TO LOOK GOOD

We live in a time when there is an extreme obsession with looking trim, fit, and most important, young. This obsession is artificially created by industries that stand to gain from our cultivated insecurities. We are bombarded with the propaganda of the body beautiful (most models are thinner than 95 percent of the female population), believing that what we see is normal, and that we, in comparison, fall horribly short of these standards. In truth, images in women’s magazines rarely go untouched or unaltered so that we now have no idea what a normal forty-year-old looks like because she has been been nose-jobbed, teeth-capped, collagen-enhanced, and air-brushed to look like a thirty-year-old princess. Men too are feeling the pressure of the advertising images—the washboard stomach is now the main focus of the “hard” muscular man. Young boys are almost on par with girls for unnecessary dieting, and cosmetic surgery for men is becoming commonplace. As a result we have a $33 billion a year diet industry, a $20 billion cosmetic industry, and a flourishing $300 million (and counting) cosmetic surgery industry.

We are being indoctrinated at a young age. In a survey of 494 middle-class school girls in San Francisco, 81 percent of the ten-year-olds were already dieters. By the time girls leave high school over 75 percent will feel extreme dissatisfaction with the weight and shape of their bodies, although few are actually overweight.

There are a plethora of statistics that tell us about the extent and economics of this mass hallucination, but they rarely tell us how we feel as a result. Underlying these figures, however, is the undeniable truth that we are willing to feel bad in order to look good. We are willing to walk around in a state of semi-asphyxiation, holding our bellies in with belts, zippers, and clothes two sizes too small, in order to cast the illusion of being youthful and fit. I recently worked with a woman suffering from severe panic attacks. She found that she could prevent and alleviate the symptoms of her attacks through full abdominal breathing but eschewed the idea of wearing clothes that allow for this because it was not, as she put it, “in keeping with her public image.” She preferred to stay on debilitating and addictive medication rather than let herself breathe. It is not necessary to feel bad to look good. We may, however, have to change our definition of what “looking good” means.


If you wish to have a breathing body, a body filled with true energy and vitality, it will be necessary to reinvent yourself with your own definition of beauty. I am always amazed at how wonderful men and women look when they are comfortable in their bodies, regardless of the shape or size, and how even the most classically beautiful people appear unattractive when they are constricting (or have an obvious loathing for) their bodies. When you allow your body to breathe freely you will exude an air of confidence and ease so that your real beauty—who you are—can shine through. What makes you feel good can also make you look good.




TWO MYTHS ABOUT YOUR BELLY

Relaxing Your Belly Will Make It Bigger

There is a strong belief system in Western countries that constantly holding in the belly keeps the abdominal muscles strong. This belief rides in tandem with the notion that a pulled in abdomen looks better. A contemporary women’s magazine featuring a truncated figure in “panty slimmers” lingerie, boasts that wearing a girdle will “target your tummy to control you where you need it most” and asks us to “think of it as a beautiful alternative to holding your breath.” But we don’t need panty slimmers. Most of us are already wearing a self-imposed psychic girdle most of the time that is far more damaging and powerful than any girdle—we walk around with our stomachs held in and we don’t even realize it.

The simple fact is that holding the abdominal muscles in a constant state of contraction causes them to weaken. In order for any muscle to function effectively it has to completely relax between contractions. This holds true for the abdominal muscles. In free breathing they alternately swell and retract, allowing fresh nutrients to circulate through the muscles, and toxic waste products to be flushed out. This not only keeps the abdominal muscles strong, it helps the body to assimilate and eliminate—both functions that aid weight loss. Relaxing your abdomen doesn’t mean letting it hang out in a completely flaccid state; it means letting your belly move so that you experience both the relaxation and tonus phase of the breath cycle.


 


Holding the Belly in Will Prevent Back Pain

If you’ve suffered from back pain at any time you may have been told to keep your abdomen pressed back toward the spine all the time in an effort to stabilize your spine. It is true that strong abdominal muscles aid the spinal muscles in supporting the back and should be used especially when lifting to stabilize the spine. However, keeping the abdomen contracted all the time increases the tension and stiffness in the lower back muscles and if you suffer from back pain it can increase your pain levels. The diaphragm attaches along the front of the lumbar vertebrae, so any constriction in this important breathing muscle will immediately be reflected in the function of the spine. Ironically, the only way the intervertebral discs (the spongy cushions between each vertebrae) can remain thick and healthy is by imbibing fluid (much as a sponge absorbs water). This process of imbibition can happen only through movement since there is no direct blood supply to the discs after the second decade. We need movement to keep our backs healthy and what better movement than the ongoing massage of our breaths? The oscillation of the breath also provides an effective means of giving traction to the spine, creating space between the bones and thereby reducing nerve impingement, bone degeneration, and arthritic conditions. Allowing your abdomen to move when you breathe is the most effective way to keep your back healthy.



In the beginning it is better to allow the breath to come in and out of the mouth—this will make the movement of the breath bigger and easier to perceive. Also, if you tend to control your breath, breathing in and out of your mouth will free up the breath process. Allow your jaw to hang slightly open so that you can let any sounds or sighs release on the outgoing breath. Feel free, though, to explore breathing in and out of your nose during any part of the following exercises. Start with the lower abdomen.

 



Abdomen (Figure 11) Your helper should now broaden the fingers of one hand and press firmly on your lower abdomen. Or you can place your own hand
on your belly. Let your breath begin to rise in this area. Notice if this movement feels familiar or unfamiliar. Is it easy to breathe here, or does it feel like an effort? Take up to three minutes exploring how the breath moves in this part of your body. As you take the pressure of the hand away, continue to breathe in the area you have just touched. Can you breathe here without help?

