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FOREWORD

By Sandra Sabatini

When a pregnant woman joins one of my yoga classes, I always look
forward to her first lesson. I know with certainty that after the first
few words she will step right into the true essence of yoga. She will
immediately realize how natural it is to feel the contact with the
ground through her feet, and the subsequent impulse to grow and
spread in her own space. She is already in a wholly creative state. She
is constantly listening to what is happening inside her. She is glowing
with an inner smile which pervades her whole being, from the centre
to the surface. She needs yoga only to maintain this ‘light from
within’.

Yoga gives the pregnant mother the capacity to adjust to inner
and outer changes with extraordinary flexibility. The constant
presence of the breath as a means of connecting her to gravity
discharges tension and tiredness into the earth, whilst her body
maintains a state of cleanliness and lightness. The daily practice of
simple, effortless yoga positions leads her into childbirth with a clear
mind, interested, even curious about the coming event. As the birth
gets closer, her whole being opens up and the five senses are stimu-
lated to perceive new dimensions: time and space dilate. Giving birth
becomes a unique opportunity to get in touch with her inner power
as a woman. Once she has experienced it, she will always remem-
ber its intensity and, like an everlasting spring, she will draw from
it for the rest of her life.

Thanks to the work of Janet Balaskas over the years, this immense
natural gift need no longer be taken away from us. In writing this
book, she shares her profound perception of the ways in which we
can benefit from the cosmic forces that surround us. These influ-
ences are not confined to yoga positions. They are transplanted into
our daily life and become our way of being.

Janet not only pours all her personal experience into these pages
as someone who practises yoga, but also passes on the scientific
knowledge needed by those who may assist in a birth. It is only
when you are helped by someone totally aware of the beauty of the
whole process of childbirth that you can abandon your last vestiges
of resistance and step consciously into motherhood.

With these few lines I would like to express my gratitude as a
woman to Janet Balaskas, and her colleagues Lolly Stirk, Yvonne
Moore, and other Active Birth teachers for their work in showing
pregnant women a better approach to childbirth.

Sandra Sabatini
FLORENCE
1993
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FOREWORD

By Yehudi Gordon MD FRCOG FCOG SA

I am very pleased to write a foreword for this book. Janet Balaskas
and I share a lineage. We have both been taught by Mina Semyon,
Mary Stewart, Sandra Sabatini and Vanda Scaravelli: we have
practised together, and we have shared our discoveries and our
experiences with parents during pregnancy, birth and infancy.

Yoga is wonderful. The style taught in this book is inspiring and
magical and focuses our awareness on the universal pull of gravity.
Once in gravity we are taken, step by step, breath by breath, through
the discovery of our feet, heels, spine, and finally our head. The
exploration is an adventure which is safe because we acknowledge
the anchor of gravity to the earth and this allows our bodies to fly.
This yoga is not about how far we can stretch, it is about discover-
ing gravity and feeling the infinite ocean from which ‘the wave’ of
the breath originates and returns.

Practising yoga is accompanied by many benefits. It awakens our
spine, releases the tension in our joints, ligaments and muscles and
releases our energy and vitality. As our body relaxes actively we
discover the space within. It is always safe because every posture is
carried out on the wave of the breath.

The discovery of the ocean and the waves with the breath arising
and returning is a priceless gift. It allows us to find our self whatever
circumstances our lives are in. The breath is present whether we are
calm and relaxed, during a stormy labour when the ocean waves are
high, in the middle of the night when our baby is crying, and during
lovemaking. The wave of the breath is always there, it is always
accessible provided we are attentive to its presence. It calms, centres
and energizes us. The practice of yoga is one way to discover the
wave, and once discovered it empowers us throughout our lives.

This is a practical and inspiring book. The excitement, joy, richness
and benefit of yoga is in doing. This book acts as a guide along the path.

Yehudi Gordon
LoNnDON
1993
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PREFACE

oga is a wonderful helper to the pregnant and new mother.
It brings her a marvellous tool for releasing physical tension
in her muscles and joints, and also for releasing her emotions
and becoming free from inhibitions. It helps her maximize
her health, to heal herself and to clear the way for a healthy future,
a new beginning, a new chapter in her life.

[ firstjoined a yoga class in 1975, shortly before my second daugh-
ter Kim was conceived, and continued to practise regularly through-
out the months I was carrying her. I had enjoyed a trouble-free
pregnancy with my first child, but this time I was surprised by the
difference yoga made to the experience.

I discovered that I had the potential to influence my body and my
mind in a positive way. With the help of yoga I learnt how to increase
my energy and vitality, and also how to relax more deeply and to
quieten my mind. By learning to focus my awareness I found the
silent space within myself which I now call my inner centre. This
enabled me to be more deeply aware of my body, my feelings and
the presence of the little person who was incubating inside my womb.

Now, after more than fifteen years, 1 have had the privilege of
introducing hundreds of pregnant mothers to this path, and witness-
ing the profound and positive effect on their ability to give birth and
to mother their babies.

My second pregnancy also coincided with the beginning of my
career as a childbirth educator. During my training I had found the
methods then being taught to pregnant mothers disappointing.
While being very informative about the stages of labour and the
hospital routines and procedures, they lacked any effective way of
empowering mothers to trust and follow their own instincts. Most
women coming to these classes ended up succumbing to painkillers
and obstetric interventions. I felt sure that there must be a more holis-
tic, less cerebral approach which made the most of the transforma-
tive potential of the whole of pregnancy.

As | became aware of the benefits of yoga on my own pregnancy,
I invited mothers who were coming to my birth preparation course
to join me once a week for a pregnancy yoga session. In the follow-
ing months six of us met regularly and we noticed how certain yoga
positions were especially comfortable and useful. At the same time
[ was making a study of the anatomy of the female pelvis. All these
factors coalesced into a dawning awareness that a woman'’s pelvis
is uniquely shaped to form a curved canal for the birth of a child. The
positions which were most comfortable in late pregnancy were those
which widened the pelvic diameters and reduced pressure on the
lower spine.

Then, while doing some research into the history of childbirth, 1
noticed that variations of these comfortable postures had, in fact,
been used by women in almost every culture during childbirth. The
historical and ethnological evidence showed that all over the world,
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for thousands of years to this day, women have stood, kneeled or
squatted while giving birth. Thus I discovered thata woman’s body
is not designed for labouring or for giving birth in the supine
position. In fact it was the most disadvantageous position possible
for a whole variety of reasons (see my book New Active Birth). By
some kind of miraculous coincidence, with yoga I had stumbled
upon a deeply effective way to prepare for an instinctive birth using
these upright positions. A way which works not only by preparing
a woman physically to adopt such postures but also, on a deeper
level, to help her to discover her inner strength and power, and her
instinctive potential. The very essence of yoga is that it works on
many levels at once, influencing the physical body, the mind and
the emotions simultaneously, enhancing the health and well-being
of the whole person.

I was the first in the group to give birth. Kim was born at home
without injury to herself or me, despite the fact that the circumfer-
ence of her head was unusually large. During this experience I
discovered the advantages of squatting and changing positions. The
yoga I had done in pregnancy somehow arose in my consciousness
at the time and I had enough confidence to try some of the positions
which I knew would widen the birth canal and maximize the help
of gravity. Without this, my midwife assured me, I would certainly
have needed the help of forceps.

I felt wonderful to have done it myself and Kim’s birth was
followed soon after by the births of the other women in the group.
Although we had no preconceived plan, not one of us laboured in
the traditional ‘stranded beetle” or semi-reclining position. I knew
then that, along with our babies, our little yoga group had also given
birth to the concept of *Active Birth” in North London. We were fortu-
nate to have the backing of some independent midwives doing home
births, and Yehudi Gordon, an obstetrician at the local hospital, who
were enthusiastic pioneers and fully supported our ideas. My GP
had been on holiday in Botswana shortly before my birth and had
seen a mother giving birth squatting, so he was encouraging as well.

When I found myself unexpectedly pregnant again eighteen
months later I was thrown into a state of emotional turmoil and
ambivalence about having two children so close together. Then, in
the quiet moments I spent meditating and breathing during my yoga
practice, I sensed that inside my body there was another wonderful
person who was going to enhance my life beyond measure. Very
soon the shock of being pregnant again was replaced by a warm
certainty that the child I had inside was a gift and it was completely
appropriate for him to be there at that time. I learnt how deeply a
mother can be aware of the presence inside of her baby from the
earliest stages. I could feel how there is a natural psychic link between
the mother and her unborn child on a deeply instinctive level. This
connection is like an open channel of communication which can
become more conscious, more deeply known, when the mother sits
silently and focuses on her inner centre as she does when practising
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yoga. I discovered that I could ‘talk’ to my son lasonas while he was
inside my womb and I could hear his ‘answers’. By the time he was
four weeks old in utero I had apologised to him for my initial ambiva-
lence, and we have never looked back since. Now he is fifteen years
old, taller than I am, and I can still communicate with him with a
special kind of ease. Of course, his birth was easy too — despite his
weighing in at 10.51bs.

I thought my childbearing career was over when Theo surprised
me by arriving as I was approaching forty-two. This time it was ten
years since lasonas was born and I had had surgery in the interven-
ing period to remove a uterine fibroid. Fortunately the operation
was successful and I healed myself with the help of yoga. By this time
[ had discovered the new approach to yoga and was a student of
Mina Semyon and Mary Stewart. After the birth I was to meet Sandra
Sabatini, and have since then, enjoyed working with her whenever
I have an opportunity.

Happily married to my present husband Keith Brainin, we rejoiced
in the pregnancy and looked forward to Theo’s birth with excite-
ment. I considered using the screening procedures offered to women
of my age and booked an appointment for an amniocentesis. The
day before the test was due to happen I had a startling experience
while meditating at the end of my yoga practice. I distinctly heard
Theo ‘telling me” that he was not only fine but was a magnificent
specimen and I did not need the test. So I cancelled the appointment
and, sure enough, he weighed in at 11lbs. at birth and is a remark-
ably strong and healthy child. This was a very personal experience.
[ probably would have decided to keep my son, even if he had a
developmental problem. Going through with the test, however, may
be more appropriate in many cases, so I am not suggesting medita-
tion as an alternative. The essential point is to become quiet and thus
find the inner guidance to make the right decision.

I practised yoga regularly throughout that pregnancy and taught
other mothers. I was still doing some of the advanced postures in my
ninth month. I had wonderful positive support from my own teach-
ers and colleagues, especially from Lolly Stirk, Mina Semyon, Yehudi
Gordon, Michel Odent and Carole Elliott. Thanks to them I managed
to avoid any birth attendants who were likely to be anxious about
my age or Theo’s size, or who might think of me as ‘high risk’
because of my obstetric history, or see me as ‘an elderly multipara’.
Theo was born at home beside the fire, after a short and intense
labour which was eased by having one of Keith’s ingenious water
birth pools in our bedroom. Despite his size, the second stage was
over in seven contractions, I did not tear and I was ecstatic after the
birth for several days.

My own story is unique but it is not at all unusual. Most of the
women I teach are empowered to enjoy and make the most of the
experience of birth and early motherhood. The majority manage to
give birth instinctively without drugs or interventions. However,
those that do choose or need to avail themselves of pain relief or




obstetric support, usually do so from a position of inner power and
feel content that this was appropriate in their situation and
circumstances. Birth is never predictable. It is an adventure and like
any real adventure what will happen is unknown. But I do know
that with yoga a pregnant woman can find the means to make the
most of the months of pregnancy as well as the experience of birth
and motherhood.

This is a time in her life when she needs to be fully in possession
of her power as she gathers her strength and energy for birth and
mothering. She is wholly creative. Not only is she the giver, already
sustaining the life of her unborn child, but she is also the recipient
of the radiant dynamic energy coming from her baby. It is a mutually
nourishing and energetic exchange, as mother and baby share the
adventure of pregnancy together on every level.

Yoga allows her to pause and to become quiet, so that she is able
to receive this gift and be empowered by it. She becomes more
instinctive, more intuitive, able to respond with her whole being to
the transformation she is experiencing. In so doing she is able to
evolve, to be reborn herself, as she moves through the transition
from womanhood to motherhood. She can face the challenges which
lie ahead with confidence.

In Preparing for Birth with Yoga, I have tried my best, within the
limitations of a book, to put across the way I teach as clearly as possi-
ble. This book is also supported by a small network of teachers of this
approach. There is a growing association of Active Birth Teachers
working along similar lines, many of whom, like myself, are willing
to travel to offer tuition to yoga teachers, mothers, midwives and
childbirth educators. Some work in the UK and others work along
similar lines in other countries.

We are now approaching a new century, and hopefully a new,
more conscious era in our civilization. In the years ahead we must
learn to respect and take care of our Mother Earth and restore balance
to the ecology of our planet. I hope that this book will help to inspire
those of us who are concerned with the beginning of life, to redis-
cover and reclaim the power of mothers as childbearers and givers
of new life. In this way, we play our own small but vital role in the
re-emergence of the power of the feminine, which is the source of all
life on earth and brings us healing and renewal.

Janet Balaskas
LONDON
June 1993
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INTRODUCTION

efore you embark on practising yoga during your pregnancy,

you will want to know a little more about its history and the

benefits it can introduce into your life. You will also need to
— know what sort of yoga I am recommending and why I believe
it is so suitable for the childbearing year.

It is generally thought that yoga originated in prehistoric India.
Evidence of ancient seals decorated with carved figures seated in
the lotus position were found in the Indus valley, in what is now
Pakistan, and are thought to date back to between the fifth and
second centuries before the birth of Christ.

The earliest written reference to yoga comes from the Sanskrit
hymns of the Aryan people, known as The Vedas (3000BC-1200BC).
The Upanishads are later Vedic hymns dating from 1200BC to 600BC,
in which yogic teaching was passed on from teacher to pupil. This
tradition of passing on the wisdom of yoga philosophy and practice
from guru to disciple has ancient roots and has spread to many parts
of the world, adapting along the way to the cultural needs of the
time and place. It is still very much alive today and is flourishing in
the West as well as in India.

At the end of the Vedic period, The Bhagavadgita was written in
about 600BC. This is an epic poem which describes the philosophy
of yoga in the form of a dialogue between the god Krishna and the
warrior prince Arjuna. Around the time that The Bhagavadgita was
written, the Buddha (born in 568BC) lived and taught and many of
the great religions of the world were flowering. Buddhist teaching
absorbed the yogic practices and carried them throughout most of
Asia, leading to the evolution of Tantra.

One of the most famous yoga texts is the classic Patanjali’s Yoga
Sutras. Written between 200BC and 200AD, these are short passages
or aphorisms composed so that they could be easily memorized. They
contain the essence of a well-established practice discipline of yoga
postures, breathing, meditation and spiritual guidance for everyday
life, as well as the attainment of self-realization and enlightenment.

In the Middle Ages, later texts such as the Hatha Yoga Pradipika
were written which expand further on the purification of body and
mind with physical exercises, breathing and meditation. When India
was invaded and colonized, these texts were translated and this led
to the great interest in Eastern religion and philosophy and in yoga
which is thriving in the West today.

Western women'’s interest in yoga in this century is, as far as
recorded history tells us, unprecedented. Most of the documents 1
have referred to tell us of a mainly male tradition of yoga practice.
However, it is possible that yoga goes back much further in history
than anyone has so far realized and is as old as civilization itself.
There are indications that it may even have its roots in our own culture
and may have been invented and practised by women long before the
evidence confirms its existence on the Indian subcontinent.

|
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This early
pregnant goddess
from Neolithic
Crete (6000-5500
BC) is seated in
the lotus position.
The crown on her
head is a symbol of
her wisdom and
wealth. She
represents the
goddess as the
source of all Iife,
who takes her
energy (through
meditative and
"yogic’ practices)
from the springs
and wells, from
the sun, moon and
moist earth.

The revolutionary work of the
archaeologist Marija Gimbutas has
more recently revealed the existence
of ancient ‘matristic’ (female
centred) civilizations all over old
Europe (see Gods and Goddesses of Old
Europe and The Language of the
Goddess by Marija Gimbutas). She
provides evidence in the form of
thousands of clay figurines of the
goddesses and other related
artefacts, dating from the Paleolithic
(as much as 30,000 years ago) and
Neolithic (7000-9000 years ago)
periods, which she discovered in
different parts of Eastern and
Western Europe from the Ukraine to
the Mediterranean. Interestingly,
some of the figurines of these matri-
archal goddesses are clearly seated
in yogic meditation postures which
suggests that the roots of medita-
tional yoga practice in women'’s
circles might go back thousands of
years and are to be found in our own
prehistoric culture.

While it is not possible to tell
whether these goddesses were
pregnant or not, it is possible that we

are not the first women to think of
practising yoga in pregnancy. Perhaps in those ancient times, women
knew how to connect with the invigorating energies of nature by
means of some basic ‘earth centred” meditation. Thus they
maintained a ritual practice which empowered them to respect and
nourish both body and soul, in harmony with the rhythms of nature
and the creative powers of the feminine.

Historical accounts of these ancient matriarchal civilizations tell
us that they were ‘gylanic’, which means that both sexes were
regarded as equal. The feminine, or the ‘Great Mother’, was
worshipped and honoured as central to life. Women were deeply
respected as birthgivers and nurturers. In matriarchal cultures all
over the world, the body of a woman is often depicted as a sacred
vessel or container holding the mysteries which create and sustain
new life. Her fertility both symbolizes and reflects the regenerating
power of living nature itself, not only human, but all life on earth and
within the whole cosmos.

These ancient civilizations were also renowned for their high
standard of art and hfebtyle and for their political stability, living for
thousands of years in peace and harmony with the laws of nature.

INTRODUCTION
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\ \ Marija Gimbutas, in the Introduction to The Language of the Goddess,
says:
o are " The Goddess-centred religion existed for a very long time, much longer |
than the Indo-European and the Christian (which represents a relatively
short period of human history), leaving an indelible imprint on the
Western psyche. This is in stark contrast to the 5000 years which
followed, in which patriarchal values of conflicting warlike tribal and
national interests have dominated social life, wreaking havoc and ruin
on our planet.

We are now approaching an era when the need to awaken and trans-
form our consciousness is being felt all over the world. At no time has a
re-emergence of the feminine been so urgently needed in order to create |
balance, harmony and peace on earth, in accord with the creative energies (
of nature. We are still living under the sway of that aggressive male
invasion and only beginning to discover our long alienation from our
authentic European heritage — gylanic (both sexes equal), non-violent,
earth-centred culture.
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energies of nature. YOGA in the WEST

As we have seen, yoga has evolved over the centuries mainly in
India, a culture in which matriarchal religious values remained intact
longer than in most parts of Europe. While there is some evidence
of yogic practices among women, particularly in tantric art, it is
generally presented as practised in India by male yogis. Yoga in its
modern form was introduced and popularized in the West during
the twentieth century, mainly by male teachers from India who have
kept the tradition alive through recent centuries.

There are many different kinds and traditions of yoga, but it is
largely hatha yoga which has become popular in the West. The main
focus of hatha yoga is to develop the potential of the body and to
bring it into balance in preparation for meditation. The means to this
end are through practising breathing (pranayama) and postures
known as asanas. \

The approach to yoga which you will learn from this book has :
been inspired by the teaching of Vanda Scaravelli and her pupils.
Vanda, now in her eighties, lives near Florence in Italy. Her book
Auwakening the Spine — A New Way of Yoga was published in October
1992. Vanda Scaravelli was taught yoga originally by B.K.S. Iyengar,
the world famous Indian yoga teacher who visited the West and
introduced and popularized hatha yoga. Vanda then originated her
own style of hatha yoga which, as yet, has no formal name but might,
I think, be called ‘Gravitational Yoga’ because of the emphasis it
places on understanding the way that gravity affects us at all times
and particularly when we practise the yoga postures.

[ have had the good fortune to study yoga both in London with
Mina Semyon and Mary Stewart and recently in Italy with Sandra
Sabatini (see Acknowledgements). Their teaching is the source and
inspiration of my work in teaching yoga to pregnant women.

L .|
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The NEW WAY of YOGA

The new way of yoga is based on the understanding of the way that
the spine in a human body naturally extends in two directions. The
lower, heavier part, from the waist down, is drawn towards the earth
by gravity. The upper, lighter, more delicate part from the waist up
lengthens towards the sky.

When you practise the yoga positions, your awareness will be
drawn to this by focusing on your breathing. First you will learn to
feel the pull of the earth, of gravity in your body. Then, as the lower
part falls into harmony with this ‘“attraction” to the earth, you will
begin to feel the energy which arises from the ground and brings
balance, lightness and vitality to your whole body.

Most people, without fully realizing it, feel ‘top heavy” before they
begin to practise this kind of yoga. A lifetime of tension in the upper
body, neck and shoulders gives a feeling of being very tight and
constricted on top while the lower body may feel stiff and
ungrounded.

