Pranayama ~ Yogic Breathing:   4 Powerful Breaths

“Prana” means  life force. In Hatha Yoga, the system of asana (postures) and pranayama (breathing) is based on balancing and increasing the flow of prana in the body. Prana exists in all things and is abundant in sunlight, food, water and air. The practice of pranayama  releases tension in the body, cleanses the body of carbon dioxide and toxins, creating more space for fresh oxygen and prana. It increases efficiency of cellular activity and all other metabolic activity. It strengthens the immune system through the effect of increased circulation and deep relaxation. Pranayama also induces relaxation, steadiness of mind, harmony and bliss. Below are 4 powerful pranayamas:
Dirgha pranayama – 3-part Breath,  Complete Yogic Breath

Dirgha pranayama fills the lungs completely. To practice Dirgha, slowly inhale into the bottom of the lungs so the belly expands. Continue deepening the breath into the ribs so they expand upward and out to the sides. Continue inhaling into the upper chest to fill the lungs completely. Exhale fully, squeezing the navel back to the spine to expel all of the air. (Breath of Joy, using arm movements to accentuate the breathing, is based on the Dirgha breath)
Benefits: Warms up the body and mind; uses the full capacity of the lungs, removing stale air and toxins; massages internal organs; calms the nervous system; releases tension in the chest and belly; deepens experience in yoga postures. 
Ujjayi pranayama – victorious breath, ocean sounding breath

To practice Ujjayi, begin Dirgha pranayama.  As you continue with Dirgha, exhale through your mouth as though you are fogging a hand mirror, or creating a whisper of breath. Repeat until you feel comfortable with the ocean sound created by this slight contraction in the back of your throat. Then, close your mouth on the exhalations and continue making the ocean sound. Once you are comfortable making the ocean sound on the exhalation, try to make it on the inhale as well. 

Benefits: Calms the mind; enhances ability to feel inner experience; increases concentration; deepens experience in yoga postures.

Nadi Shodhana – Alternate Nostril Breath  - balance and channel energy
Come into Dirgha pranayama. Using your right thumb, block off the right nostril and inhale through the left. Then, change sides, blocking off the left nostril with your right ring finger and exhale through the right nostril. Inhale right. Change sides and exhale left. Inhale left. Continue with smooth, deep breaths, changing nostrils after the inhalations. The pattern is: Exhale, inhale, switch.

Benefits: Stimulates and the brain and synchronizes the hemispheres, balancing any dominance; strengthens, calms and regulates the nervous system; eliminates wastes and increases assimilation of energy.

Kapalabhati – Skull Polishing Breath,  raises energy
Kapalabhati is a strong exhalation from the abdomen and a passive inhalation. Take a deep breath and exhale forcefully through the nostrils by contracting the abdominal muscles. Relax your belly for the inhalation. Repeat slowly at first to make sure the belly relaxes fully after the contraction, then increase the pace to find your own rhythm.

Benefits: Increases energy and aliveness; cleanses nasal passages and opens sinuses; releases tension in the belly; oxygenates the blood; complete exchange of air in the lungs; strengthens abdominal muscles; stimulates digestion and elimination. Precautions: Some teachers say that Kapalabhati should not be practiced with pregnancy, colitis, recent surgery, emphysema, hernia and uncontrolled high blood pressure. Use caution and check with your doctor if you have questions.

“The heart of Hatha Yoga is unquestionably breath control (pranayama), and a variety of techniques are given to manipulate the body’s energy (prana) via the breath.”  ~ Georg Feuerstein, yogic scholar