FIGURE 11
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FIGURE 12
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Diaphragmatic Movement (Figure 12) With both hands your helper can now cup the lower rib cage with the thumbs touching the inner borders of the
ribs and the fingers wrapping around the outsides of the ribs (but not the soft tissue in the depression underneath the tip of the sternum). If you are doing the movement by yourself, reverse the movement of the hands so that your thumbs wrap around the lower rib cage with the fingers facing each other. Let your breath begin to rise in this area, feeling your skin make contact with the entire surface of your own or your partner’s hands. Allow the movement to be felt throughout the sides of the rib cage as well as the front. Notice if this movement feels familiar or unfamiliar. Is it easy to breathe here or does it feel like an effort? Take up to three minutes exploring how the breath moves in this part of your body. As the pressure is taken away, continue to breathe in the area you have just touched. Can you breathe here without help?

 



Intercostal Movement (movement of the rib cage) (Figure 13) Now have your helper move her hands onto the sides of your rib cage, just underneath the armpits. You may want to bring your arms further away from your body to make more room for your partner’s hands. Your helper is going to press her hands against the sides of the rib cage. Alternately you can press your own thumbs against the upper ribs just below the armpits. Explore what it feels like to breathe into the sides of the rib cage. Is this a familiar or unfamiliar movement to you? Is it easy or does the act of breathing here take great concentration? Can you feel the spaces between your ribs expanding on the inhalation and retracting on the exhalation? Take up to 3 minutes exploring how the breath moves in this part of your body. As you take the pressure away, continue to breathe in the area you have just touched. Can you breathe here without help?

FIGURE 13
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FIGURE 14
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Upper Chest Movement (Figure 14) Next have the helper move her hands to the center of the upper chest, just below the collarbones either side of the sternum. Her hands should not press down toward your belly but should suggest a slight upward movement toward your throat. The helper should make sure that her fingers are not pressing on the delicate area above the collarbones or on the throat in any way. If you are doing this alone press your fingertips against the upper chest.

Let the vitality of your breath arise from this part of yourself. Does this movement feel familiar or unfamiliar? Do you find yourself struggling to breathe in this area, or is it quite easy? Take up to 3 minutes exploring how the breath moves in this part of your body. As you take the pressure away, continue to breathe in the area you have just touched. Can you breathe here without help?

 



Cranial Movement (Figure 15) Now your helper can put her hands around the back of your head, cupping the skull while letting it rest on the ground.
Alternatively, place your own hands around the sides of your skull in any position that is both comfortable for your hands and for your head and neck. Imagine your brain like a lightbulb—glowing bright on the inhalation and dimming on the exhalation. Feel your cranium, especially in the back of your skull, expanding and broadening as you breathe in and condensing as you breathe out. Your helper should keep her hands firm but relaxed so you can allow the full weight of your head to release into the floor. Especially notice whether you can feel the back of the skull broaden and soften with each exhalation. Take up to 3 minutes exploring how the breath moves in this part of your body. As you take the pressure away, continue to breathe in the area you have just touched. Can you breathe here without help?

FIGURE 15
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Returning to the Beginning Just as you did at the beginning of this inquiry place one hand on your lower abdomen and one hand on your chest. Try to be specific in answering the following questions. Do you notice more movement underneath either hand? Has your breath pattern changed in any way? Is the movement of your breath more equally distributed between the top and bottom halves of your torso? Has the quality of your breath changed in any way? Can you describe the difference between when you started the inquiry and now? Do you feel different and if so how? Take a few moments to relax before rolling on your side and sitting up.


Before you move on share with your partner how you perceived your breath. Where did it feel difficult to focus awareness and expand the breath? Where were you most adept? Let your friend relate her perception of what she saw and felt. Often the two impressions differ. If you are working by yourself make notes of what you observed. Remember this is not a time to interpret or evaluate any of these observations. It is simply a time to notice. If you are in the helping role, refrain from giving psychological analysis or interpretations of your partner’s breath pattern.



Characteristics of Free Breathing

Now that you have a general idea of your own breathing you may be thinking, “But what is the best way to breathe?” The best way to breathe is the way that supports the activity that you are doing. If you are presenting an important proposal to your boss, your breath will need to be quite different than if you are singing a lullaby to your child. Free and effective breathing does, however, have certain characteristics. Some of these are:

• Oscillation The whole body oscillates and moves slightly during free breathing. This movement arises effortlessly and not from suppressing movement somewhere else. The oscillation has a way of traveling sequentially through the body from the center to the periphery.
 



• Diaphragmatic The breath arises predominantly through the action of the central diaphragm rather than through the action of the more external secondary respiratory muscles, which are higher up in the body.
 



• Internal Origination The breath arises from within rather than being pulled inside mechanically by using the outer muscles of the body. Instead of breathing we are breathed.
 



• Multidirectional The breath expands in all directions, radiating out, just as a full dandelion flower radiates from its core.
 



• Calm and Regular The breath has a feeling of being and creating calm in the body and mind. Its rhythm is regular most of the time.

 



• Two/Three/Pause Rhythm During quiet respiration it’s normal for your inhalation to be about 2 seconds and your exhalation to be about 3 seconds followed by a pause. More simply, you breathe out a little longer than you breathe in.
 



• Flexible Just as waves arise in endless variation in the sea, the breath arises with endless variation and adaptability. The breath changes as our thoughts, feelings, and movement change.
 



• Effortless The act of breathing is filled with a sense of ease and relaxation.


While there is no one “correct” way to breathe, there are more and less effective ways of breathing. To understand this it will be helpful to pause for a moment and look at some of the structures that support effective breathing.







End of sample
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