All too often, we live in our heads and only partially occupy our
bodies. Sometimes the upper body feels so heavy that it is an exhaust-
ing task simply to keep upright. Over time chronic mechanical imbal-
ances develop in the body as muscles stiffen and joints become less
mobile.

The new way of yoga brings the body back into balance so that the
weight of the lower, heavier structures slowly returns to gravity and
the accumulated tension above can gradually release. It is a very
soft, deep, quiet and gentle way of practising yoga which begins to
work a powerful magic, once one starts to allow the body and the
breath to simply ‘be’, without force, without struggle. It is a surren-
der to gravity, which in return brings lightness, liberation and balance
to the whole body.

Many contemporary yoga teachers mistakenly place great empha-
sis on the postures themselves, without this sort of awareness of
their relationship to gravity or the way they are animated by the

breath. Therefore, they lose connection with the forces of power edo
which affect the mechanical and emotional balance of the body. This  yoga for the fun
means that the practitioner gets tied up in details of the posture itself, of it. To twist,

with no frame of reference to the rest of nature. Some styles of yoga  stretch and move
may even involve using force to get the body into tortuous positions  around, is pleasant
for which itis not yet flexible enough. It is possible for this approach  and enjoyable, a

to result in physical injury and it can be painful and unenjoyable. body holiday.
By contrast, the new way of yoga is very feminine. It is pleasur- There is the

able and easy to do and extremely gentle and kind to the body. It wnexpected delight

is never forceful or painful, so it is completely safe and harmless  in meeting corth

and it is therefore especially suitable for pregnancy. The new way and sky at tie

of yoga involves focusing your concentration on the wave, the saime moment

ripple of the breath through your body while you are actually practis- (Gravity

ing the postures. This gives them life and movement and invests . ¢

them with a profound power to transform your body and your (Arvakening

experience of life. Spine, p.58
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HOLISTIC PREGNANCY

This book is an invitation to prepare for birth and motherhood with
voga. It may seem strange thata woman needs to ‘prepare’ for birth ,
and mothering. After all, these are completely natural, instinctive
and biological functions. Our bodies are ideally designed and
adapted to carry, give birth to and nourish our young just like any
other mammal and yet, unlike other mammals, we appear to be the
only species which 'has such difficulty in fulfilling our instinctive
potentlal

This has not always been the case. Throughout the ages, in cultures
and traditions all over the world, the power of women to give birth
and nurture their young was honoured and deeply respected as
central to life. However, with the development of our modern indus-
trialized lifestyle, the power of women as birthgivers has been
steadily degraded and replaced by the science of obstetrics.

Today only a small percentage of women in the so-called ‘civilized’
West manage to give birth naturally. The art of breastfeeding has
declined so much that it is hardly in evidence any more. Somehow
we have become alienated from our natural habitat and also, at the
same time, from many of our instinctive capabilities. Therefore, we
need effective means such as yoga to help us to rekindle our power
to give birth and to fulfil our biological potential as mothers.

When BIRTH became OBSTETRICS

The domination of childbirth by obstetrics began with the invention
of forceps in the seventeenth century in France. Since then women
in the West have gradually lost control over their bodies, as the power
of birth has fallen more and more into the hands of the medical
profession. While we are fortunate to have the back-up of modern
obstetrics when there are problems, birth in the Western world is
still seen mainly as a medical event.

This approach leads to a huge increase in the need for drugs and
interventions and an escalation in the number of surgical and instru-
mental births. This has become obvious in every country which has
adopted the medical model of birth. There is now widespread inter-
national concern about the damaging side effects and the unknown
long term effects and consequences of routine obstetric intervention.

The failure of routine obstetrics to improve upon normal birth is
now being widely recognized, as the statistics worsen in the places
where obstetrics is most deeply entrenched. For example, in the USA
today, one in four babies is born by caesarean section and most of
those born vaginally are assisted by chemical or mechanical inter-
ventions. By contrast, birth outcomes are best in countries such as
Holland, where 30% of women give birth at home, or in small
homelike birthing centres all over the world where intervention is
minimal, or in countries like Sweden where midwives are the
primary attendants at births. In Japan, too, there are still a small :
number of midwives who observe the old skills and traditional
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INTRODUCTION

practices, where the birthing mother goes to stay at the home of the
midwife for her labour and birth and early postpartum days. Their
perinatal statistics are amongst the best in the world and contrast
favourably with the newer obstetric maternity hospitals in Japan
where a higher rate of complications is noted.

This is telling us that, after all is said and done, women and their
bodies, with the help of their midwives, know best how to birth their
babies and that it is time to explore new ways to regain trust and
confidence in our own instinctive potential.

The IMPORTANCE of PREGNANCY

If more women are to give birth naturally in the future, it is essen- e
tial first to recognize that the birth is the consequence of what emotional,
happens throughout the pregnancy. Sadly, the importance of spiritual, and
pregnancy is still greatly underestimated in our society. physical aspects of
Most contemporary women have grown up as girls with a pregnancy are
negative mental conditioning about birthing and breastfeeding.  vitally important
They expect birth to be a medical event and approach it with fear. 4,4 should not be
The process of surrender of the mother’s power and control over her neglected. The
birth begins as soon as the pregnancy is confirmed, if not earlier.  porential for self-
Responsibility is handed over to the doctor and the woman is empowerment,
usually steered in the direction of the nearest hospital. Then the change,
emphasis throughout the pregnancy is usually focused on medical healing and
antenatal care and testing for problems or abnormalities. While this transformation,
in itself may be useful and necessary, it is not sufficient and under-  wpnich is so great
mines the woman’s trust and confidence in her own body and her during these
RN O months, needs to
The emotional, spiritual, and physical aspects of pregnancy are be positively
vitally important and should not be neglected. The potential for self- enhanced and
empowerment, change, healing and transformation, which is so great encouraged.

during these months, needs to be positively enhanced and encour-
aged. Women in pregnancy should not be expected to face the
challenge of birthing without any adequate physical or emotional
preparation.

Today there is a lot of concern for the environment and for healing
and restoring the damage done to our planet and yet most people
fail to realize that the first ecological situation for human life is the
mother’s womb and the continuing relationship between mother
and baby throughout the impressionable and vulnerable phase of
infancy. Before we can begin to find solutions for the ecological crisis
at large, nothing less than a revolution is needed in our attitudes
towards conception, pregnancy, birth and motherhood. We need to
find new ways to enhance rather than undermine women'’s confi-
dence in their own power to be mothers.

The re-emergence of the feminine principle or the change of
consciousness often called “The New Age’, to which Marija Gimbutas
refers in the quote on p. 16, must involve a new and more holistic
approach to pregnancy and an honouring of its importance both for
the future of the individual in utero and for our society at large.




BIRTH WITH YOGA

RECLAIMING the FEMININE
POWER of BIRTH and MOTHERING

Throughout this century, alongside the development of high-tech
obstetrics, there has been a global movement to rediscover and to
reclaim the normal physiology of birth and breastfeeding. It began
with the recognition that the more deeply a woman in labour can
relax, the easier it is likely to be for her to cope with the intensity of
the experience without drugs. Various relaxation methods have been
taught to mothers during pregnancy, mostly involving the ability to
focus on breathing techniques. This was helpful to thousands of
women but somehow not effective enough. In this book we explore
a way to learn to relax both the body and the mind in pregnancy
with the help of yoga, which is deeper and more successful in liber-
ating the mother’s instinctive potential.

This work with self-empowerment in pregnancy needs to be
accompanied by the availability of a conducive atmosphere for the
birth, in which the mother will be free to be instinctive and to put
what she has learned and discovered in her pregnancy into practice.
At the present time we are in a transitional phase in which most
women are expected to give birth in a hospital environment designed
for an obstetrically managed birth. At the same time there is a greater
understanding of the needs of human mothers in labour, which has
been leading to some fundamental improvements in the birthing
environment. Many obstetric units are attempting to provide a more
intimate private and home-like atmosphere for mothers, as the
realization is dawning that this is most conducive to the physiolog-
ical processes of labour and birth. It is now more widely understood
that the hormones which the mother’s body produces, which stimu-
late and regulate the birth process, are secreted more efficiently in a
familiar, homely and comfortable place of her own choosing. Slowly
people are realizing that the human mother is a mammal, that she
needs privacy and seclusion in order to feel safe enough to give birth
physiologically, just like all the other mammals.

The training and education of midwives is changing radically to
incorporate this new awareness and there is much greater recogni-
tion of the importance of a well-established, trusting and personal
relationship between the mother and her midwife.

It is also becoming common knowledge that nature’s elements
have an important part to play in helping a mother to give birth. For
example, the natural upright positions which are instinctive and
most comfortable during labour and birth allow the force of gravity
to aid the baby’s progress through the birth canal, and to make
uterine contractions more efficient and effective. Midwives are realiz-
ing that labour usually progresses better when the mother is
disturbed as little as possible and has the freedom to move and to
express herself without inhibition. A pool of warm water in the
birthing environment provides a powerful means of assisting the
mother to relax deeply and allow her instincts to take over. More
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hospitals and midwives are now realizing that making a birth pool
available is a harmless and effective way to increase the chances of
a physiological birth and reduce the need for painkilling drugs or
other interventions.

As ideas such as these are steadily gaining ground we can begin
to enjoy a new atmosphere in the labour room and look forward to
better provision for women who choose to give birth naturally. With
the gradual discarding of the unnecessary routines and procedures
which disturb and disrupt the mother’s instinctive powers we can
anticipate an increase in the number of physiological births in the
future. At the same time we have the reassurance of the benefit of
modern obstetric help as a safety net in the background when there
are difficulties or complications.

However, it is important, if you are hoping to have a natural birth
during this time of change and transition, to look for a midwife or
maternity care setting in which this approach is encouraged and
supported. In some places there may be several acceptable options
to choose from, while in others the obstetric approach may still be
deeply entrenched and choice may be limited. For some women it
may be very difficult, if not impossible, to find a suitable midwife or
a conducive birthing environment locally. In this case, good positive
preparation is crucial. If you are to gain the trust and confidence you
need to make the most of what is available, while remaining in
control of your body and your birth, you will need to focus on what
is essential and have faith in yourself, and your own power, despite
the lack of ideal facilities.

Many women do manage to be quietly but firmly assertive in these
circumstances, trusting their own instincts so deeply that they are
able to go ahead and give birth physiologically in a setting more
suited to the medical model of birthing. In fact it is the courage and
determination of these pioneering women that has inspired the trans-
formation we are witnessing today. The power of their example has
initiated the change in consciousness and practice which occurs when
birth attendants trained in obstetrics begin to witness the miracle of
physiological birth.

INTRODUCTION
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OR BIRTH WITH YOCGCA

hen you begin to practise yoga regularly you have taken

a very important step towards positive living. You have

made a conscious choice to devote some of your time to
e nurturing yourself, both in body and in soul. This is
helpful atany time of your life, but especially when you are pregnant
and your body is providing the very first surroundings, or the primal
environment, for your growing child.

This is a crucial stage of your baby’s development in which all the
essential human functions, both physical and emotional, are devel-
oping. Your baby’s personality is forming at the same time as his or
her physical body, and communication takes place between you and
your baby on many levels at once. Throughout these nine months
your baby is an active partner in your pregnancy, sharing the
dynamic flow of your living energy and depending on all your inter-
nal body processes.

Physically, all your life support systems are working for two. At
the same time there is a communication taking place on a subcon-
scious, emotional or psychic level, which is completely natural and
instinctive. Your baby learns throughout the pregnancy from the
richness and variety of his or her experiences in the womb. The
sound of your voice, your movements, thoughts and feelings, even
your dreams, influence your baby and are part of your baby’s world.

This powerful psychophysical bond begins at conception and
continues throughout your pregnancy. It is the beginning of the so-
called ‘bonding” which occurs immediately after the birth when you
hold your baby in your arms, feel each other’s naked skin and gaze
into each other’s eyes for the very first time. These bonds are present
and forming throughout your pregnancy, long before birth, and are
the foundation of the relationship you will share for a lifetime.

Your BABY before BIRTH

By the time your baby is born, he or she will have a whole array of
sensual abilities. Inside your body, your womb is a world which is
alive with sounds, pulses and rhythms. All of your baby’s senses —
seeing, hearing, tasting and being touched — are beginning to work.

Throughout the nine months your baby is rehearsing, preparing
for life outside the womb. Movements begin at around seven or eight
weeks as your baby stretches and exercises his or her arms and legs.
You will become aware of them during the fourth or fifth month of
your pregnancy. Your partner will be able to feel them from the
outside soon after that. These movements strengthen your baby’s
body and stimulate all the nerve pathways to the brain, enhancing
the baby’s development.

Your baby floats and is rocked by the amniotic fluid and practises
essential activities such as swallowing and breathing, yawning,
grasping the umbilical cord and even smiling or grimacing. Patterns
of sleep and wakefulness develop which you will become more
aware of towards the end of your pregnancy.
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Sensitivity to touch or skin feeling is the first sense to develop in
the womb. From very early in pregnancy your baby feels the warm
sensations of the amniotic fluid on the skin and the smooth, velvety
surface of the membranes lining the womb. He or she is massaged
by your movements and stimulated by your hands as you
unconsciously touch your belly hundreds of times a day in the latter
part of your pregnancy. Your baby can feel your partner’s touch
when your belly is being stroked or massaged in the weeks
approaching the birth.

Hearing is very well developed during pregnancy and your baby
hears a symphony of sounds and vibrations inside the womb. These
include your heart beating, the sound of your voice, the air whoosh-
ing through your lungs and the blood pulsing through your blood
vessels. Your baby also hears sounds from outside the womb and is
aware of the voices and the presence of other members of your family.

Studies have shown that unborn babies are even aware of light
changes (when, for example, you are out sunbathing) and are prepar-
ing for seeing in the latter part of pregnancy; they also respond to
different taste sensations with pleasure or displeasure.

Throughout pregnancy you and your baby are deeply connected.
You interact on every level as your baby responds to your actions
and your feelings. Your body rhythms are naturally synchronized.
As you are adapting to being pregnant, your baby is tuning in to the
flow of your daily habits and is already learning to be a member of
your family.

HONOURING your PREGNANCY

We can now be sure that the foundation of good physical health
begins in the primal period in the womb, long before the birth.
Important developments in psychology in this century have shown
us that this primal phase, from conception to the end of infancy, is
also a vital stage in our emotional development. We have discovered
that people have an inner remembrance of experiences going
back to intrauterine life, birth and infancy. This is not the mental
remembering we do as adults, but more of an imprinting on the
psyche, a resonance in our cells from our earliest experiences which
remains with us and can affect us throughout our lives. Since a baby
is so deeply sensitive and impressionable at this time, it is important
that his or her primal life experience is as positive as circumstances
will allow. When a baby is consciously nurtured throughout the
whole primal period, from conception to the end of infancy, the
result is usually a healthy, robust and psychologically secure and
happy child.

The nurturing of the prenatal and newborn child is the pregnant
mother’s responsibility. We are the real experts in providing this first
environment and essential nurturing for human life. We are geneti-
cally programmed both physically and emotionally and our bodies
are designed for the purpose. Even when we are fortunate to be
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BIRTH WITH YOCGA

helped and supported in this by our partners and families, primar-
ily this nurturing is our work. While this responsibility may seem
awesome, it is deeply instinctive. Given the right encouragement
and circumstances, we do it quite naturally, without thinking.

Of course, the fact that this work is our responsibility does not
mean that we should try to be perfect, or feel guilty about our faults
and weaknesses. There is no such thing as a perfect mother. The so-
called ‘negative’ elements or imperfections which are in everyone are
part and parcel of normal life. So long as they are not overwhelm-
ing, they prepare your unborn child for reality. But it does mean that
vou have the choice to be creative and to influence your pregnancy
and early mothering positively and to make the most of the trans-
formative potential of these months.

The first step is to honour your pregnancy and the essential work
you are doing at this time, by giving yourself and your baby the time
and attention you both need. An easy way to do this, along with all
the other commitments in your life, is to make some space to practise
a little yoga every day. This will help you to focus more deeply on
your pregnancy. You will feel more in touch with your inner self,
more connected to nature, and you will begin to discover that the
power to give birth and to nurture your baby lies within yourself.
You will also find this very helpful after the birth.

When you practise yoga in pregnancy, its benefits extend to your
baby too. As yoga brings your mind, your awareness, into your body,
it also awakens your awareness of your baby inside and deepens
your inner connection with your child. As you begin to feel more in
tune, more in harmony with yourself and the natural forces of the
environment, your body and soul will be nourished by their life-
giving energy and you will pass all of this on to your baby.

The BENEFITS of YOGA in PREGNANCY

Yoga has many benefits during the whole childbearing year. In
pregnancy perhaps the greatest is that it helps you to focus on your
pregnancy in a deeper way. This creates the space and time you need
to integrate the process of change which is taking place and to
gradually adjust your priorities and your lifestyle.

FOCUSING on your PREGNANCY

By bringing your mind, your awareness, into your body, by becom-
ing aware of how you are standing, sitting or lvmg down and how
your body simply contacts the floor, your attention is drawn inwards.
This inner awareness gives you a new perception of yourself which
is in balance, in harmony with the rest of nature.

For many of us these da\'s life is complex and stressful. It’s easy
to be so distracted by ‘busyness’ that we neglect ourselves and forget
that we are connected to nature and her power to nourish and heal
us and restore our energy. Pregnancy or, better still, pre-conception,
is a wonderful time to learn how to turn your attention inwards and




to benefit from the limitless sources of energy which are available to
you, as soon as you make space to breathe and relax.

As your thoughts turn to the well-being and development of your
child, you are bound to become more aware of your own state of
health and to give more attention to the way you feel both physically
and emotionally. Pregnancy slows you down and awakens the
instinctive and intuitive side of your nature. As the months go by you
will feel an increasing need to spend some of your time relaxing and
focusing on the miracle which is taking place in your body. There is
a profound change of consciousness in pregnancy which deepens
as you get closer to the birth of your baby. You are likely to become
less intellectual or ‘cerebral” and more inclined to be centred on your
body, your baby and your feelings. While it is possible and even
healthy to work or to be active while you are pregnant, you may
also feel a need to retreat and to rest more, in addition to building
up your strength and vitality for the birth.

Setting aside some time each day for yoga will give you this space
to focus more deeply on your pregnancy. This is especially impor-
tant if you are working or have a busy or stressful life or a demand-
ing family to look after. No matter how busy you are, yoga will help
you to cope with your life in a more relaxed and focused way. It has
a miraculous way of making more space and more energy available.

ENERGY

Pregnancy should be a time of great vitality when your body is filled
with creative energy and life force. Much of the exhaustion and tired-
ness women complain about in pregnancy and postnatally is avoid-
able. Exhaustion may be caused by insufficient rest, poor nutrition
or suppressed emotions. However, to a greater degree than we
realize, low energy is the result of simply misusing our bodies.

When your body is well balanced, it functions in harmony with
the life force, your skeleton supports your body and your muscles
can enjoy their work of moving your bones without stress. When
your posture is out of balance, your muscles have to compensate
and act as supporters, so they contract and stiffen and you end up
carrying the burden of a lot of unnecessary tension. You become
blocked and resistant to the vitalizing forces from the earth and the
air which nourish your system. It's like being separated or cut off
from nature. This creates havoc throughout your whole body. The
cumulative effect on your nervous system results in fatigue, which
is never completely relieved by sleep. So of course, the added work
of nourishing a baby is going to result in exhaustion.

When you begin to practise yoga, the effect on your energy level
can be dramatic. As your posture becomes more balanced, the circu-
lation of blood and fluids improves and your breathing flows more
easily. Your body then relaxes, becomes more at ease and more in
tune with nature. As your energy is awakened and flows more freely,
this in turn allows you to feel more open-hearted and loving and to
pass on this energy and nourishment to your baby.

o)
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\ / INFLUENCING your BODY POSITIVELY

ln

Yoga has the power to help you to bring your whole being into
balance. During pregnancy it can provide you with a deeply effec-
tive way to influence your mind and body positively and to empower
yourself for birth and motherhood. |

Your body is very ‘intelligent” when you are pregnant and very
responsive to change. Improvement can be more rapid than at any
other stage in your life. This is a perfect time to give yourself some
attention and to increase your health and vitality and improve your
way of life.

Our modern lifestyle, especially in an urban environment, often
prevents us from exercising or using our body as nature intended,
so that our full potential in terms of energy and movement is rarely
called upon. This can result in our bodies becoming structurally
weakened and out of balance. Neglected muscles gradually become
stiff and joints lose their full mobility when their full potential to
extend is not used.

For example, most of us have forgotten how to squat. This position
is meant to be a resting position which our bodies can assume with
ease for a length of time. A toddler squats naturally and begins to
stand and to walk from this position. And yet most of us, by the time
we are adults, find squatting uncomfortable and may even have
difficulty sitting in a relaxed way on the ground.

Yoga is an ideal form of exercise for the childbearing year, since it
encourages relaxation, flexibility and strength in a completely gentle
and non-strenuous way. It brings your body into balance posturally
as a mechanical structure and helps to release some of the accumu-
lated tension and stiffness in your muscles and joints. It is a way of
re-educating your body to regain comfort, innocence and freedom
and to change the postural habits of a lifetime which create stress and
imbalance. The physical benefits of yoga can transform your experi-
ence of pregnancy from a time of weakness, discomfort and indis-
position to one in which you feel healthy and strong. Problems such
as tiredness, back pain, nausea, anxiety, headaches and many other
common complaints of pregnancy may be eased by practising yoga
and often they may disappear altogether (see Appendix, p. 195).

YOCA and EMOTIONS

Yoga exercises the mind as well as the body. When yoga is practised
in a gentle and mindful way, it will also benefit you emotionally. As
you learn to observe the ebb and flow of your breathing and the
release of tension in your body, you will find that your attention
turns inwards and allows you to experience and become more aware
of your feelings. You become more familiar with your thoughts and
more in touch with your emotions and understand more clearly how
they are expressed by your body. Yoga quietens your mind, allow-
ing you to feel more peaceful within yourself. Sometimes we become
so caught up in our thinking and our minds that we more or less
live in our heads and carry our bodies around with us without really
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fully occupying them. The ability to focus on breathing for a while
calms the mind and reduces anxiety, allowing us to feel somehow
more present in our bodies and, thus, calmer emotionally.

Yoga can also bring about emotional healing. From the beginning
of our lives our bodies express our feelings. When we are happy we
feel relaxed, light, loose and comfortable. When we are unhappy,
frightened, angry or anxious, our bodies tense up to protect us from
emotional pain. We store memories in our bodies from the time we
are conceived until the present moment, so that over the years
emotional stress becomes ‘embodied’ as a kind of defensive armour.
For example, suppressed feelings of grief may result in stiff or
rounded shoulders. This physical tightness deadens the feelings of
sadness which become deeply buried. When a person in this state
takes up yoga, the muscular tension will gradually begin to release.
As her posture changes and the rounded shoulders open out, the
original feelings of grief will surface too, providing a new opportu-
nity for them to be re-experienced, understood and released. In this !: )
way, if the need is there, yoga can be a very helpful tool for emotional I
self-healing, helping you to free yourself of any emotional blocks,
suppressed or unresolved feelings. As both emotional and muscu-
lar tensions unravel, you will find yourself feeling more harmonious
and in tune with life. Your full potential and creativity will awaken.

The additional weight in the pelvic area as your baby grows gives

iregnancy
can be a natural
state of ecstasy
and celebration.
There are many

you a feeling of being physically ‘grounded” when you are pregnant. ) peaceful and
This is increased when you practise yoga and leads in turn to a lissful times to be
enjoyed during

| feeling of greater emotional stability, calmness and equilibrium.

l Pregnancy can be a natural state of ecstasy and celebration. There
are many peaceful and blissful times to be enjoyed during these
months. Yoga can help you to make the most of the sense of content-
ment, well-being and fulfilment which women can experience when
they are pregnant. Its benefits will continue in the many pleasurable
hours you will spend with your baby after the birth.

these months.

PREPARING for BIRTH

In most traditional societies women were encouraged in pregnancy
to build up their strength and improve their fitness in readiness for
the birth. By all accounts, they also, on the whole, gave birth much
more easily than we do. I am convinced that modern women do
need to prepare both physically and emotionally for birthing — and
that it can make all the difference.

Giving birth is, amongst other things, a tremendous physical
exertion and it is just as important to approach it at your physical best
as it would be if you were to enter an athletic event or go on a
trekking expedition. It is also a great emotional challenge, a time
when you are experiencing the important life transition from woman
to mother. Throughout the childbearing years you will be
experiencing change and facing new and unknown experiences.

]
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It is as important to address vour emotions and feelings as it is to
prepare ph\ sically for birth and mothering.

Yoga is an ideal exercise system to use as preparation for birth
because it is deeply effective and yet completely effortless and non-
strenuous. It prepares yvour body for birth and mothering and, at the
same time, works on a psychological level and has a meditational
quality which connects you to the sources of energy which empower
you to create and give birth to a new life.

Your INSTINCTS and INTUITION

Your body already has all the knowledge and power yvou need to
give birth and to nurture your baby. This knowledge is instinctive.
It is in your genes and it has been there since you yourself were
conceived. You can trust its wisdom, even thoucrh what will happen
at the time is unknown and unpredictable.

Practising yoga while you are pregnant is an effective way to
discover and learn how to liberate these instincts and to overcome
any inhibitions which could prevent you from using your instinctive
potential when you are giving birth. Yoga will help you to relax and
to trust and have confidence in the power of your body to go through
the natural processes which occur during birthing, even if you start
out feeling apprehensive and fearful.

With practice you will begin to feel from the inside that if all goes
well, vou have the ability to do it! You will develop an authentic
sense of being at one with yourself, which allows vou to experience
your birth from a position of inner power, whether it is straightfor-
ward or complicated, difficult or easy. Yoga will enable vou to be in
tune with the source of primordial knowledge and wisdom within
yourself.

The majority of women are perfectly capable, in the right circum-
stances, of giving birth naturally without help. But it is important,
even if you are hoping to do so, to remain openminded so that you
can accept the safety net of medical care should the need arise, as it
does in a small percentage of births. Accepting help from a position
of clarity and autonomy, when it is really necessary, is never disem-
powering, it is wise.

Pregnant women are incredibly intuitive. When you are carrying
anew life inside vou, your intellectual and rational side may quieten
for a while, but your animal instincts, yvour intuitive and visionary
powers awaken. Dreams become more vivid and easier to remem-
ber and you may feel very creative and inspired to make things with
vour hands, paint or draw, cook inventively or rearrange and
decorate vour house.

These heightened intuitive powers will help vou to sense what is
right and not right for vou. They will guide you in choosing just the
rlght environment and the right helpers for the birth of your baby -
espec1all\ towards the end of your pregnancy when the ‘nesting
instinct’ is strongest. They will also help you to make the best
decisions for yourself in labour.
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Generally when you follow what your intuition is telling you,
what your heart desires and your gut feelings, you are unlikely to
go wrong. This inner guidance will stand you in good stead in every
situation in life as well as during your birth. The inner connection
you gain from practising yoga helps you to access your intuition and
give it time to rise up into your conscious awareness. When you can
feel and trust this inner wisdom and you know that it will guide you
through any difficulty, then you can look forward to the challenge
of giving birth without fear.

COPING with your LABOUR

The sensations you will experience in the hours of labour as your
body opens to give birth are very powerful. They will take you to
limits of endurance which you didn’t realize that you had. There are
extremes of both pain and pleasure, ecstatic highs and deep dark
lows involved in the extraordinary inner journey which brings your ,
baby 1o Birthe wisdom anf‘i }/().ll
The processes of birth are involuntary. They happen without your g w7 ol
conscious control. Contractions of the uterus which occur in labour 8¢ Vi .througl !
are stimulated by the release of a hormone called oxytocin by your @ difficulty,
brain. As the contractions strengthen, your body adapts physio- ¢/ yoi can look
logically to the increase in intensity. Jigrd iy
Your brain also produces floods of hormones called endorphins challenge of giving
which are natural relaxants and pain relievers. They help to bring i R L
about the change of consciousness needed as the birth draws
closer. Your “thinking mind” quietens and the primitive or instinc-
tive part of your brain takes over. During pregnancy, endorphin
secretion increases in preparation for birth. This is enhanced by
your yoga and breathing practice which stimulates the release of
endorphins, thus preparing your body’s physiological responses to
pain in labour.
The very best way to cope with the hours of labour is to accept
whatever the experience brings you and to surrender to this invol-
untary process. The art of getting through labour is to relax and
trust your body, to let go of your mind and let your instincts take
over. With this attitude you can look forward to it just as you would
to a journey full of unexpected events. Then with a little patience
and perseverance you will soon be holding your newborn baby in
your arms.
Yoga is a wonderful preparation for this. It teaches you to make
space between your thoughts to focus on what you are feeling in
your body and this is precisely the same kind of surrender and letting
go which you need to do in labour. Then you can relax deeply
and accept and yield to the process which is taking place rather
than resist and fight it. This reduces pain and makes it easier to
cope. So throughout your pregnancy you are slowly cultivating a
really effective way to relax and enhance your ability to accept the
power of birth.

hen
yout can feel and
trust this inner
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The HELP of the BREATH

Yoga teaches you to let your breathing flow naturally and normally,
and to be aware of its rhythm By closing your eyes and focusing on
the alternating cycle of inhalation and exhalation, your attention is
drawn within to your own inner feeling ‘centre’. You will also be
learning to become conscious of your body’s relationship with
gravity and discovering the way in which your breathing allows you
to connect with this awareness.

When you become practised in this, you develop an increased
feeling of physical and psychological stability — a feeling that you have
both feet firmly on the ground, so to speak; that you are ‘grounded’.

Then it is not necessary to learn any special breathing techniques
for labour and birth, when breathing should be free and sponta-
neous. In fact, having to memorize such techniques can be distract-
ing and prevent you from fully letting yourself go.

However, to be able to concentrate on the ‘breath’ - the source of
all life — can help you to get through the most difficult times in your
labour. Knowing how to focus your awareness on your breathing
without disturbing its natural rhythm will stand you in good stead
if you feel a need to centre yourself, or if you feel overwhelmed by
the intensity of the sensations when you are in labour. Many women
find this deeply effective as a way to stay calm and grounded through
the most stormy and turbulent contractions.

When you practise the yoga positions you learn to breathe and
release the sensations of stiffness as your muscles lengthen and
stretch. This is good practice for breathing through contractions in
labour to dissolve and release the pain. Also, some of the pain in
labour may be associated with stiffness caused by tight muscles in
the pelvic area. Working through and releasing some of this tension
during pregnancy may also help to reduce the pain you will experi-
ence during labour and birth.

While this is true, it is important not to have any illusions that
breathing will take away the pain of labour. However, it can certainly
help you in a powerful way to release some of it and not to tense up,
resist or fight against it. It also has a miraculous way of transforming
your perception of the pain so that it becomes tolerable and acceptable.

Finally, it can also be said that breathing comfortably without
pushing or holding the breath is also important for your baby, who is
depending on you for his or her supply of oxygen throughout labour.

DEVELOPING COMFORT and
EASE in BIRTHING POSITIONS

Many of the yoga positions we use in pregnancy are very similar to
positions women instinctively assume in labour, especially those
which involve opening and releasing in the pelvis. They widen the
pelvic diameters, helping to position the baby properly, and also
prepare you psychologically to open and release while you are giving
birth. Regular practice of the pelvic exercises helps you to develop
ease in positions such as squatting and kneeling which are natural
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WHY DO YOU NEED YOGA IN PREGNANCY?

during labour and birth and which allow gravity to assist your baby’s
passage through the birth canal. While you are doing yoga in
pregnancy your body automatically absorbs this knowledge, so that
without needing to think about it at the time, you will move freely
and spontaneously in labour.

Informing your body in this way through practical experience is
more powerful than any ideas you can remember mentally. You will
be gradually re-educating your body to be instinctive and to naturally
use positions such as squatting, which bring your body into harmony
with gravity. In fact, since giving birth involves using your body to
make the most of the help of gravity, the new yoga, with its empha-
sis on grounding, is ideal and effective preparation.

DISCOVERING your INNER POWER

This is a truly remarkable time in your life. You are going through
an incredible transformation. You are carrying a child and you have
already begun the experience of motherhood. Inside you is a little
person who is one of the most important people in your life. It is
your challenge to love and guide this person through life to the best
| of your ability. As a mother of four, I can tell you that you are in for
an amazing adventure, in which you are going to learn a lot about
yourself. Children are great teachers. You have a unique opportunity
for self-development and spiritual evolution. You are already being
called upon to be a strong and healthy parent. You need to be fully
in possession of your power and energy.

This is easier said than done. For most of us there are all sorts of
physical and emotional blocks and barriers which prevent us from
having this sense of our own inner power. Generally the best we can
do is to cultivate a habit of self-awareness and then work in the best
way we can to free ourselves from the obstacles which stand in our
way. In my experience, yoga is one of the best helpers I have come
across. Over the past fifteen years yoga has helped me through the
path of personal liberation, together with a great deal of conscious
focus on my inner psychological world. I have learnt and am still
learning what makes me tick. I've worked through my own child-
hood from the time of my conception and tried to understand the
patterns I have inherited from the past and the psychological matrix
which motivates my behaviour and seen how it has been reflected
in my body and in my relationships. My children are a wonderful
mirror and a powerful stimulus for self-improvement.

Yoga is always a great friend and helper. I have had the pleasure
to witness this in the hundreds of women I have inspired to use it
while they are becoming mothers. Besides all the benefits it brings
you in pregnancy, it also helps in a profound way to prepare you for
giving birth. It won’t guarantee that you have an easy birth or that
the transition.into motherhood will be without difficulties, but it will
empower you to make the most of your own inner resources now
while you are pregnant as well as during the birth and postnatally.
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our

body is miraculous.

Made for bearing,
giving birth and
feeding a child, it
has a natural
ability to adapt to
the needs of your
growing baby.
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he beginning of pregnancy sets in motion a dramatic process
of change in your life. You are going through one of the most
important transitions in your life — the initiation from woman-
hood to motherhood. You are discovering, perhaps for the first
time, your instinctive ability to create, birth and nurture a child.

This is to be a challenging and exciting time during which you
will experience an incredible transformation in your body, along
with a tremendous psychological adjustment. The birth of a new
baby also means that a new family will be born. It is going to bring
personal change as well as some inevitable alterations in your
relationships, occupation and lifestyle.

When you first discover that you are pregnant the amazing miracle
taking place in your body will be your secret and will not yet be
outwardly obvious. In the weeks that follow, as you share the news
with others, you will begin to feel and look pregnant. Then a gradual
adaptation slowly unfolds on every level of your being —body, mind
and spirit.

This chapter will outline some of the changes you can expect to
experience, starting with the marvellous physical adaptation your
body makes to nourish and give birth to your child, and then explor-
ing the way you might feel emotionally.

How your BODY CHANGES

Understanding how and why your body changes will help you to
welcome and enjoy the transformation you are experiencing. It will
also increase your awareness of how wonderfully you are already
protecting and nourishing your baby, and enhance your sense of
connection with the natural forces which are creating new life inside
your body.

How HORMONES affect your BODY

The changes which occur when you become pregnant are set in
motion by special chemical messengers called hormones. These are
secreted by various glands in your body. The main gland at work
during the menstrual cycle and also during pregnancy and birth is
the primitive part of the brain called the hypothalamus which
contains the pituitary gland. (It is called “primitive’ because it is the
first part of the brain to develop in the unborn child.) It controls all
the involuntary processes of your body, including labour and birth.
The hormones produced by your brain work in an interdependent
way with other hormones secreted by your endocrine glands and
also by the placenta and by your baby.

Hormones play a dynamic role in maintaining the right condi-
tions to sustain and nourish your growing baby, and to prepare the
uterus for birth. They also stimulate the onset of contractions in
labour and the expulswe reflexes of the birth itself. Later, they
regulate breastfeeding and the production of breastmilk throughout
the infancy of your child.
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During pregnancy, hormone secretion changes considerably from
the outset. This is responsible for the physical and emotional changes
which you may experience in the early weeks. As soon as your baby
implants in the lining of your womb, the placenta and the embryo
produce the hormones oestrogen and progesterone to maintain the
pregnancy. These hormones have a very important role to play. They
soften and relax the smooth muscle tissue of your whole body,
helping to adapt to the increased needs of the pregnancy. This soften-
ing effect enables the uterus to grow and expand to accommodate
the pregnancy, and also affects the fluid balance and circulatory
system of the entire body, enhancing the ‘transport system” to and
from the uterus.

During the pregnancy the level of oestrogen and progesterone is
about 100 times higher than usual. After the birth the levels of these
hormones drop rapidly to help the body tissues to return to their
prepregnant stage. As a result of this fall, the pituitary hormone
called prolactin is produced to stimulate the production of breast-
milk. This hormone is secreted by the pituitary gland in the brain
throughout pregnancy, rising to a high level during breastfeeding.

Throughout pregnancy the placenta also produces a hormone
called relaxin. This is a special pregnancy hormone which softens the
connective tissues and ligaments of your body. This allows the spinal
and pelvic joints to become more mobile, and the strong ligaments
which support your uterus to increase in laxity and expand as it
grows in pregnancy. Practising yoga will help you to make the most
of this natural increase in joint mobility and tissue softening so that
your body becomes more supple faster than it would do normally.

Endorphins are morphine-like hormones secreted by the primitive
part of the brain. They are the body’s natural painkillers and tranquil-
lizers. Their production is increased during physical activity, exercise,
lovemaking, dancing or singing. They are responsible for a sense of
well-being and they affect your perception of pain and pleasure.

During pregnancy the level of endorphin secretion rises and
continues to do so during labour, as a natural physiological response
to the increasing intensity of the contractions, reaching peak levels
by the end of labour. We can thank the increased level of endorphins
for the general sense of well-being which is common in pregnancy,
and for acting as natural painkillers and relaxants during labour.
The secretion of endorphins is enhanced when you do yoga, thus
directly influencing your enjoyment of pregnancy as well as prepar-
ing you for the onset of labour (see p. 174).

Your adrenal glands produce an increased level of cortisone during
pregnancy, sometimes helping to improve allergic conditions such
as eczema or asthma. The adrenal glands also produce adrenalin
and noradrenalin. These work together with the endorphins to
regulate and maintain all the involuntary functions of your body
such as circulation, breathing, digestion and elimination, including
the work of the uterus. Like endorphins, they also affect and are
affected by your moods and emotions. For example, fear and anxiety
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produce adrenalin (the ‘fight or flight’ hormone). In labour the secre-
tion of adrenalin would inhibit contractions, but in the moments
before birth adrenalin helps to stimulate the onset of the involuntary
expulsive contractions of the uterus, which allow you to give birth.

Your brain also secretes the hormone oxyvtocin which stimulates
your uterus to contract and maintains efficient contractions in labour,
when the level of oxytocin secretion increases. This hormone will
also have an important role to play later on in stimulating the reflex
which causes your milk to eject when you are breastfeeding.
Oxytocin is an important hormone in many physiological events of
vour sexual life, including orgasm, so it is called the ‘hormone of
love’ (Michel Odent, The Nature of Birth and Breastfeeding). It also has
a vital role to play in the emotional bonding and attachment between
you and vour baby after birth.

Your babV also produces hormones. At the end of pregnancy, when
his or her lungs are mature and ready to breathe air, your baby
releases certain hormones into the amniotic fluid. These are absorbed
by your body and stimulate you to produce the hormones called
prostaglandins which soften your cervix and initiate labour. Your
baby also produces hormones while you are in labour.

So, to conclude, even from this very simple explanation, we can
see how the complex balance of hormone secretion changes and
increases throughout the childbearing year, accounting for the
enormous physical and emotional upheaval vou experience.

FLUID BALANCE

Your body is made up of about 70 per cent fluid. In pregnancy, due
to hormone secretion, the muscular walls of the blood and lymph
vessels relax and soften. As a result, the entire fluid content of your
body tissues, cells and blood increases dramatically, so that by the
end of your pregnancy you could be carrying an extra 7 litres (about
12 pints). About half of the weight gain in pregnancy is made up by
this extra fluid which will be lost after the birth. It is distributed all
over your body in your bloodstream, soft tissue, muscles and organs
and helps fluids to circulate more freely through your body to accom-
modate the pregnancy. It also makes your body tissues more pliable
to aid the passage of vour baby during the birth. Some goes to make
up the increased blood flow to the placenta and to make up the
protective amniotic fluid in which the baby floats in the womb.

Yoga helps to circulate and distribute this additional fluid around
vour body, and to prevent swelling or oedema.

CIRCULATION

Soon after you have missed your first period, your heart begins to
work harder to pump more blood into your circulation to meet the
needs of your growing baby. While yvour heart rate remains the same,
the pumping power of your heart increases. This accounts for the
breathlessness some women experience in pregnancy (see Appendix
— Breathlessness, p. 200).
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Your own organs need more blood, and the growing baby and
placenta will eventually need approximately one quarter of the blood
pumped into your circulation. To provide for this increased need the
extra fluid in your body gradually increases the volume of your
blood so that, by the end of pregnancy, the additional blood volume
is just over 9 pints (5.2 litres).

Your blood is made up in part of red blood cells. These contain a
substance called haemoglobin which has the vital task of carrying
oxygen from your lungs to all your body cells as well as the placenta.
It also contains iron, and one third of your iron reserves will be used
by your baby. In pregnancy the oxygen-carrying capacity of your
blood is increased by a rise in the number of red blood cells. Although
the overall haemoglobin content of your blood is greater in
pregnancy, the general increase in fluid dilutes the concentration by
up to 20 per cent. This means that when your blood is tested, the
haemoglobin count may be lower than usual. This is quite normal
and is called ‘physiological anaemia of pregnancy’. It does not affect
the oxygen-carrying capacity of the blood.

The relaxation of the muscular walls of your blood vessels due to
hormone secretion ensures that your blood travels faster around
your body to carry oxygen and nutrients to your baby. It can also
result in softening of the valves in the larger veins in some women,
causing varicosities in the legs, anus or vulva (see Appendix -
Varicosities, p. 216). Yoga and pelvic floor exercises help to enhance
circulation and can help to improve varicosities.

BLOOD PRESSURE

Blood pressure is a measurement of the pressure that the blood exerts
on the walls of the arteries. It usually remains fairly constant through-
out pregnancy. In mid-pregnancy, softening of the arterial walls may
result in a lowering of blood pressure. This may rise again towards
the end of pregnancy.

Your blood pressure can be temporarily affected by posture. For
example, if you stand for too long the blood may pool in the lower
half of your body causing a feeling of queasiness or faintness (see
Appendix — Low Blood Pressure, p. 207 — and the caution on p. 150).

While you are pregnant or in labour, blood pressure can drop
when you lie down on your back. This is caused by pressure from
the weight of the heavy uterus on the large artery called the aorta and
the inferior vena cava, the largest vein of the body. The aorta carries
oxygenated blood from your heart directly into your circulation,
while the inferior vena cava returns deoxygenated blood from the
lower part of the body back to the heart. These two large blood
vessels run along the inside of the spine and are compressed by the
additional weight when you lie on your back, which can reduce
blood flow to the uterus and back to the heart. As a result, a few
women find reclining on the back, especially in late pregnancy,
uncomfortable. This is a sign that it is time to concentrate on using
other positions (see Appendix — Supine Hypotension, p. 215).
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practise of pelvic
floor exercises
helps to ensure

good muscle tone.
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As a precaution, it is wise for all women to stop lying on their
back in the last six weeks of pregnancy. If you tend to roll onto your
back in your sleep there is usually no need for concern as you are
unlikely to do anything instinctively that does not suit your body, but
it is wise to try to sleep on your side.

DIGESTION

Your digestion is also affected by the hormonal softening of the
smooth muscle which forms the wall of the digestive tract. This
means that muscle tone is reduced and food passes more slowly
from the oesophagus through the stomach and the small and large
intestines to the rectum. In pregnancy your stomach empties much
more slowly. In some women, the slower emptying of the large intes-
tine may cause constipation. Heartburn can be caused by softening
of the muscular valve between the oesophagus and the stomach, so
that partially digested, acidic food may leak back up into the oesoph-
agus, causing a burning sensation in the chest. Sometimes nausea or
‘morning sickness’ is caused by hormonal changes and may cease
after the third month when your body has adapted to being pregnant.

GENITAL AREA

During pregnancy a general softening of the tissues of the genital area
may be noticeable due to hormonal secretions. The blood and fluid
supply to the area increases so that the labia and clitoris become
fuller and softer and often much more sensitive. Sometimes the
increased blood flow can result in enlarged veins in the vulval area
(see Appendix — Varicosities, p. 216). The softening of the vulva and
perineum in pregnancy ensures that they will be capable of expand-
ing and stretching as your baby’s head and body are being born.

The glands inside the cervix become more active so that there is
an increase in the normal vaginal discharge. This is usually quite
watery and whitish, or pale yellow, with a mild inoffensive odour.

Regular practise of pelvic floor exercises helps to ensure good
muscle tone of both the pelvic floor and the blood vessels and will
prevent or improve any varicosities. Visualization of the baby’s head
emerging as these tissues open and release is useful preparation for
the birth (see p. 140).

This part of your body is self-lubricating and does not require any
special attention during pregnancy. It is advisable to wear loose,
comfortable cotton underwear, avoiding synthetic fibres.

How your UTERUS CHANGES

Your uterus is the principal organ involved in pregnancy and child-
birth. In its non-pregnant state, it is a small, hollow, muscular organ
which resembles an upside-down pear situated in the pelvis.
During the forty weeks of pregnancy the uterus undergoes an
enormous increase in size to accommodate your growing baby. By
the time you reach full term it will have expanded to occupy most
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of the abdominal cavity to reach just below your lower ribs. The top
part of the uterus is called the fundus, while the cervix is the hollow
passage or opening about 1.5" long, which leads into the vagina.
During pregnancy it remains closed and is sealed by a plug of mucus
to protect and contain your baby. The uterus is well supplied with
blood vessels from two huge arteries to ensure adequate nourishment
for the baby and placenta throughout your pregnancy.

Your uterus has three layers of muscle and its fibres are made of
what is known as smooth muscle. This is like the muscles of the
digestive tract or the blood vessels, in that it does not come under
your conscious control but is regulated by the autonomic nervous
system so that its function is completely involuntary. The uterus
prepares for the birth with an increase in the contractile muscle tissue.
By the end of pregnancy it is mature and ready to expel your baby.

During labour the powerful muscular walls of your uterus will
contract at regular intervals, gradually opening at the base. By the
end of labour the entrance to the womb, or cervix, will have opened
wide enough for your baby’s head to pass through. Then your uterus
will contract strongly to expel the baby down the birth canal and
out of your body during birth.

After the birth the uterus contracts vigorously, especially when
your baby breastfeeds. Within a few hours it retracts back into the
pelvis and then within a few weeks returns to more or less the same
size as it was before pregnancy.

Your BODY and your BABY

Your baby’s life begins from the moment of conception. Deep inside
your body, at the entrance to the fallopian tube which leads to the
uterus, egg and sperm fuse to form the first cell of your baby’s body.
This cell multiplies rapidly into a cluster as it wafts down the delicate
fallopian tube towards the uterus. The journey takes about a week.

When the cell cluster arrives in the womb, it lands on the soft,
blood-rich inner lining and implantation takes place. Tiny blood
vessels penetrate the womb lining to form the first link with your
bloodstream which will sustain your baby throughout the pregnancy.

Although you may not be aware of it, pregnancy begins to affect
your body as soon as implantation has occurred when your baby is
just 7-8 days old. The cells which are forming your baby’s body
continue to multiply rapidly so that, within weeks, some will begin
to form the placenta, some will form the baby’s body and some the
surrounding membranes and cord.

The FIRST SIGNS of PREGNANCY

In the first twelve weeks of pregnancy the changes in your body
occur internally. While a miracle is taking place inside you, there
may be no obvious outward sign until around the end of the third
month, when you may begin to notice your waistline beginning to
disappear and your belly becoming rounder.
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You will probably find from early pregnancy that
vou need to urinate more often. This is caused in
part by the increased pressure on the bladder from
the growing uterus and also by the general rise in
fluid volume in your body. This will continue
throughout your pregnancy. At night, more frequent
urination helps to eliminate fluid accumulated in
the tissues during the day. Your kidneys work as
filters which take fluid waste products from your
blood to be excreted as urine. In pregnancy they
work harder, eliminating extra waste from your own
organs as well as waste products in your blood-
stream from your baby. The increase in fluid and
blood volume ensures that your kidneys can cope
with the extra workload.

You may very well sense changes in the breasts

as the first sign that you are pregnant, and these

can occur within days of conception, especially
if this is your first pregnancy. The breasts may
respond to the hormonal changes by enlarging
as they begin to prepare for breastfeeding.
They may become fuller and feel warm,
tender, tingling and more sensitive.

FiG. 2.2 BREAST MASSAGE
Use a pure vegetable massage oil
such as almond oil in the palm of
one hand. Massage the opposite
breast firmly but gently, using
your palm and fingers in a
clockwise direction
around the whole
breast. Stroke from
the circumference
towards the

nipple — like

the spokes of a
wheel. Then

end by

massaging

the nipple

between your
thumb and

fingers.

Thenipples may enlarge and lengthen with a visible darken-

ing of the areola — the skin around the nipple. Around the areola,
little glands which produce natural lubricating oils appear. They
keep the nipples soft and supple in preparation for your baby’s

sucking. The general increase in your blood supply (see p. 39) may
result in more prominent veins in the breasts during pregnancy
which will return to normal after breastfeeding. During pregnancy
the number of milk-producing cells and milk ducts in your breasts
will also increase. During these early weeks your body will already
be working hard to support the pregnancy, using up a lot of your
energy. This is why unusual tiredness is so common at this stage.
All your vital life systems will be adapting from the start to nourish
and sustain your baby. You may also begin to feel vibrant with a
joyful sense of the new life growing inside your body.

TAKING CARE of
your BREASTS in PREGNANCY

Due to the increased size and weight of the breasts, it is sensible to
wear a well-fitted cotton bra for support most of the time while you
are pregnant. However, it is a good idea to sometimes go without a
bra and to expose your breasts to the air or mild sunshine occasion-
ally. It is not necessary to wear a bra at night.

Around three weeks before your baby is due to be born is a good
time to invest in some special nursing bras to use while you are
breastfeeding.

When bathing, never use soap on your breasts as this removes the

RiGT. 21

EARLY PREGNANCY
At about week 12
your baby and the
placenta have
already fornied
mside the uterus
and your body has
beguu the
marvellous
adaptation to
preguancy.
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natural lubricants they produce. A gentle massage with a pure
vegetable oil after bathing is beneficial.

Yoga postures which release the spine, shoulders and rib cage and
improve posture will help to ensure adequate support for the extra
weight of your breasts during pregnancy and breastfeeding.

MID PREGNANCY

Around the end of the third month you will have made the adjust-
ment to the early changes and things should feel more settled.
Although they do occasionally persist, discomforts such as nausea
or tiredness usually disappear and a new feeling of being more
comfortable and at ease with the pregnancy can arise. Most women
enjoy this part of pregnancy and it may be a good idea, if possible,
to consider a holiday or some time out in a natural environment as
this is the best time of your pregnancy to travel.

Now is the time you are going to be increasingly aware of
the presence of your baby inside your body. Some time between -
the sixteenth and twentieth weeks you will begin to feel the
first fluttering of life inside you, as your baby moves and
exercises in the womb. Then, in the weeks and months that
follow, your uterus will expand into the abdominal cavity as
your baby develops and your belly increases in size.

Throughout pregnancy you will be providing all the ingre-
dients your growing baby needs. You will be keeping a consis- | _
tent internal body temperature as well as breathing, eating |
and excreting for your baby. Your bloodstream will carry a |
continual flow of oxygen and nutrients to the placenta and
eliminate waste products by transporting them to your organs
of elimination. This is why it is important to look after yourself
and to create the time and space to make the most of your
pregnancy.

LATE PREGNANCY

By the end of pregnancy the top of your uterus will lie just under
your ribs and your body will be full and majestic.

Some women feel wonderful throughout late pregnancy, but often
the last few weeks can be a bit uncomfortable. Around the thirty-sixth
week you are likely to feel fullest with your baby’s head reaching
right down to the pelvic rim while the feet reach all the way up to
your rib cage. You are also carrying approximately 20 Ib more weight.
Not surprisingly, many women feel breathless and may have diffi-
culty sleeping and digesting. Pain in the rib cage or in the area of the
pubic bone or a feeling of heaviness and pressure in the lower
abdomen and pelvis are common.

You may notice an enlargement of the breasts in late pregnancy.
Sensitivity of the nipples increases in preparation for the stimula-
tion from the baby’s sucking which will regulate the milk supply.

Some (but not all) women notice SIgns of an amber or yellowish
fluid emerging from the tiny openings in the nipples during

Fic. 2.3

MID PREGNANCY
Your baby
develops rapidly
during this phase
and you becone
increasingly aware
of his or her
movements in the
womb. This is an
enjoyable time for
most wonen. As
your belly enlarges
visibly, feelings
are heightened and
dreams may
become more
vivid.
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pregnancy. This usually occurs towards the end of AN
pregnancy although in some women it can occur earlier. PN

This fluid is called colostrum and it is the perfect food for

vour baby during the first two or three days after birth. In

some women colostrum may not be evident until after the

birth and this is not significant. Your body will produce
colostrum when your baby begins to breastfeed.

Hormonal softening of the tissues in late pregnancy can cause
excess fluid to collect in the lower parts of the body in late
pregnancy, resulting in some swelling (oedema) insuch areas ~ /

as the feet, ankles and hands in some women. This can be
uncomfortable, but there is no need for concern unless
the oedema is accompanied by high blood pressure and
protein in the urine (see Appendix — Oedema, p. 208).
Within the last six weeks of your pregnancy your
baby’s head may ‘engage’ or descend into the brim of the
pelvis. This tends to happen earlier in a first pregnancy,
but in some women it may not occur until around the
due date. Sometimes stronger contractions can be felt for
a time when the baby’s head engages which may be
mistaken for early labour. However, some women are
not aware of this happening at all. A visible lowering of
the abdomen can sometimes be noticed in some women
as the baby drops when the head engages and settles into

for several minutes and then

F1G. 2.4 BELLY MASSAGE
After bathing, use a pure vegetable oil or
aromatherapy anti-stretch mark oil to massage
your belly. Pour plenty of oil into one hand, then
rub your palms together and stroke the oil into
your belly with a clockwise circular movement.
This helps to keep your skin supple
and well lubricated and, at the
same time, it is an opportunity to {
be aware of the presence of your |
baby inside. Towards the end of  \\
your pregnancy your baby can
probably feel the caress of your hands

through your abdomen. Continue

proceed to massage your thighs
and hips and the rest of your
body. Alternatively, your
partner may enjoy massaging
you sometinies, and this is
especially helpful before
sleeping at night. This can be
done as you lie on your side with
your partuer sitting or kneeling
comfortably behind you.
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position for the birth, giving you
a bit more ‘breathing space’. After

this has happened you may feel
more comfortable, although
increased pressure on your
bladder from the baby’s head may
result in a need to urinate more
frequently.

Your uterus contracts involuntarily
throughout your life. During this later
part of your pregnancy vou will
probably be able to feel these contrac-
tions as the whole uterus hardens
from time to time. These are known as
Braxton Hicks contractions and are
usually painless, lasting for 10-15
minutes before the muscle fibres
soften again and relax. They are quite
different to real labour contractions.
As the day of birth approaches you
may be aware of an increase of muscu-
lar activity in the uterus from time to
time as a kind of rehearsal for labour.

Sometimes the final days of
pregnancy can drag by very slowly,

FiG. 2.5

LATE PREGNANCY
As you near the
end of your
pregnancy your
uterus extends up
to just below your
ribs and your baby
occupies most of
the space available.
Approaching the
birth, your energy
and awareness
need to be focused
inwards on your
baby and your
body. You will
need to rest more
and to become
quieter and niore
meditative.
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especially if you have passed your estimated due date. Many
women feel weary and cumbersome, and long for labour to start.
Some women, on the other hand, enjoy these last days of being
pregnant and luxuriate in the sense of peace and calm which can
pervade the period just before birth.

A ‘nesting instinct’ is common as you prepare your home for the
arrival of your baby, and spurts of energy as well as a desire to sleep
a lot are common. This is a good time to follow what your body is
telling you and to sleep or rest whenever you feel the need.

What to EXPECT after the BIRTH

As soon as your baby is born, hormonal changes prepare your body

for breastfeeding and the fluid balance of your body changes. Any ‘nesting
oedema from late pregnancy will soon disappear. It can take a week instinct’ is

or two for the soft tissues of the genital area to recover, especially if ~ contmon as you
you have torn or had stitches, or are troubled with haemorrhoids or  prepare your home
varicosities. Your abdomen will take some time to shrink back to its  for the arrival of

former shape and size, and it is bound to appear saggy and distended your baby, and
in the early weeks. spurts of energy as
When your baby breastfeeds, the sucking motions stimulate nerve  well as a desire to
endings in the nipples and trigger the release of the hormone sleep a lot are
oxytocin from the pituitary gland in your brain. This has the dual comimon.

function of stimulating the muscular walls of the milk-producing
cells in your breasts to contract to eject the milk, at the same time as
stimulating contractions of the uterus. These are called after pains
and can be felt as your uterus contracts. So as your baby feeds, your
body is being helped to return to normal. At first these after pains
may be quite crampy and painful, but they soon become milder until
you do not feel them any more. In time your baby’s feeding will give
you a feeling of pleasure and well-being.

The inner lining of your uterus which provided the blood-rich bed
for the baby’s placenta will be gradually shed in the weeks after the
birth. This is called lochia and is like a protracted, diminishing period.

Your breasts undergo a dramatic change after the birth. In the first
day or two they produce the nutritious colostrum or first food for
your baby (see p. 43). Then, on the second or third day, the milk
comes in and this usually causes the breasts to become engorged. You
can expect them to feel very hot, swollen and uncomfortable for a
period of twenty-four hours or so. Then things will settle down and
the milk supply will begin to regulate itself. There may be some
discomfort such as nipple soreness but, in time, this will go.

Your body will continue to produce breastmilk as long as your
baby continues to feed. The amount of milk your breasts produce
depends on the growing needs of your baby and can continue as
long as you wish to breastfeed.

Since the milk-producing hormone prolactin suppresses ovula-
tion, you may not menstruate for some months as your hormones
maintain the right conditions for breastfeeding. But, you cannot rely
on this for contraception as the onset of ovulation is unpredictable.
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EMOTIONS

Pregnancy is a time when feelings, desires, dreams, intuition and
inner vision are heightened. From the early stages, as your hormonal
balance changes, you may experience your emotions very strongly.

[t may surprise you how rapidly your moods change so that you
laugh and cry more easily, or become angry or irritable without much
provocation. Having such intense feelings can be frightening but if
you can learn to accept them you will discover that you have a
wonderful opportunity of becoming more aware of your self. It can
be much easier to do this when you are pregnant than it normally is
because your emotions arise so easily.

This is a time to respect your feelings and senses. Change is taking
place on a deep unconscious level and, at times, the little child within
you may be calling out for attention. Whether the emotions you
experience are sad or happy, are related to the past or the present,
the process of being open to feel and express them will lead to greater
understanding of yourself and make way for the mature, responsi-
ble and loving adult you will need to be as a mother.

Allowing your emotions to surface and to flow abundantly
without fear while you are pregnant will enable you to become
openhearted and ready to love your baby. This is a wonderful
time to heal and purify yourself; to let go of negative patterns
- of behaviour and thought and to make way for good loving

communication.

llowing
your emotions to
surface and to flow
abundantly
without fear while
you are pregnant
will enable you
to become
openhearted and
ready to love your

BECOMING a MOTHER

As you begin to be aware of the first signs of change in your body,
you may feel delighted to have a baby growing inside you, or
perhaps the pregnancy will have come as a surprise or even a shock.

Women react differently to the start of pregnancy. Some do not
even quite realize at first that they are pregnant, while others are
aware of the very moment of conception. Some feel tired, nauseous
or apprehensive while others enjoy a radiant sense of health and
well-being. No matter what your circumstances, getting used to
being pregnant is a gradual process. Even though you may have
longed to have a child, the responsibility may seem daunting at first,
as you contemplate the inevitable and long term commitment
involved in parenting. You will need to consider how you really feel
deep down about becoming a mother and how having a baby is
going to affect your daily life, your career, your relationships with
vour partner and other family members, and your freedom in
general. On the other hand, your body is fulfilling a deep biological
need and the growing awareness of a new life stirring within you is
bound to be thrilling as well as challenging. Whether you planned
the pregnancy or not, you are likely to feel a mixture of emotions,
with joyful anticipation balanced by some fears and doubts. This is
to be expected when such a huge change is taking place in your life.
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Deep down, whether consciously or not, you have chosen to
become a mother. Some people believe that the pregnancy may also,
in part, be initiated by the soul of your baby who has chosen you in
particular to be his or her mother. Ultimately it is a great responsi-
bility but also a great privilege to be pregnant. During the nine
months in the womb your baby is in a state of complete innocence.
Like a highly evolved being or a Buddha, your baby is pure, intelli-
gent, sensitive and loving. If you can fully accept and tune into this,
you will find that your baby has a lot to teach you and is already
enriching your life in unexpected ways.

As you learn to communicate inwardly with your unborn child
and to be aware of his or her presence and responses, you will be
more than compensated for the considerable challenges which are
part of the ongoing adventure of motherhood. Some women sail
through the transition into parenting effortlessly but most have quite
a profound adjustment to make in accepting the new responsibili-
ties, the change in priorities and values which are involved.

After the birth your life will need to be centred around your baby’s
needs for a considerable length of time and your baby will be
completely dependent on you. Undoubtedly you are bound to feel
some conflict and anxiety as you contemplate these realities.
However, this is balanced by the tremendously positive feelings
which arise from the joy of creating, nurturing and relating to your
newborn child.

Your FEELINGS about your BODY

As we have seen, your body goes through a remarkable process of
change when you become a mother. It is natural to expect to have
intense feelings about this, as well as some anxiety about whether
you are likely to recover and return to your previous shape in the end.
Some women regain their figures amazingly quickly after childbirth.
However, sometimes the return to ‘normal’ is a slow but steady
process. This is more common with second or subsequent babies.

Provided you eat a healthy wholefood diet and exercise sensibly
during your pregnancy and after the birth, your figure will eventu-
ally return to virtually its prepregnant shape, although sometimes
some change is inevitable. It is unwise to diet, thus depriving yourself
of important nutrition. This will only make you feel depleted and low
in energy. It is best if you can enjoy the glowing fullness and sensu-
ality which are normal in early motherhood and accept this as
nature’s way of ensuring that you are able to nourish your baby.
There is no point in feeling pressurized to live up to any fashionable
ideals of how a woman'’s body should look. You may find that you
feel more comfortable with your body after having a child and appre-
ciate how wonderfully it is serving you and your baby.

Some women feel entirely positive about their bodies in pregnancy.
They enjoy a feeling of radiant health and energy accompanied
by a glowing complexion and shining hair. However, for others it
may be quite difficult to feel positive, especially if pregnancy is
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accompanied by nausea, tiredness, stretch marks, indigestion or
other discomforts. Most of these problems can be helped by restor-
ing balance in the body through specific exercise, massage, diet, or
natural therapies (see Appendix, p. 195).

The biggest adjustment may come at the beginning of your
pregnancy as you first notice your waistline disappearing and your
breasts and belly enlarging. On the other hand, the early changes
may be exciting and fascinating while the fullness at the end may be
more difficult to accept. Most women feel dismayed soon after the
birth when they first view their saggy belly in the mirror but, mirac-
ulously, it will return to normal during the early postnatal months.

It is realistic to expect to have a variety of emotional reactions to your
changing body during your childbearing year. You may enjoy the
fruitful rounded form of your pregnant shape or, on the other hand,
it may be difficult at times to reconcile your new body image with the
way you perceived yourself before pregnancy. These feelings are also
likely to be affected by the way your partner or close associates feel
and react to your changing appearance now you are pregnant.

Certainly resting, exercising and eating sensibly can make all the
difference to the way you feel and transform your perception of your
pregnant self. It is helpful if you are able to let go of any conditioned
or fashionable expectations of the ideal female body and develop a
positive attitude towards its marvellous ability to create and nurture
your baby. This is a wonderful time to enjoy your body and to
perceive its beauty from the inside out, to ask for nourishment and
accept it. True beauty is an external reflection of an inner sense of
well-being and contentment. This arises very naturally from the
deeper consciousness and enjoyment of your body which you will
discover when you practise yoga.

PARENTING ALONE

If you are having a baby alone it is especially important for you to
have all the help and support you can get.

It may be your preferred choice to be a single parent. If, however,
you find yourself unexpectedly alone, you may feel vulnerable,
unprotected and unsupported at times, especially if the father of
your baby is unable or unwilling to meet the challenge of father-
hood. Such feelings are likely to arise at times, even if you have
chosen deliberately to be a single parent.

Whatever your circumstances, there are going to be times when
facmg the challenges of pregnancy, birth and parenting alone are not
going to be easy without the love and support of a partner.
Nevertheless, many women do go through this experience alone and
manage very well, deriving great joy and satisfaction from the arrival
of a baby and the start of a single parent family.

It may help to anticipate some of the likely difficulties and to try
to look for some positive solutions ahead of time. Loneliness and
having to manage on your own at those moments when you feel you
cannot cope will probably be the biggest problem, so it is especially
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important to have a network of possible helpers, whether they are
friends with whom you can share childcare, family or professional
helpers, and to try to establish these links ahead of time if possible.

If you choose your place of birth carefully, finding very support-
ive and personal care, it will help. A personal connection with your
midwife is especially important if you will be alone in labour. You
can try asking to be introduced to one or two midwives who may
attend your birth, explaining that you are having your baby alone
and would welcome this support. It is also possible in some areas to
arrange for an independent midwife to look after you, and this is
well worthwhile if you can afford the extra expense of private care.

Having a birth partner with you for emotional support and help
in labour can be a great comfort. You might consider asking a friend,
family member or antenatal teacher to accompany you at the time,
and possibly to come with you to some birth preparation classes too.

Finances may be a problem when parenting a baby alone and
careful planning in advance about how you are going to cope with the
expense involved is important. There are special organizations (see p.
219) which offer help and advice to single parents on a broad range
of issues which include information about entitlement to Social
Security and maternity benefits, as well as other problems.

If you are going to have to work after the birth it will bring you
peace of mind to investigate the choices of childcare in your area
ahead of time.

Looking after yourself when you are involved in the intensity of
being alone with a new baby is something that will need determined
planning. It is vital to arrange a little bit of time and freedom to
pamper and care for yourself so that responding constantly to your
baby’s needs does not become overwhelming. You need to take little
bits of time out in the early days in order to refresh yourself and stay
sane. You also need to plan the practicalities of your everyday life
well in order to make sure you feed yourself well and get enough rest
and relaxation.

Keeping up your yoga in the brief snatches of time when your
baby is content and does not need you will help you enormously to
feel nurtured. Your baby needs a lot of physical contact and care
while breastfeeding and being carried. This means that your body
is ‘giving’ constantly to another. When you are alone and no one is
cuddling you, attention to your body through regular practice of a
few postures and some breathing and relaxation helps to replenish
all the energy you are giving out.

The occasional body massage by a professional masseur is a
wonderful way to pamper yourself, and is more of a necessity than
a luxury if you are the sole carer of a baby.

Some other interest or source of stimulation is going to be impor-
tant so it is wise to think ahead about how you are going to nourish,
amuse and entertain yourself in the early weeks and months of
parenting. Your relationship with your baby will be your priority
but this need not mean a complete denial of your own needs, as it
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may easily do if vou do not plan ahead to give a bit of attention to
yourself.

Above all, give yourself space for your feelings and, if possible,
cultivate a frlends}np or relationship where you can share them with
another person — or else keep a journal. Allow yourself to feel and
express emotions such as anger, hurt, bitterness and resentment, as
well as the joy, forgiveness and gratitude that are bound to be there
as well.

Contact with other mothers at regular weekly postnatal excercise
classes or baby massage groups can be an invaluable source of
support at this time, so try to find out what is available before the
birth and then make the effort to get there soon after your baby is
born. Spending time with other women who are going through a
similar experience is vital. Your baby’s healti and happiness do
depend on you. Naturally, this is true of all mothers, but the respon-
sibility may seem daunting if you are alone and become isolated. Of
course, it is helpful to have two people involved in parenting a baby
but it is also quite possible for one parent to manage extremely well
with some careful planning and the right kind of support.

PREGNANT AGAIN

If this is your second or a subsequent baby you are bound to wonder
whether you have the capacity to love another child and will also be
thinking about the practical implications of introducing a new baby
into your family and how this is likely to affect your other child or
children and your relationship with your partner.

In some ways you have the advantage of your previous experience
to make things more familiar and easier this time around. Or perhaps
there were difficulties last time which need to be resolved so that
you can approach this experience afresh, perhaps in a different way.

If another pregnancy is a surprise or has come sooner than
expected, accepting the reality that another baby is on the way may
involve quite an adjustment.

Early pregnancy may be different this time around, especially if
you are looking after another child or children at the same time and
have less time to devote to yourself. Physical changes may happen
more quickly and may be more difficult to cope with than before.
Other people’s reactions may be different too.

Finding time to look after yourself is the key to enjoying another
pregnancy, even if you have to consciously organize this to ensure
that it happens. Your diet and rest are v ery important. The time you
spend doing a little yoga each day can make you feel nurtured and
create a special space in which you can concentrate on this pregnancy
and find the inner calm and relaxation you need.

It is a matter of knowing what is most important and making
yourself one of your priorities. Then somehow you will probabl\
find that ev ervthmb else does get done and everyone else gets
attended to. Eventually a new order and harmony will evolve w hich
includes your new baby.
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INNER WORK

CLEARING the PAST

Growth and transformation require us to release the old and embrace
the new. Putting your past in perspective will allow you to become
a more independent and whole human being. Every one of us has a
‘personal agenda” made up of our past experiences. Some of these
may be particularly relevant to our ability to give birth and mother
a baby. From the moment we are conceived ourselves, everything
that happens to us is part of who we become. Experiences in our
childhood or even further back in infancy, birth or intrauterine life
can affect what happens to us in the present. Most people have an
unconscious tendency to repeat patterns from the past in present
relationships. Emotional self-awareness helps us to put the pastinto
perspective and to discover the freedom to release and change these
patterns. In this way we learn to discover and rely on our own inner
sources of wisdom and security.

As we become mature adults we learn to understand and come to
terms with our previous emotional history, to get to know ourselves
more deeply. Pregnancy can be a very good time to continue or to
begin this process, and to clear any unresolved issues or tensions
resulting from held back, misunderstood or blocked emotions.

In pregnancy you are going through an important life change,
perhaps the biggest since your adolescence. You are facing a new
phase in your personal life and new challenges. Your emotional
equilibrium is also affected by hormonal changes (see p. 36). It is not
surprising that many women find that deepseated memories from
the past surface more easily in pregnancy, both consciously and also
in dreams. The irrational moods of pregnancy are much more under-
standable when we think of them as an emotional cleansing or releas-
ing which is natural at this time and is helping you to prepare for
motherhood.

Not everyone needs to do so consciously, but it can be very helpful
to undertake a good look at your own birth, infancy, childhood and
adolescence, and your relationship with your parents. You may be
fortunate to have had a smooth and happy childhood and satisfac-
tory relationships with your parents. This will add to your confi-
dence and give you a good basis for your own parenting. It is always
useful to look at family attitudes to sexuality, birth and breastfeed-
ing and think about any differences you would like to introduce now
you are becoming a parent and are creating your own family.

For some of us, life has had its share of difficulties, or even tragic
and traumatic experiences, resulting in painful feelings which may
be held inside for many years. Perhaps there has been the loss of a
loved family member, for example.

Whether your relationships with your parents were satisfactory or
not, you will need to go through a process of emotional separation
from them before you can function independently as an adult
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vourself. This will be an ongoing challenge throughout your experi-
ence as a parent, but it is very helpful to begin to be conscious of
these issues now. In this way you will be able later to recognize inher-
ited patterns and have the choice whether or not to introduce them
into your own parenting.

As you are exploring any past or present issues which are affect-
ing vou, you will also discover many of the good things from your
past from which you can draw pleasure and comfort. Even though
very few of us have a perfect childhood there is usually a wellspring
of the love and nourishment you did receive which, you will find,
has prepared you for becoming a parent yourself in ways you did
not realize. You may discover a new closeness to your parents now
you are pregnant, especially after vou have understood the inner
emotional ties from childhood.

The process of exploration does take time but once feelings have
been fully expressed and released you are likely to feel a profound
sense of relief and inner peace. Understanding, compassion and
forgiveness often follow this inner work leaving you free to be
yourself and enjoy your life and the loving relationships within your
present family.

PAINFUL FEELINGS

Sometimes women are afraid to experience painful feelings during
pregnancy in case they harm or disturb the baby. However, if these
feelings do exist inside you already, it can only be an advantage and
a relief to both of you to release them. This will clear the way for the
enjovable and loving feelings from the present to predominate.
Having a baby involves a rich texture of emotions which may, at
times, reach extremes of ecstatic happiness and bliss as well as pain
or deep sorrow. Like anything truly worthwhile, there are going to
be lows as well as highs.

The best way to deal with such intense emotions is to be
completely honest and allow yourself to experience your feelings as
they arise, whether painful or pleasurable.

Sometimes the obstacle in a difficult birth is an emotional resistance
or block which could have been dealt with during pregnancy.
Occasionally, repressed feelings surface during the labour itself and
this can be frlghtemng and more difficult to deal with than if they had
been addressed prior to or during pregnancy. Likewise, a postnatal
depression may be the result of unresolved emotional issues and could
have been avoided by attention to emotional matters earlier on. This
all-important aspect of pregnancy is often overlooked and neglected
in antenatal care or classes, and that is why you may need to make a
point of giving yourself and vour feelings the attention you need.

Anything from the past or present which you are unhappy or
fearful about can be explored. Sometimes feelings around a previous
miscarriage or termination of pregnancy may not have been fully
resolved. Often the depth of feeling about these experiences is not
understood and results in the suppression of grief or fearful




CHANGE AND TRANSFORMATION

memories. A previous birth experience may need clearing. Perhaps
there are problems of communication with your partner or other
family members in your present situation. Financial stresses,
problems at work, housing difficulties or other practical problems
affecting yourself or your loved ones are all possible sources of
emotional pain in the here-and-now. Isolation and loneliness or, on
the other hand, not enough space and seclusion for yourself can
affect the way you feel in your daily life.

Occasionally there is a death in the family when a woman is
pregnant. It can be especially difficult to reconcile the seemingly
contradictory emotions which accompany illness, mourning and
grief with the optimism of an impending birth. It is possible, although
complex, to give time to all these feelings as they arise. What is most
important is to take your feelings seriously and to give them space.

Honesty, openness and the ability to let go are essential when you
face the powerful challenges of giving birth and mothering. The
months of pregnancy give you a wonderful opportunity to learn to
cultivate them. You can do this in many ways. The simplest is to talk
to a friend or your partner, or perhaps meditating alone, going for
long walks, inviting your feelings to emerge or keeping a dream
journal will be best for you. Your midwife, doctor or antenatal teacher
may be a good person to talk to. Sometimes it is very helpful and
fruitful to see a therapist or a professional counsellor for a while,
especially if your dreams are disturbing or recurrent.

It is wise to seek professional help if you feel overwhelmed,
depressed or in need of guidance. Whatever you do, it is important
to release your emotions fully, to cry away grief, to feel and express
anger in a safe way, to let go of hatred, fear, disgust or jealousy,
especially if such feelings have been held inside from the past.

RELATIONSHIPS

If you will be sharing the experience of parenting with your husband
or partner you will need to consider how the arrival of a baby is going
to affect your relationship. Your partner will also be going through an
important psychological change and facing new responsibilities and
commitments, even though this may not be very well understood or
recognized by others. It is important from early on to consider his
feelings and to make a special effort to understand and share them.

Your relationship is certainly one of the most important factors in
a successful pregnancy and birth. It is also the basis of a secure
foundation for a happy family life. Your partner may choose to be
deeply involved in the pregnancy, birth and care of your baby or
may prefer to keep more of a distance. Perhaps work considerations
will determine his participation. However you decide to organize the
tasks of parenting, good communication between you is vital.

People often do not realize how challenging and intense the first
months and years after the birth of a baby can be. It is easy to get so
caught up in daily life with your baby, and the work of keeping the
household running, that communication may suffer.
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Sometimes fulfilling the needs of your baby can be so demanding
that both vou and your partner may end up feelmg unnurtured and |
neglected. It is essential to plan to spend time together enjoying some
plea:.ant activity without your baby on a regular basis. This will
probabl\ need to be oroamzed in advance at a time when your baby
is likely to be asleep or content to be left for a short while with
someone else. Schedule these ‘meetings’ into your life just as you
would a business appointment, to be sure that the\ happen regularlv

It is also vital to be open with one another and to share your feelings
regularly, taking time to both talk and listen. Do remember to let your
partner know regularly what you appreciate about him. We all need
to feel appreciated and to know that we are not being taken for
granted. If you have any complaints to make, try to do so in a gentle
way without accusation, following it with your recommendation as
to how vou would like things to change. If there is a serious conflict
which you are unable to resolve, then some professional guidance can
be very beneficial and helps to avoid a crisis later on.

Sexuality may be affected in pregnancy or after the birth. Some
women feel an increase in libido in pregnancy while others experi-
ence a decrease. Sexual intercourse in pregnancy is completely safe
as long as you choose positions which do not squash the baby.
Normal sexuality can continue until the birth, provided your
membranes have not broken.

It is common for women to take several months before they are
interested in resuming genital intercourse postnatally, although the
opposite may be true for some. The breastfeeding hormone prolactin
suppresses ovulation and can also affect a woman'’s libido for a time.
One cannot rely on prolactin for contraception, though, because the
onset of ovulation is unpredictable. Many women feel, after a day
of feeding and carrying a baby, that they have no energy left to share
and simply need to rest. In this case, a lovely massage with a suitable
aromatherapy oil can work wonders.

Sometimes, fear of another pregnancy may be an inhibiting factor
and this may be eased by seeking advice about contraception.
Understandably, if you are going through a period of low sexual
libido, this may be frustratma for your partner who is likely to feel
confused and re]ected or even ]ealous of the baby if he does not
know that a lack of interest in sex is a common phenomenon both in .
pregnancy and postnatally and will not last for ever. He needs to be l
reassured of your affection in other ways and given the opportunity
to express his feelings. There are many other ways you can give
pleasure and show affection to your partner and this is a very good
time to learn the art of giving a relaxing body massage.

After the birth you will probably be absorbed with your new baby
for a few months. Often this starts from the very first moments after
the birth, like love at first sight, but sometimes it is a slow process
which gradually unfolds as the love between you grows deeper in
the weeks and months after birth. However your relationship
develops, it is going to be very absorbing in the early stages. The
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intensity of this is comparable with the first months after two lovers
meet, when they are entranced with each other and seek to spend as
much time together as possible. This is exactly what nature intends.
Then this new love matures and other relationships begin to have
more meaning for your baby as he or she becomes more interested
in the world. It is important, while enjoying your relationship with
your baby, to keep a healthy balance in the time and attention you
give to the other members of your family, including your partner.

Above all, the key to successful relating with anyone is to know
that your primary relationship is always with yourself. If you are
aware of this and working on your personal inner world, then you
are in a good position to relate to others. Relationships are very much
a matter of communication from your own inner centre with that of
another person. The meditative awareness yoga brings you — of
sitting quietly and focusing on your own inner centre —is very helpful
in finding a good basis from which to relate to others. The standing
postures and those which improve your sense of balance are also
very helpful in restoring your equilibrium and improving commu-
nication with other people. In this way you can learn to avoid project-
ing your own moods on to another person and let go of any poor
habits of communication, such as accusing or blaming, demanding
or expecting, which you may have acquired in the past.

It is essential to know yourself first and then to respond to others
appropriately. When we lose the sense of coming from our own
centre it is so easy to forget about this and to fall into abusive or
childish behaviour, or to transgress the personal space of the other
by assuming we know how they feel or think. Having said that, it
does take two to make a relationship and you do need the coopera-
tion of the other person for good communication to be possible.
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APPROACHING BIRTH

Towards the end of your pregnancy you are likely to have a mixture
of feelings about facing the unknown of giving birth. You may look
forward to it with excitement or with a calm acceptance, but you may
also at times experience some anxiety, fear or the occasional panic.

Sleep is often disrupted in the last weeks when it becomes more
difficult to be comfortable in bed for long periods and frequent visits
to the toilet are inevitable. You may very well find yourself lying
awake in the middle of the night, wondering how you are going to
cope with your labour or whether the baby will be all right. You are
bound to wonder whether you have the strength and endurance to
go through such a powerful experience. Dreams become more vivid
in very late pregnancy and many women have bizarre and unusual
birth dreams as a natural way of releasing unconscious fears and
anxieties. Sometimes dreams recur - as if to draw your attention to
some deep, unconscious feeling.

Fears of having a complicated birth, an abnormal baby or even
fears of dying (although, in reality, this is highly unlikely) can occur.
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It is quite common to have these feelings. They usually dissipate as
the time of birth draws near and your body prepares hormonally
for the birth. It is helpful to acknowledge these perfectly valid
emotions and to express them to someone who is likely to be under-
standing. It is also very useful to attend a birth preparation course
so that you can learn about the physiological processes of birth and
the obstetric back-up procedures which are likely to be used if a
problem or difficulties should arise.

With accurate information you will be empowered to make the
appropriate choices and decisions so that the birth can be a positive
experience whatever happens. Making sure that you are fully aware
of your options locally when selecting your birth place and birth
attendants will help you to choose a situation in which you will feel
safe and relaxed.

Familiarize yourself with the birth place ahead of time and try to
get to know the midwife or team of midwives who are going to be
with you when you give birth, as this will add greatly to your peace
of mind. The confidence and trust in your body and the awareness
of your breathing which you will acquire during your yoga practice
will also stand you in good stead. If there is one available locally,
joining a pregnancy yoga class is an enjoyable way to get help and
encouragement with your practice and also to meet other women
with whom you can share common feelings and experiences.

LOOKING BEYOND the BIRTH

While you are pregnant it is helpful to try to think beyond the birth
and to have realistic expectations about what the twenty-four hour
job of mothering a baby will really be like. As well as being one of
the most enjoyable and rewarding tasks of your life, it is also going
to be intense and demanding.

Most women underestimate the sheer hard work, dedication and
patience involved in caring for a baby. You are going to need to be
available day and night, or to make sure that someone else is. There
is bound to be a considerable loss of freedom and change in your
usual activities and rhythms, and possibly the loss of an interesting
career or second income. If your circumstances allow, the easiest way
to cope with this may be to devote yourself to full-time mothering
during the years of infancy. This will help to provide a secure and
healthy foundation for your child’s development and is also likely
to be very satisfying.

Alternatively, you may want or have to share the care of your child
with your partner or another suitable person —especially if you plan
to return to work. This can work successfully, but depends on estab-
lishing a really good basis to your own relationship with your baby
now, while you have the time. A sensible approach under the circum-
stances is to make the most of being pregnant and the early weeks
and months with your child, giving yourself time to settle your baby
before thinking ahead if possible. This way you can be present to
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the task, devoting yourself wholeheartedly to the joys of mother-
hood as they unfold, and coming to terms with the difficulties. With
a secure foundation, you will then be in a position later on to plan
your life according to your needs and those of your baby.

New friendships with mothers of young children or other
pregnant women with whom you can share experiences will help
you to learn about what to expect in a pleasurable way. Caring for
and nurturing a baby is partly instinctive and partly a learned experi-
ence. It is important to seek and establish friendships with other
mothers actively, especially if you have not had much contact with
babies and small children before.

It is normal to have mixed feelings about mothering and to be 2
little apprehensive about your ability to love and care for your baby.
You are bound to learn as you go along, by trial and error. You will
soon discover that all that is needed to be a ‘good enough’ parent is
to respond as best you can to what your baby is telling you. Like
any other relationship, good and appropriate communication is the
key to success and this is not difficult to achieve if you are ready to
be open and to learn from your mistakes and experiences.

Most women have very strong protective and maternal feelings for
their babies. These usually flower spontaneously during pregnancy
and soon after the birth, although it may take some time before you
are fully aware of them. It is very unusual for a mother not to have
this instinctive love for her baby and professional help or therapy is
needed if this is the case. Maternal instinct arises normally as part of
the natural physiological process which unfolds during the transition
from pregnancy to birth and then into breastfeeding and mothering.
The trust you develop in your body in pregnancy, helped by your
yoga practice, enhances this continuum. You can also trust your baby
to lead the way and to teach you most of what you need to know.

It is helpful to bear in mind that there is no such thing as a perfect
mother. Every woman is different and our lives and circumstances
vary. Babies are usually very adaptable. So long as they are deeply
loved and understood, and their primal needs for food, affection,
closeness and warmth are met, they generally settle in to life with
equanimity.

Occasionally a baby may have difficulty settling and the demands
of a fretful baby can be very stressful. However, things usually settle
by the end of the third month. Sometimes a difficult start is unavoid-
able, but may be less likely if you have devoted time to yourself
during your pregnancy and have, thus, been responsive and sensi-
tive to your baby’s presence long before the birth. This enhances the
instinctive connection between you and leads to greater ease of
communication after the birth.

It is important to be realistic and anticipate that mothering will
have its difficult times. But the fulfilment and happiness you will
feel in those unique and wonderful moments when your baby
spontaneously smiles or gazes up at you, returning your love, will
make all the hard work involved worthwhile.
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our
health and well-
being, in fact your
whole life, depend
upon your
breathing, but
there is a world of
difference between
| breathing merely
i to stay alive and
i really breathing
to live.

SANDRA SABATINI

our breath flows and ripples rhythmically in and out of your
body from the first moments after you are born for the rest of
your life. When you sit quietly and focus your awareness on
this internal rhythm, your breathing has the power to bring
your mind, body, emotions and spirit into harmony. Through breath-
ing you are connected to the earth and also to the sky. You become
open to receive the infinite nourishment which is offered to you by
nature. Breathing allows you to release tension, to cleanse and purify
your body with every exhalation, and to nourish and invigorate
yourself and your baby with every inhalation.

"Your health and well-being, in fact your whole life, depend upon
your breathing, but there is a world of difference between breathing
merely to stay alive and really breathing to live.” These are the words
of Sandra Sabatini, one of my teachers who, during a workshop in
London, was encouraging each student, while breathing, ‘to give a
lot of love to your lungs’.

In this chapter, you will learn to pay attention to your breathing.
With its help you can gradually dissolve stiffness in your body, releas-
ing and letting go of the effects of stress so that you return to a state
of inner freedom and relaxation. This does not mean that you need
to learn any special techniques to control your breathing. On the
contrary, it means learning to create the space for the natural flow of
the breath to occur on its own, spontaneously, without getting in its
way. Breathing is not a matter of doing anything but more an
‘undoing’ so that the natural rhythm of exhaling and inhaling can
flow freely as it is meant to do.

In yoga, the word pranayama is used to describe the practice of
breathing awareness. Prana means ‘air’, but it also has the meaning
of a subtle life force or energy which we absorb along with the vital
oxygen our bodies need when we breathe. This prana comes to us
from the ground as well as from the air and nourishes us in the same
way that plants and animals are constantly nourished by the earth’s
energy. When we are breathing freely, we too are open to receive this
nourishment.

Of course, when you are pregnant you are breathing not only for
yourself but also for your baby. This makes it even more relevant to
make the most of the opportunity to be mindful of your breathing
so that your baby has plenty of oxygen and is bathed in the energiz-
ing and vitalizing prana you are taking in for yourself.

YOGA and BREATHING

Breathing lies at the very heart of your yoga practice. If you were to
practise yoga without mindfulness of the breath the yoga postures
would be static and lifeless and very little change would happen in
your body.

It is the breath that puts your body in contact with gravity while
you are actually practising the postures. Then your muscles learn to
move and release according to and in harmony with this pull, rather




than against it. This allows the release of tension so that lightness or
space becomes possible in your body where, before, it felt heavy and
constricted.

Breathing makes the postures simple and easy to do. It gradually
cleanses your body of tightness and stiffness, allowing your muscles
to lengthen and relax and your joints to become more mobile. Instead
of being painful, strenuous and difficult, the postures soon become
pleasurable, when you know how to be aware of your breathing. At
first this may seem unfamiliar, but it does not take long to begin to
feel these effects and to understand how the breath works in the
same way in every position.

With regular practice this kind of awareness will grow. You will
feel that a miracle, a transformation is taking place. You will feel
more alive, with a sense of a new lightness in your body accompa-
nied by a more joyful and harmonious state of being,.

What INFLUENCES your BREATHING

Breathing takes place automatically. However, it is also influenced
by your emotions and body movements. You do have a degree of
voluntary control over your breathing, although you would find it
very difficult to stop breathing altogether. Most of the time you are
unaware of the continual ebb and flow of the breath.

You might be asking ‘Why, since it takes place automatically, do
we need to pay any special attention to our breathing?” It may
surprise you to learn that imbalance in breathing, like postural imbal-
ance, is very common, although it is not always obvious. Many of
us do not even realize that we are not breathing to the best of our
capacity. Most people have a habit of shallow breathing which only
uses part of the space available in their lungs, and have forgotten how
to breathe deeply. You need only to watch a baby or a small child to
remember what it is to breathe in a relaxed and effective way.

Your breathing is related to the way you use your body and also
to the way you feel. Poor postural habits in which the shoulders are
stiff, the chest cavity is restricted or the spine and pelvis are out of
alignment will affect your capacity to breathe normally. In fact, physi-
cal stiffness is invariably accompanied by poor breathing and vice
versa. We can begin to break this vicious circle by, first of all, becom-
ing mindful of our breathing.

What HAPPENS when you BREATHE

Before you progress to the actual breathing exercises, you will need
to know what happens, in physiological terms, when you breathe.
Understanding the mechanical processes involved enables you to
be more aware of your breathing.

When you inhale, air containing oxygen enters your body and
passes through the windpipe and the bronchial passages until it
enters the tiny air sacs in the lungs. There, oxygen is absorbed into
your bloodstream and is carried to your heart, to be pumped around
to reach every cell of your body. Exchange of gases takes place

BREATHING
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through the cell walls and the waste carbon dioxide is carried back
along the same route to the lungs for exhalation.

When you are pregnant, the presence of your baby in the uterus
is like having another organ to supply with oxygen and from which
to eliminate carbon dioxide. It is helpful to understand that your
baby has his or her own separate blood circulation. Nutrients and
oxygen are passed in the form of molecules from your bloodstream
to that of your baby through the fine blood vessels in the placenta.
The action of your baby’s heart beating pumps the oxygenated blood
from the placenta through the umbilical cord, to reach every part of
vour baby’s body. Exchange of gases takes place through the cell
walls and then blood carrying waste products and carbon dioxide
is pumped through the cord back to the placenta for elimination
through your bloodstream.

This constant flow of blood to and from the placenta continues
until soon after the birth when your baby will begin to breathe air
through his or her own lungs independently, and the placental circu-
lation will slow down and stop.

The MECHANISMS
INVOLVED in BREATHING

The main participants in the rhythmic bellows-like movements of
your breathing are the muscles surrounding the rib cage. These
include the diaphragm and the intercostal muscles
between the ribs. Your rib cage itself protects your

heart and lungs.

The lungs are the main organs involved in
breathing. They are like two large sponges
which hang suspended from above on either
side of your heart in the chest cavity. They are

e st protected by the twelve pairs of ribs which
| B te DNl dable bony wb cage, the
INVOLVED make up the expan y ge,

IN BREATHING thoracic spine at the back and the sternum
in the front.

The lungs are very simple organs
and are very sensitive, their function
depending on having the uncon-
stricted space within the rib cage to

expand and contract as you breathe.

In pregnancy, the lungs expand to

cope with the increased flow of

oxygen. Towards the end, the
growing uterus presses up into the
floor of the chest cavity, reducing the
room for expansion. As a result, you

may notice a flaring of the ribs and a

general increase in the size of your

rib cage which will return to normal
after the birth.




The DIAPHRAGM

While most of us assume that the lungs are responsible for inhala-
tion and exhalation of air it is, in fact, the diaphragm that controls
the breathing process. The muscular diaphragm is one of the most
important parts of your anatomy and plays a key role when you
breathe. It is shaped like a dome and forms both a floor to the thoracic
cage and a ceiling for the whole abdominal cavity. The heart and
lungs rest above it, while the liver, stomach and spleen are immedi-
ately below its undersurface.

Throughout your life, the rhythmic movements of the diaphragm
can be felt. This is what we call our basic breathing rhythm. When
you breathe, the diaphragm moves up and down. When you breathe
out the diaphragm relaxes and rests, and when you inhale it contracts
and goes into action. Since the exhalation is longer than the inhala-
tion and is followed by a pause, the diaphragm rests for more than
half the cycle of each breath. In this way it is able to keep working
throughout your life.

The rhythmic movements of the diaphragm continually massage
the organs which lie above and below it, which stimulates their
healthy function. This means that your breathing rhythm influences
your circulation, digestion and other organic functions.

The diaphragm also has a close relationship with your skeleton
and its movements. Its muscle fibres attach to your lower ribs in the
front and at the sides. Its roots (called the crura) at the back run down
the inside surface (front) of your spine almost as far down as the hip
bones. The slanting shape of the back of the diaphragm means that
the lungs that lie above it are longer at the back than at the front. It
is unique in that it is involved in every living function in your daily
life, both conscious and unconscious, whether physical, structural or
psychological.

BREATHING IN

When you inhale, the diaphragm muscle contracts, including the
crura or lower fibres at the back. This has the effect of pulling down
and lowering the surface of the diaphragm, rather like pulling down
on the strings of a parachute, so that the chest cavity around the
lungs is lengthened. At the same time, the intercostal muscles
between the ribs contract, lifting the ribs and the sternum. Thus, the
diameter of the chest from the front to back also increases. The
muscles of the thoracic spine also lengthen so that the ribs can expand
at the back. So your chest cavity enlarges in all dimensions. As this
is happening your lungs expand so that a vacuum is created inside
them. Then air rushes into the spongy air sacs of the lungs to equal-
ize the pressure with that of the atmosphere. Acting like sponges, the
lungs absorb the incoming air, filling up the expanded chest cavity.

This means that you never need to make an effort to breathe in or
‘pull in” the inhalation. If you are attentive to your posture, then the
rib cage will expand of its own accord to make plenty of space for
the incoming breath to flow effortlessly into your lungs.

BRE
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(a) Inhalation.
When you breathe
in, the diaphragm
contracts and
moves down,
lengthening the
chest cavity as the
Iungs fill with

fresh air.
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BREATHING OUT

When the diaphragm relaxes, the intercostal muscles relax
too so that the whole chest cavity shortens and the ribs
and sternum descend, pressing down on the lungs. This

ey increases inside pressure and the air in the sacs is

v expelled through your nose or mouth.
Like the inhalation, if your posture is well balanced
and your mind is relaxed, the exhalation will leave your
body without effort. You do not need to try to breathe out
actively or to control or lengthen the exhalation. Rather,
' you will learn how to let your outbreath leave volun-
tarily, taking with it everything your body needs to
get rid of, cleansing, releasing and purifying your
whole system. Then, when outbreath leaves the
lungs empty, the inhalation which follows will be
full and satisfactory.

BREATHING and EMOTIONS

You may find, when you begin to practise mindful
breathing, that along with the release of muscular
terision there is also a need sometimes to release or
express your feelings. Especially in pregnancy, there is a natural
tendency for emotions to surface more readily than usual. It is like
a natural cleansing process which helps to prepare you for birth and
motherhood.

Generally, when we breathe freely, the diaphragm moves without
restriction and we experience health and pleasure. But, when it is
tight or restricted, the result is a limitation of feelings, breathing
potential and energetic flow. When people habitually hold the
diaphragm tight, they may be unconsciously trying to stifle unwanted
feelings. A tight diaphragm divides and separates the body, prevent-
ing us from feeling whole and our feelings from flowing. A restricted
diaphragm is like a personal defence against painful feelings but it
will also reduce our sensations of pleasure and joy.

When feelings are held down or suppressed for many years, the
diaphragm can become rigid and act like a lid. These feelings may
be of intense rage or grief, for example, which may have collected
over years of having to control assertive or expressive emotions.
When this is the case, breathing is bound to be shallow and restricted
to a degree and the postural problems resulting from the holding
pattern in the diaphragm and interrelated muscles may also be
present. In this way, the body expresses our emotional states. Most
people are unaware that they are holding down all these feelings
and may simply have become used to a somewhat depressed or low
level of energy and feeling. Most of us experience this to a degree,
which can be more or less intense depending on the circumstances.
When a person with a tense diaphragm begins to practise yoga and

(b) Exhalation.
Breathing out, the
diaphragm relaxes
and moves up,
shortening the
chest cavity so
that the stale air is
relaxed out of your
lungs and leaves
through your nose
or mouth.




learns to allow the breath to flow freely, the tightness will begin to
loosen and the held-down emotions are likely to surface. Blocked
energy and emotion will gradually release with continued breathing
practice as the diaphragm regains its flexibility.

The feelings that come up can sometimes be very intense at first,
especially if they have been held down for a long time, and it may
occasionally be necessary to seek the help of a sympathetic therapist.
While initially the floods of releasing emotion can be like an
avalanche, over time they will lessen in intensity until, finally, they
are spent and you will be relieved of the struggle to contain them and
free to enjoy a new sense of wholeness and well-being (see p. 46). You
will be able to free yourself of waste products both physical and
emotional and benefit fully from the flow of energizing prana or life
force which you take in when you breathe.

Sometimes women express anxiety to me about releasing such
deep feelings while they are pregnant. They are usually concerned
that it will disturb or upset the baby. I am sure that this is not the case.
On the contrary, when the blocked emotions release, the diaphragm
will relax and make more space both physically and emotionally for
the baby, as well as bringing all the benefits of better breathing.

In fact, [ am sure that it is generally best to deal with these issues
sooner rather than later and this way you can avoid being confronted
with them during your labour and birth, or later when you are busy
mothering your baby. Sometimes blocked emotions can be the cause
of difficulties during the birth when you are going to need to surren-
der to the power of the contractions and breathe without holding
back. Learning to let go of your feelings will help you to let go when
you are giving birth. Facing and overcoming your fears now will
only help you be without fear in labour. Similarly, some breastfeed-
ing difficulties can be emotional in origin so it can only be helpful to
allow your emotions to surface now if they need to.

So if you find yourself tearful or full of emotions welling up during
or after your breathing or yoga practice, then try to trust the wisdom
of your body and allow yourself to keep breathing and experience
and express your feelings. Sometimes women experience intense
feelings of fear as strong suppressed emotions come up for the first
time. This may manifest in physical sensations such as faintness,
nausea, shiveriness or fatigue. If this happens I would advise you to
cover yourself with a warm blanket and curl up and lie down on
your side with your head resting on a comfortable pillow. Let the
flood of feelings flow through you and allow yourself to cry if you
feel the need. The presence of a calm, sympathetic and understand-
ing person may help you to be less frightened of your feelings, but
if you are alone at the time, remember that these are only feelings
which have been inside you for a long time and there is nothing to
be afraid of. Feel how Mother Earth is supporting your body and try
to let go and not to think too much about what is happening. Usually,
after such a release, you will feel relieved. It is as if the earth acts like
a sponge, absorbing tension as soon as it leaves your body, leaving

BREATHING
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you calm and comforted. Then understanding and insight may
follow so that vou are able to come to terms with the sources of these
feelings in yourself and get to know yourself a little better.

This may continue to happen for a while when you practise breath-
ing. Let it take as long as it needs to take without being impatient.
Over time, things will change and you will be able to sit and breathe
tranquilly and feel emotionally calm.

DEVELOPING
AWARENESS of the BREATH

In the section that follows, some exercises are suggested to help you
to develop awareness of your breathing.

These should not be confused with breathing techniques that are
sometimes/taught for labour and birth. There have been many such
breathing methods in the past: Lamaze breathing, Erna Wright
breathing and psychoprophylaxis are all names of such techniques.
These were invented by experts in an era when women laboured
and gave birth mainly in reclining positions. They were used as a way
to overcome the pain of contractions without recourse to drugs. I
am sure many women found them helpful to a degree. However,
when a woman is free to be active, to move and use her body in
harmony with gravity and to express herself without control or
inhibition in labour, techniques such as this seem ineffectual and can
even be a distraction. Some techniques involving very light, shallow
breathing over the peak of the contraction may cause hyperven-
tilation (faintness due to an abnormal loss of carbon dioxide from
‘overbreathing’). If you are trying mentally to remember different
levels or kinds of breathing in labour, it can prevent you from fully
surrendering to what is happening in your body. It is important to
let go of mental processes in labour and let your instincts take over.
For these reasons, such techniques are now becoming obsolete.

While the exercises suggested in this chapter are not intended as
specific breathing techniques to be used for labour, practising them
regularly in pregnancy will effectively empower you to cope better
with your birth. During labour and while giving birth it is best to
breathe spontaneously, but many women find it very helpful to focus
on the rhythm of the breath and, if necessary, to emphasize the
exhalations. Exhaling helps you to release and relax and to counter-
act the tendency to tense up and hold the inhalation as a reaction to
the pain. Developing awareness of your breathing in pregnancy will
enable you to do this without imposing any control or limitations on
yourself in labour. It will help you to go with the work of the contrac-
tions rather than against it. As the contractions become stronger and
more intense, many women need to be noisy and to express sounds
with the exhalation. This is a natural mechanism for releasing pain.
The ‘sound breathing’ (on p. 72) is a good way to learn to release
any inhibitions you may have about making a noise and will also
help you breathe more fully.
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The breathing exercises will not alter the natural flow of your
breathing, but help you to make space for this rhythm to occur freely
without any inhibition. They can be used at any time during your
pregnancy, during labour and birth, or after your baby is born.

Spending a few minutes being mindful of your breathing will help
you to calm and centre yourself when you feel emotionally upset,
nervous or anxious and will also enhance the quiet blissful times
you share with your baby both before and after the birth.

Breathing during your yoga practice is of the essence. Miracles
can begin to happen from breathing in a mindful way when you
practise the postures. As your spine lengthens and comes to life and
your breathing mechanisms become better coordinated, muscular
releases will occur throughout your body as a result. If you practise
regularly you will really be able to let go gradually of stiffness and
tension. With this release you will start to feel a wonderful sense of
wholeness, a strong awareness of your own centre and your connec-
tion with the earth. This kind of quiet breathing practice has
profound power. It is the most effective technique to restore physi-
cal well-being, emotional energy and a sense of interpersonal
connectedness. If you learn only this from this book, you will have
learned a great deal.

BREATHING EXERCISES

You need to find some time for practising breathing when you are
not likely to be disturbed for about half an hour and have not eaten
a big meal beforehand. First thing in the morning, last thing at night
or before or after your yoga practice are times which may be suitable.
Find a comfortable place to sit and make sure you have socks and a
shawl or blanket handy if it is cool.

Since breathing exercises are best done with the eyes closed, it
may help you to read the instructions very slowly out loud before-
hand while recording them on to a tape so that you can relax and
listen while you practise. Alternatively, someone else might read the
instructions to you as you practise.

It is important to progress very slowly indeed, taking your time
to complete and absorb each step without rushing.

Atall times, allow your natural breathing rhythm to flow and do
not interrupt or hold the exhalation or the inhalation in order to
follow the instructions. Rather, keep going and use the suggestions
according to your own rhythm, whenever it feels appropriate.

The SEQUENCE

The first exercise, ‘Simple Breathing Awareness’, is the most impor-
tant, so start your practice by concentrating on this one only until it
feels completely comfortable and familiar, and you are able to use this
awareness easily when you are practising the yoga positions. It may
take several sessions before you begin to ‘understand’ it fully.
Sometimes you can vary your practice by adding one of the other
breathing exercises which follow at the end of your practice session.
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FIG. 3.4
HALF LOTUS
POSITION

The half lotus
position can be
used for breathing
practice, if it feels
confortable.
Support your
lower back and
spine by sitting
against a wall, or
alternatively sit
on the edge of a
small cushion.
This position may
be used for any of
the breathing
exercises

PREPARING YOURSELF

Before vou begin your breathing practice, you
need to find a completely comfortable way to sit.
It is important that your pelvis rests ev en]v on
the floor with the two sitting bones placed flrmlv
on the ground. Some support for your

lower back is needed, so that your spine
can then find its balance. There are a
number of alternatives, so select the sitting
position which feels most comfortable for
you and change position whenever you feel
the need.

You can sit up against a wall or a corner
with your lower back in contact with the
surface so that the base of your spine is
supported. If you are practising with a friend,
your partner or in a group, it may be enjoyable
to sit back-to-back. The support should be just
a light touch in the lower back so that you are
not leaning on your partner or against the
wall, and your spine finds its own balance.
Alternatively, sit away from the wall with the
edge of a small cushion, a folded blanket or a
rolled yoga mat placed just under your
buttocks. Then choose a comfortable position
for your legs. You can sit with your legs

FIG. 3.3

SITTING WITH LEGS APART

This is a comfortable and stable position for
breathing practice, and can be used for any of the
breathing exercises. Sit on the edge of a small
cushion or with your lower back supported by a
wall. Spread your legs conifortably apart with
your knees facing up towards the ceiling. Extend
your heels so that each foot rests on the centre of
the heel and then relax them. Let your arms hang
loosely by your sides and place your hands softly
on your thighs or knees, palms up. Enjoy the

feeling of being grounded by the pull of gravity

in the pelvis and legs, right down to the heels.

stretched out or else cross them or sit in the half-lotus or full lotus

position if it is comfortable.

Now that you are sitting comfortably, you need to relax. Before you
start, close your eyes and feel the way your body contacts the floor.
Bring your awareness to your breathing without doing anything
special. As you exhale, allow your body to relax downwards, so that

body.

you are sitting well in your pelvis. Feel your lower back
release down towards the floor, as if you have a long,
heavy tail. Relax your legs, thighs and hips, and let
them be soft and heavy. Let the muscles of the
abdomen and pelvic floor release. Then, with this
stable base, turn your attention to your upper

Circle your shoulders backwards a few times to
release and loosen them and to open your chest.

The top half of your body, well supported by
the stable base, should feel relaxed and free.

Place your hands on your knees with
—_ your arms relaxing downwards, elbows
dropping away from your shoulders, so
that you can breathe freely into your
chest. Your chest needs to feel open and
unconstricted.




Now focus on your head and let it find its own point of
balance on the top of the spine by making some very tiny
movements up and down and from side to side, and feeling
your whole spine lengthen from the base as you breathe.

Release your jaw. Let your head tilt forward so that your chin

moves slightly downward towards your chest, allowing the
muscles at the back of your neck to gently lengthen and
release. Breathe comfortably and relax your eyes, allow-
ing the eyelids to be long and heavy, resting serenely on
top of the eye balls. Relax and release the little muscles

of the face. Have a feeling of relaxation and release
spread across your brow.

Now you are ready to start your breath-
ing practice. Progress to one of the following
exercises and continue without a pause.

Fic. 3.5

LOTUS POSITION

The full lotus position is ideal for breathing
practice for those who can do it without any
discomfort in the hips, kuees or ankles. The base
of the spine is naturally supported by the
triangular shape of the legs and pelvis, enabling
the rest of the spine to lengthen effortlessly. It can
be used for all the breathing exercises, including
the Alternate Nostril Breathing shown here.

1. SIMPLE BREATHING AWARENESS

Start by simply observing the flow, the
rhythm of your breathing and do nothing.
Let the air simply leave your body through
your nostrils when you exhale. At the end of
the exhalation, allow the new air to come
passively into your lungs. Go on like this for between one and two
minutes, breathing normally in your own natural rhythm, allowing
your breathing to become quiet and settled.

® Continue like this, breathing very gently, very comfortably, and at
the same time become aware of the ground, the pull of gravity under-
neath your body.

® Each time you exhale, feel your lower back release
downwards and your hips drop down on to the floor as if
you have imaginary roots going down into the earth. This
subtle downward release is caused by the natural pull of
gravity on your body from the waist down each time you
exhale.

® At the end of the exhalation, be still and observe the little
pause which occurs just after the lungs have emptied and
before the fresh air comes in.

® Now, as you begin to feel like inhaling, keep
your awareness of the grounded pelvis and let
the air come into your lungs very quietly and
passively of its own accord, while ycur shoul-
ders remain relaxed. Feel your lungs expand
ready to welcome and receive the inhalation so that you are aware
of the ground and of your lungs at the same time.

® Then exhale again, feeling the breath descend down the spine like
a ripple going down towards the earth, and so on.

® Continue like this for up to five or ten minutes, or longer, as you
wish. As you are breathing, try to be aware at all times of the contact
your body is making with the floor. Have a sense of letting your

BREATHING

Fic. 3.6
BACK-TO-BACK
The base of the
spine can be well
supported sitting
back to back with a
partner. Make
sure that your
lower back
(sacrum) is
touching your
partner’s. You can
simply cross your
legs or use the
legs-wide or the
half lotus position.
This position is
useful in a yoga
class where there
is 1ot enough wall
space. It may be
used for all the
breatﬁing
exercises,
including
Auwareness of the
Centre, as shown
here.
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pelvis be on the ground, so you are not doing anything. Simply allow
gravity to be active, pulling your pelvis down, while you do nothing.
Each exhalation roots the pelvis and the base of the spine more
deeply on to the ground. With the beginning of the inhalations, you
begin to feel a lengthening all along your spine between the top of
your pelvic bones and your rib cage, making more space in your
trunk for your baby. It is as if your upper body grows naturally out
of the ‘grounded’ pelvis like a plant grows out of its roots towards
the light.

With a little regular practice, you will begin to feel the ‘wave’ of
the breath rhythmically caressing your spine. Without any special
effort on your part, your exhalations will go further down into the
roots and your inhalations will rise higher to fill the whole of your
lungs. You will begin to sense the ripple of muscular release which
occurs along the length of your spine when you breathe. As your
lower body begins to feel more connected with gravity, more
‘grounded’, your upper body will lighten and become looser and
your spine will become more alive and flexible.

You will slowly begin to feel how your spine naturally lengthens
in two directions as you breathe — down towards the roots, towards
gravity, as you exhale and up towards your head, towards the sky,
as you let the inhalation enter. After a while your chest and shoul-
ders begin to feel lighter, more open and the prana from the air will
be able to spread down into your arms until it reaches your finger-
tips. As the sense of ‘rootedness’ increases in the base of your spine,
your head will feel lighter, more balanced, and your mind will
become calm and receptive. In time, sitting and breathing like this will
feel delightfully comfortable, increasing your vitality and joy in life.

CAUTION: Always remember that breathing is not a technique, it is
an involuntary rhythm. Be careful not to push down the exhalations
into the roots or pull in the inhalations. Above all, DO NOT TRY!
Just let your breathing happen normally and deepen naturally over
time. If you overbreathe or alter the normal quiet rhythm you may
feel faint or uncomfortable.

When you are very familiar with Simple Breathing Awareness,
vou are ready to include the following exercises in your practice.
Take your time to explore them, one by one, and then use them as
you please.

You can follow Simple Breathing Awareness with another exercise
at the end of the session or practise them each on a separate occasion
if you prefer. After doing any of the breathing exercises which follow
always end with a few minutes of Simple Breathing Awareness.

2. THE CYCLE OF THE BREATH

This exercise helps to regularize your breathing rhythm.

® Focus your awareness on the cycle of your breathing. Without
d1sturb1ng the natural rhythm, notice each time you inhale and
exhale, breathing in and out through your nose.

® Notice that the cycle of the breath has three phases. First there is
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the exhalation. When you reach the end of the exhalation there is a
pause, then the breath comes in. Continue in this way — exhale, pause
and then feel the inhalation coming in — and repeat a few times.

® Now try counting slowly to yourself as you breathe. Exhale to the
count of eight; pause to the count of four; then inhale to the count of
four. Continue in this way for up to three minutes until you feel you
have had enough, and then return to your normal breathing and
open your eyes. If eight and four is not comfortable, try six and three,
or ten and five.

3. INTERVAL BREATHING

This exercise will help you to use the whole of your lung capacity.
® Think of your lungs as having three parts —a base, a middle section
and a top section.

® First we will work with the exhalation. When you exhale, start
emptying your lungs slowly from the top downwards. Pause for just
an instant between each part of the lungs. First the top section —
pause. Then the middle section — pause. Then the base — pause. Sense
your connection with gravity in the pelvis and the hips. Then inhale
passively as you did in Simple Breathing. Continue like this for five
or six cycles of the breath.

® Now we will work with the inhalation, breathing in from the base
upwards. Think of water slowly filling a glass. Feel the air filling the
base of the lungs and pause. Then the middle — pause. Then, without
tensing your shoulders, feel it fill the top part of your lungs, right up
to your collar bones — pause. And then exhale as in Simple Breathing,
feeling the pelvis and hips grounded and the spine lengthen from this
stable base. Continue for five or six cycles of the breath.

The length of the pauses and the breathing intervals should be
more or less the same, lasting about one second each. Each pause is
a moment of complete stillness and silence before the movement of
breathing continues. During the pauses it is helpful to have a feeling
of dropping your hips down on to the floor.

n the
words ‘hatha
yoga’, Ha means
sun and refers to
the right nostril
(positive force),
whereas Tha
means moon and
refers to the left
nostril (negative
force).

4. ALTERNATE NOSTRIL BREATHING

In the words ‘hatha yoga’, Ha means sun and refers to the right
nostril (positive force), whereas Tha means moon and refers to the
left nostril (negative force). This breathing brings the left and right,
male and female, positive and negative, into balance and activates
the energy, invigorating the whole internal environment of the body.
It clears blocks and removes impurities from the system. It is lovely
to do first thing in the morning.

It is very important here that your fingers touch your nose
extremely lightly. Just close each nostril very gently. If you push the
nostril you can disturb your balanced sitting or create stiffness in
the neck and shoulders.
® Place the thumb of your right hand beside your right nostril and
the middle finger of the same hand beside the left nostril. Now you
are going to breathe in and out alternately through each nostril.
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wareness of
the Centre helps
you to breathe
abdominally with
your diaphragm
and increase your
awareness of the
centre of gravity
in the lower

abdomen and the
root of the spine.

~
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® Begin by closing your right nostril with your thumb, keeping your
left nostril open. Inhale through the left nostril.

® Now close the left nostril with your middle finger, release your
thumb and exhale through your right nostril, keeping the left closed.
Inhale again through the right.

® Now close the right nostril and exhale through the left, then inhale
through the left. Close the left, and exhale and inhale through the right.
® Continue in this way for a few minutes, calmly letting each part
of the breath take as much time as it needs to take, until the left and
right nostrils are equally clear.

5. AWARENESS OF THE CENTRE
This exercise helps you to breathe abdominally with your diaphragm
and increase your awareness of the centre of gravity in the lower
abdomen and the root of the spine.
® Place both hands gently, palms down, on your lower belly just
above the pubic bone so that they cradle your baby. The lower
abdomen is the power centre of your body — the Chinese call it the
Tantien — and is thus the best place for your growing baby to be.
® Now focus your awareness on your breathing, inhaling and exhal-
ing through your nose. Pay special attention to the exhalations.
Notice the point at which each exhalation starts. Let the breath out
slowly, breathing out until you reach the end of the breath. Pause in
the empty space and then, slowly, feel the breath return of its own
accord. Feel the lungs absorb the breath like two sponges.
® Continue until you have a sense of the exhalation being long and
slow followed by the inbreath coming in passively without any
special effort on your part.
® Continue breathmg like this, but now focus your awareness on the
spot in the centre of your belly behind your hands. When you exhale,
feel the breath empty from just behind your hands as if it were
drawing your baby closer to your spine. Pause. Now feel the inhala-
tion coming in so that your belly expands softly into your hands.
® Continue in this way, keeping the rest of your body, especially
your shoulders, complete]v relaxed. Allow yourself to feel this gently
fluctuatmg rhythm in the belly as you breathe. Away from your
hands as you exhale, take your time to breathe in — then towards
your hands as you inhale. Now you are breathing deeply like a baby!
® Continue for a few minutes longer, and then slowly open your eyes.
In the last month of your pregnancy you may prefer exhaling
through your mouth and inhaling through your nose. This is good
practice for labour when the natural tendency is to exhale through
the mouth.

6. SOUND BREATHING

This breathing exercise is wonderful practice for labour and birth and
also helps you to extend your breathing to its natural limits and, thus,
overcome any habits of partial breathing. It will enable you to feel
‘grounded” and centred through the stormiest contractions in labour.




® Place your hands on your knees and bring your awareness to your
breathing. Notice the inhalation and the exhalation.

® Now, keeping your teeth softly in contact, begin to make a
hissing sound (ssssssssssss) with the exhalation. Continue to the
end of the breath and relax and pause. Let the breath come in
slowly. Continue in this way for several more breaths. This
exercise helps to relax and release the diaphragm.

® Try making the sound ‘oooo00’ (as in ‘shoe’) when you
exhale. Feel the sound coming from deep down in your
abdomen. Take the sound to the very end of the breath. Pause
and let the breath return slowly. Continue for a few more cycles.
® Now try the sound ‘aaaw’ (as in ‘jaw’) for one or two cycles.
® Then try ‘aaah’ (as in ‘far’). Then ‘eeee’ (as in ‘bee’). Then ‘eh’
(as in “yeh’). Then try combining all of these vowel sounds in one
exhalation: ooooooo ..... aaaaaww ..... aaaaah ..... eeeeeee .....
ehhhhhh

® Finally, end with the sound ‘OM’. Repeat the ‘'OM’ several times,
feeling the ‘mmmmmmm’ sound vibrating on your lips and all the
way down your spine until the end of each exhalation.

® Spend a few moments in silence, breathing quietly before you
open your eyes.

As practice for labour, you might like to try some sound breath-
ing in different upright labour positions such as kneeling on all-fours
or standing (see Chapter 6). Many women find releasing sounds
enormously helpful in coping with intense or painful contractions.
It is useful to practise sound breathing in labour positions from time
to time throughout your pregnancy so that your body ‘learns’ to
breathe spontaneously with sound for

labour and birth. If you practise now
you will do this instinctively at the time.
Use the vowel sounds as practice for
now, but feel free to express any sounds
that come up spontaneously when you
are actually in labour.

Before you start, feel the way your
body contacts the floor. If you are kneel-
ing on all-fours, then imagine that you
have roots going into the floor through

Fi1G. 3.7
HANDS AND KNEES

Kneel in the ‘all-fours” position and place your wrists
below your shoulders. Spread your fingers out wide
like starfish and feel how your palms contact the floor.
Position your knees underneath your hips and in line
with your hands. Place your feet in line with your
knees. Relax your neck and let your head hang down
freety and close your eyes. Feel the ground underneath
you and direct the exhalations down into the earth
through your hands and knees, while gently rolling
your hips. Inhale slowly, allowing yourself to receive
fresh energy with each new breath, and then keep
focusing on the exhalations, continuing for 4 or 5
cycles of the breath.

your hands and knees. Using the vowel
sounds, send the exhalations down deep
into the ground and then relax to receive
the inhalations as if they are coming
from the roots. Take in nourishment
from the earth with the inhalations.

Try combining this with a slow
circling of your hips so that the position
and the movement coordinate with the
natural rhythm of your breathing. You
can do the same thing standing.

BREATHING

FiG. 3.8
STANDING

Stand with your
feet comfortably
apart and spread
your toes, keeping
your heels well
grounded. Bend
your knees slightly
and place your
hands at your sides
or oir your hips.
Close your eyes
and feel the ground
underneath your
feet. Direct your
exhalations down
through the soles of
your feet like the
roots of a tree.
Relax to breathe in
slowly, taking in
nourishment as if
it were coniing
Sfrom the ground
with each new
breath.
Concentrate on the
exhalations, and
continue for 4 or 5
cycles of the
breath.
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he way we stand, sit and move around is all a matter of
balance. Balanced posture is beautiful, harmonious and
poised, with a quiet strength. Maintaining a graceful posture
can make all the difference to your comfort and health when
you are pregnant. Throughout the coming months your body will
have the additional task of carrying the increasing weight of your
growing baby, uterus and its contents. By the time you reach the end
of pregnancy this can amount to approximately 20 Ib of extra weight!
After the birth, the demands on your body change as a lot of time is
spent carrying and feeding your baby. You will continue to carry
your child, at least some of the time, until he or she is three years old
or more.

Many women approach pregnancy unaware that they have
postural ‘bad habits” already well established and are then surprised
to find that they experience various aches, pains and discomforts
throughout the coming months, as the weight of the baby increases.
The yoga postures in this book will begin to change these habits and
bring your body into balance. If they are practised regularly, aches
and pains should be eased within a few weeks and then slowly disap-
pear, unless the additional help of an osteopath is needed (see
Appendix - Osteopathy, p. 208; Pain, p. 209).

The first step to take is to develop awareness of your posture while

standing, sitting and moving around. The

re.el yoga positions you will learn in the next
BDIOSI;?I&;}}S;'O} chapter are based on this awareness of basic
THEN STANBING body positions from everyday life.

When standing As you read this chapter, pause to try out
upright your the practical suggestions and then begin to
body weight is put them into practice when you go about
transferred . s :

o Vg your daily activities as you discover how to
to the legs and feet use your body to your best advantage.

and, froni there,

to the ground.
Rebounding
energy from the
ground enters
your body through
the soles of your
feet, allowing the

STANDING UPRIGHT

Millions of years ago our female ancestors,
the apes, were quadrupeds and went about
their lives on all-fours. Posturally this meant
_ that the abdominal organs, including the
Mjiper spinetto ' uterus in pregnancy and the supporting
(;:; %,ﬁ:’;f:ﬁim l ﬁ muscles, all hung down from the horizontal
‘vooted” base. (2 4 spine. The pregnant mother’s body weight
(! il was transmitted evenly through the four
b supports of the limbs to the ground. The
abdominal organs were supported by the
’ , abdominal muscles from underneath.
I} In the course of evolution, our ancestors
3 became bipeds and stood upright. This
involved an enormous postural change. In
1 % the upright position the units of body weight




are slung from the curved vertical column of the spine. Their weight
accumulates and is concentrated on the narrow base of the pelvis
and then distributed through only two supports of the legs to the
ground. This means that the main supports for the weight of your
trunk and abdominal organs are your pelvic bones and muscles.

The upright position gives us many advantages, including the
free use of our arms and longer-ranging vision. However, without
postural awareness, stress and strain can easily arise, especially with
the extra weight of a pregnancy.

In HARMONY with GRAVITY

The first step towards graceful posture is to understand the dynamic
relationship your body has with the earth. At every moment, your
body is subject to the downward pull of gravity. Without it, you
would be totally “‘ungrounded” and float weightless like an astro-
naut in outer space. The lines of force which keep your body in
balance in relation to gravity pass through your bones so the weight
of your upper body is transferred by your spine to your pelvis and,
from there, through your legs and feet to the ground.

Your centre of gravity is located around the base of your spine in
your lower back and abdomen. In pregnancy, as the weight of your
body increases, so does your awareness of the effect of gravity,
especially in the last three months. Unless your body is in a balanced
relationship to this force, stress and strain, fatigue and pain will ensue.

From a structural point of view, the human body can only function
smoothly when its own centre of gravity is in harmony with that of
the earth. This book will help you to discover this harmonious relation-
ship between your body and the earth, firstly in the way you use your
body in your daily life and then, also, when you practise yoga.

GETTING to know your SPINE

Your spine is the central supporting system of your body. Becoming
aware of its relationship to gravity is the key to freeing your body
of tension and stiffness so it is important to explore and understand
the way it is formed and functions.

Your spine is made up of a column of bones called vertebrae,
plus the sacrum and coccyx at the base. It is deep set and takes
up about half of the diameter of your body. The front inner side
of the spine is a smooth S-shaped curve, while the back surface
is made up of the individual spines of the vertebrae which are the
rounded points we can feel just under the skin. Between each of
the vertebrae of your spine there is a little cushion, shaped a bit
like a squashed golf ball, called an intervertebral disc. Their
task is to absorb shock and prevent the bones from grind-
ing against each other. They also protect the spine
from the effects of compression caused by the
pull of gravity in the upright position.

There is a central, circular canal passing
through the vertebrae along the whole length

POSTURE

FiG. 4.2
THE SPINAL
CURVES

Cervical
curve

Thoracic
curove




of the spine which contains the spinal cord. This extends from the
brain and, from it, nerves branch out all along its length to reach every
part of the body, forming the intricate network of the nervous system.
The nerves stemming from the lower part of the spine supply the
pelvic basin and uterus. This is why massage of the lower back in
pregnancy and in labour is such an effective way to relieve strain or
discomfort in the pelvic area (see Chapter 6).

In order to become more familiar with your spine, try the follow-
ing massage and visualization.

SPINAL MASSAGE and VISUALIZATION

Start by looking at the drawing of the spinal curves on p. 77. Then,
working with a partner, position yourself comfortably. You could
try the kneelmg position on p. 124 with a
beanbag or a pile of cushions to support
your trunk. This is best done using alittle  Z
massage oil, without clothes on.

Ask your partner to explore the outer
parts of the spine from the top of the
neck down to the tailbone. As he or she
passes from one vertebrae to the next,
relax and breathe.

Following your partner’s hands as
they work down the spine, sense the first
vertebra in the neck and all the small verte-
brae below it. Visualize the way the vertebrae
continue through the upper back, the middle of the back, down to
the large and heavy vertebrae in the lower back. Sense the thickness
of these larger bones. Now visualize the curved wedge of the trian-
gular sacrum forming the back wall of your pelvis, and the coccyx
at its base.

Relax as your partner intuitively massages the muscles on either )

|

Fic. 4.3
SPINAL MASSAGE
!

side of your spine from the neck to the tailbone, concentrating
especially on the lower back. Then change with your partner and
repeat. I

The SPINAL CURVES ‘

The unique extended S-shape of your spine is what allows it to
function as the central support of your body, forming a series of
graceful alternating convex and concave curves. These continuous
curves create a dynamic equilibrium as they cross and recross the I
central axis (see p. 77).

The curves are named after the anatomical region in which they ‘
occur. The sacrum forms the base of the spine and the back wall of
the pelvis. It is a concave curve made up of five fused vertebrae and
the coccyx. In the lower back or lumbar region the spine becomes
more convex and then continues into the lon(T concave curve of the
chest or thoracic spine. The cervical curve in the neck is convex.
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The most flexible parts of your spine are the convex curves in the
neck and the lower back. They make up the ‘working curves’ of the
spine where movement occurs. The light bones of the neck allow the
widest range of movement.

The neck supports your head and stabilizes the spine while the
lower back allows you a range of movements which allow you to
stand, sit, turn, bend forwards, backwards or to the side.

The concave curves of the chest and the pelvis are more stable
since they support the rib cage and the pelvis. If you turn your upper
body to look behind you, you will feel how the thoracic spine in the
chest can rotate and has a degree of flexibility. But the sacral curve
in the pelvis is completely inflexible to give your spine a strong stable
base through which the weight of your trunk can be supported and
transferred to your legs and feet.

In the yoga instructions, I will often refer to the sacrum and
coccyx as the ‘root” of the spine. The centre of gravity of the
whole body is in the lower abdomen and the sacral part of the
spine. Itis the fulcrum or the point of balance of the body where
our weight is transferred from the upper body to the legs and
feet and thence to the ground.

Your body is posturally harmonious when your spinal curves
are in balance with the weight and position of the loads of your
head, chest, abdomen and pelvis. When a good balance is
maintained, the heaviest parts of the body are drawn close to
the central axis of the spine, creating a state of equilibrium.
The movable parts of the spine are also the most vulnerable
and will be the first to come under stress when an imbalance
occurs. The point most vulnerable to stress lies between the
last lumbar vertebra and the pelvis which bears the whole
weight of the upper body. This is why lower back pain can |
be such a common problem in pregnancy. %

The EFFECTS of
PREGNANCY on the SPINAL CURVES

Your uterus is supported by the pelvic floor muscles from
below (see p. 135) and six strong ligaments which run from
the lower half of the uterus and attach to the bony pelvis
in front, at the sides and to the sacral spine at the back.
These ligaments increase in laxity in pregnancy so that the uterus
can move by a couple of centimetres, up, down and sideways.
While they are strong enough to hold the uterus in position, they
depend upon the correct positioning and tilt of the pelvis to which (.00 o
they are attached. UTERUS AT FULI
As pregnancy advances, the uterus becomes heavier and its weight ~ TerM

pulls on these ligaments. This has the effect of drawing the sacrum At full term the
forward so that, towards the sixth or seventh month of pregnancy, ¢/

) . : . : supported by
the curve in the lower back is considerably exaggerated. This gradu- .o jioaments
ally affects the balance between the curves of the spine and the  wnic attach to the
weight it supports. pelvic bones.

FiG. 4.4
THE LIGAMENTS
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Fi1G. 4.5 (a)
THE EFFECTS OF
PREGNANCY ON
THE SPINAL
CURVES

Not pregnant

To compensate for the additional curve in the lumbar spine, all the
spinal curves become exaggerated in pregnancy as your body seeks
to find a new balance.

In a woman with a healthy spine and good posture prior to
pregnancy, this adjustment will happen gradually without any
special discomfort or stress. However, postural imbalances prior to
pregnancy are more likely to become apparent and may be the cause
of stress or discomfort.

If the pelvis is tilting too far forward, for example, it places excess
strain on these ligaments and throws the weight of the uterus and
baby forward on to the abdominal muscles, consequently pulling
on the lower back. This may result in low back pain or sacroiliac
pain. On the other hand, if it is tilting too far back, the baby is
carried towards the back and the pressure increases on the lower
spine which can result in chronic back pain (see Appendix —
Pain, p. 209). »

The emphasis placed on lengthening the lower back and
grounding the root of the spine and the correct adjustment of the
pelvic tilt which are encouraged by the yoga postures will help
to ensure that the correct balance is maintained between the support
of the bony pelvis and the strong but slightly elastic action of the
uterine ligaments. This will help to support your baby during
pregnancy and also to position your baby correctly for birth. The
pelvic floor exercises (see p. 138) will ensure good support from the
levator muscles below.

Paying attention to your everyday posture, combined with regular
yoga practice, can achieve wonders in helping you to accommodate
these changes with greater ease and maintain a graceful posture
throughout your pregnancy.

DISCOVERING
Your CENTRE of GRAVITY

As we have seen, your lower back is the main weightbearing part of
your body and it is also its centre of gravity. You will find that the
instructions for each of the yoga postures will include awareness of
the centre of gravity in the sacrum or lower back. This awareness is
equally important in your everyday posture when you are pregnant
and when you carry your baby after the birth.

In each yoga position, the instructions will suggest ‘lengthening’
or ‘dropping’ the lower back downwards. This is a very subtle release
which does not involve any gross muscular movements because it
occurs constantly as the force of gravity receives your body weight
from the ground. It is more of a sense of release or ‘letting go” of the
weight of the body through the lower spine to follow its natural
tendency to elongate in accordance with the pull of gravity. When
the spine becomes ‘grounded’ in the base, it can then also lengthen
and release upwards or sideways, rather as a tree with strong, deep
roots can grow up higher and spread its branches towards the light.

FiG. 4.5 (b)
Pregnant.
The spinal curves
are exaggerated as
the weight of the
uterus increases.




FiG. 4.6 (a)
BALANCED
POSTURE

When posture is
graceful and well
balanced, the
lower back
lengthens
downwards so that
the uterus is
supported securely
from beneath by
the pelvis. The
heavy root of the
spine is grounded
by the pull of
gravity and the
body weight falls
through the hips,
legs and feet to the
ground.

.

By continuing to allow gravity to be active in your daily practice,
you will gradually be bringing the centre of gravity of your own
body into balance and harmony with the earth’s gravitational force.
As the lower part of your spine finds its ‘roots” through the sitting
bones or in the feet, your upper body will become more free and
lighter. The effect of the spine lengthening is that all the muscles that
attach to the spine are able to release and the discs in between the
vertebrae can expand and regenerate. This encourages further length-
ening, so that a releasing process takes place throughout your upper
body, making more space for your baby.

The length in the thoracic spine will also open out your ribs so that
your chest cavity will lengthen and widen, and your breathing will
improve.

When the base of your spine lengthens downwards you are able
to ‘carry’ your pregnancy well. The curve in your lower back is free
from tension and your pelvis is brought into alignment with your
spine so that it rests directly under the abdomen and supports your
baby from underneath —like an eggcup under an egg or a cone under
an icecream. This means that you are holding your baby in position
close to your spine, allowing your body weight (plus the weight of
your uterus) to be transferred easily through your pelvis to your legs
and feet, and then to discharge into the ground.

If, on the other hand, you were to arch your lower back inwards,
the lumbar curve would be exaggerated and contracted while the
base of the spine is pulled upwards. Your pelvis then tips its contents
forwards and a kind of “traffic jam” occurs in your lower back as all
the weight of your upper body plus the pregnancy falls upon the
point between the last lumbar vertebrae and the sacrum. Inevitably
the result will be strain and backache. Your abdominal muscles will
also be under strain from having to support too much of the weight
of your belly as it is thrown forward.

Similarly, the lengthening of the spine upwards in the neck, which
occurs as a result of the deepening of the roots, will also bring the
weight of your head into balance with the central axis of your spine.
As your posture becomes more balanced and centred in relation to
gravity, you will be free to experience the joy and pleasure of carry-
ing your baby with ease, both before and after birth.

POSTURE and BREATHING

Posture and breathing are mutually interdependent. We have already
seen how lengthening the base of your spine makes more room in
your chest cavity. It also has a direct influence on the diaphragm,
which is the main muscle involved in breathing (see p. 62). The roots
of the diaphragm muscle are closely associated with the muscles of
your lower back as well as the deep iliopsoas muscles in the pelvis,
which are responsible for holding your pelvis in the right position
since they all attach to the same part of the spine. When the pelvis
tilts too far forward it is out of alignment and the resulting strain in

POSTURE

FiG. 4.6 (b)
UNBALANCED

POSTURE

With an exag-
gerated curve in the
lower back, the
pelvis tilts forward
and the weight of
the uterus and baby
is thrown forward
on to the abdominal
muscles. Posture is
unbalanced, often
resulting in stress

and pain in the
lower back and hip
joints. The lower
spine is un-
grounded and
shortens so that
normal weight
transference to the
ground is disturbed
81
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THE RELATIONSHIP
BETWEEN THE
ILIOPSOAS
MUSCLES AND THE
DIAPHRAGM

The deep iliopsoas
muscles of the
pelvis (a) and the
diaphragm (b)
attach to the same
part of the spine so
that breathing and
posture are closely
connected.
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the lower back will affect the closely associated deep iliopsoas
muscles as well as the roots or crura of the diaphragm, limiting its
ability to contract. This explains why an exaggerated curve in the
lower back is very likely to be accompanied by tension in the
diaphragm and shallow breathing as well as pain in the lower back
or sacroiliac joints.

So a well-balanced relationship between the pelvis and lumbar
spine is crucial for harmonious breathing and, of course, this is most
important as you go about your everyday life. The next part of this
chapter will explore how you can acquire good postural habits when
going about your usual activities in pregnancy.

STANDING and WALKING

To understand how to stand and walk in a balanced way you need
to begin with your feet. Your feet are made up of a series of arches
which transmit your entire body weight from the legs through the
centre of the ankle bones to the ground.

They are a very important part of your anatomy. When the feet are
unbalanced the whole body is ‘ungrounded’ and unsupported and
subject to stress. You will notice that in every yoga position, as well
as in the guidance for your everyday posture, precise instructions are
given about the position and balance of the feet. It is important when
standing still for any length of time to keep your weight evenly
distributed on both feet, rather than to stand with your weight on
one leg only.

Besides exaggerated arching of the lower back, a common postural
problem, especially in pregnancy, is to turn the feet outwards. This
leads to the ungainly ‘pregnancy waddle’ in the later months. Even
worse, the inner arches of the feet tend to collapse and the body
weight loses its support system. This results in a pulling forward of
the body weight on to the head of the large femoral bones of the legs
which, in turn, pulls the pelvis forward and stresses the spine. So a
bad habit of standing and walking with ‘turned out’ feet can easily
lead to pain in the sacroiliac joints and backache.

Try this: walk around the room in your normal way and notice
how you position your feet. Now try to walk with your feet really
parallel, without any ‘turn out’. Start each step with your heel and
place your foot consciously, keeping your knees slightly bent and
your lower back ‘long’. Try to walk like this whenever you can until
it becomes a habit and feels more natural.

LOOKING AFTER your FEET

Your feet are a vital part of the structural balance of your whole body.
They work in coordination with the spine and pelvis. Learning to
walk and stand well on your feet will help to bring your body into
balance from the base up.

Most people have damaged feet through wearing tight and narrow
shoes so that the feet become compressed and lose the ability to

e
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FiGg. 4.8 (a)
POSITIONING THE
FEET CORRECTLY
When the feet are
parallel the heels
spread. The legs
align with the hips
and the lower back
widens allowing
normal weight
transfer through
the peluvis to the
grouud.

Fic. 4.8 (b)

With feet turned
out, the heels are
turned inwards
affecting the normal
alignment with the
hips and narrowing
the lower back. Pain
can result in the
lower back,
sacrotliac joints,
hips or knees, as
weight transfer

is disturbed

and stress
accumulates.




Fi1G. 4.9(a/b)

FOOT EXERCISES

(a) and (b) Sit comfortably on the
floor, using some support for your
lower back if necessary. Point the
toes of both feet as far forward as
you can, and then extend your
heels. Continue, alternating these
movements for a minute or so, and
then relax. Then try pointing the
left foot while extending the right
heel, and keep changing
simultaneously.

;g

Fi1G. 4.9 (c/d)

With your legs spread comfortably
apart, make circles with your
ankles, first inwards up to ten
times, and then outwards up to ten
times, and then relax.

‘spread’. Toes suffer from this cramping
effect so that they are squashed together
and may have lost their ability to move
independently. Wearing high heels, which
throw the weight on to the front of the foot,
is also highly damaging to the whole
postural balance of the body.

It is wise to give up wearing high heels
completely. Try to find soft, comfortable,
flat shoes which allow plenty of space for
your toes. Even a small heel has a profound
effect on your posture and throws you off
balance. Some shoe shops specialize in
shoes and sandals which are designed to
be both foot-shaped and fashionable. At
home or out of doors, take advantage of
the opportunity to walk around bare foot
as much as possible.

Wear cotton socks or tights so that your
feet can ‘breathe’, and open sandals in
warm weather. Try to become conscious of
the way you position your feet when
standing and walking. Walk for at least one
hour every day but when you do not need
to stand, get your feet up and rest them!

Regular massage of the feet is wonder-
ful in pregnancy. You can massage your
own feet, but it is a marvellously relaxing
treat to have your feet massaged by a
friend, partner or a professional masseur.

Here are some simple foot exercises you
can do whenever you remember. They will
help to keep your ankles flexible and to
stretch the back of your heels. They also
stimulate the circulation of fluids to and
from the feet and legs.
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F1G. 4.9 (e)

Stand up with your feet about 12"
apart and parallel. Lift all your
toes up off the floor, spreading
them out wide, and then relax
them. Repeat 5 or 6 times.

FiG. 4.9 (f)

Press down the base of your big
toes. Keep them down and lift all
the others.Hold for a few seconds
and relax. Repeat 5 or 6 times.
Then try keeping all the others
down and lifting only the big toes.

l (
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Fic. 4.9 (g)

Finally, try keeping the big foes
and little toes down while lifting
the three middle toes, and then
relax (to strengthen the arches of
the feet see the Thai Goddess
exercise on p. 143).
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BASIC STANDING

To get a good sense of the right way to stand, try the following
exercise. [t may take a little time to do this at first, so stop and take
a rest if you need to along the way. With practice, you will be able |h
to do it in a few seconds. As with the Simple Breathing Awareness,

you may find it helpful to record the instructions on to a tape and
then play it back as you practise. If you are inclined to feel faint when
standing still for any length of time, then sit or lie down and rest
when vou need to. Work through your whole body, focusing your
awareness on each part in turn, beginning with your feet.

FEET
Stand up and position your feet so that they are about your hips’
width (about 12") apart and parallel.

Turn the heels out and the big toes in towards the centre, until the
outside edges of the feet form two parallel lines. This may feel a little
‘pigeon-toed” until you get used to it.

Now close your eyes and feel the way your feet contact the floor,
allowing your weight to sink down into your heels, and through
them into the floor.

Rock a little back and forwards, until you feel your weight evenly
balanced at the centre of each heel and between both legs.

Now press your big toes down into the floor and then stretch out,
separate and spread your toes so that your feet widen as much as
possible.

Stretch the little toes out and place them down firmly on the floor.
If your little toes have no independent movement yet, then you may
need to bend your knees and bend forwards to help them to open
out with your hands, and then come up slowly.

The inner arch of the foot should be raised while the outer arch
drops down on to the floor. Your body weight goes down through
vour heels and is held in balance by your feet between the widely
spread big and little toes.

Now try to relax your toes and feet in this position so that it begins
to feel natural to stand like this. Feel as if you have wide feet like
someone who has never worn shoes. Do not worry if this is impos-
sible at first. After a few months of practising yoga a transformation
will begin to take place and your feet will begin to regain their natural
grace and flexibility.

Now relax and focus on your breathing for a moment or two.
Exhale ‘through your heels” and feel the breath move down into the
floor like the roots of a tree. Then feel the inhalations come slowly
into your body, like a tree takes in moisture through the roots.

KNEES

Now bring your awareness to vour knees. Keep them straight, but
do not ‘lock’ them so that the energy can flow through them freely.
Beware mainly of the back of your knees, feeling the creases ‘open’
and release.

B R .-
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Keep the ‘grounded’ feeling of your weight going down into your
] heels and bring your awareness to the bony basin of your pelvis.
SN This is the main supporting structure of your body. The weight of
1N\ your head, shoulders and trunk accumulates through the spine
M\ and is concentrated in the last lumbar vertebra. From there it
falls on to the sacrum. Remember how this is ideally shaped
{ to transmit the weight through the bony arch of the pelvis
down to legs and feet when you stand, and through the
sitting bones into the floor or chair when you sit.

Focus on the back wall of the pelvis which is formed by
the lower part of the spine — the sacrum. Breathe out a few
times and allow the sacrum to release and elongate towards

the floor so that the base of the spine lengthens downwards.
It is rather like having a long, heavy tail dropping downwards.
Stroke down your lower back with your hands to get a
stronger sense of this downward lengthening of your spine. This
is your centre of gravity.
Feel how the pubic bone in front naturally tends to lift up a
little when your lower back lengthens, so that your pelvis comes
directly under your belly. Feel how you are carrying your baby

! snugly, close to your spine.
( CHEST

Now that your centre of gravity in the lower back is in
harmony with the earth’s downward force, your lower body,
from the waist down, is ‘grounded’. Stand and breathe

for a moment and feel this sense of connection with

the earth in your body. Feel how your body weight

drops down your lower back through your legs and

Fic. 4.10

STANDING

* Feet parallel with toes spread out wide and
heels well grounded like the roots of a tree.
® The back wall of the knees opens.

¢ The lower back gently lengthens towards
the ground.

¢ The pelvis supports the belly from
underneath.

® The baby is held comfortably close to your
spine.

* From the pelvis downwards, your body is
attracted towards the ground by gravity.

® The upper spine lengthens from the waist
up towards the sky as if growing from the
roots.

® The shoulders hang loose and free.

* Arms hang softly with heavy elbows and
wrists.

® The back of the neck lengthens, with the
chin slightly down towards the chest.

® The head balances on top of the spine.

heels. As you exhale, have a sense of the breath
going down into the earth like roots, through
your heels.

With this same grounded feeling, your upper
body is well supported and free to release. The
lengthening of your lower back allows your ribs
and sternum to expand and your upper back to
feel longer and wider when you inhale.

Be aware of the air coming into your lungs
when you inhale, as if it were coming from the
ground, from the roots, just like a tree absorbs
moisture from the earth. Feel the air filling your
lungs from the base upwards, until the breath
reaches the top part of your lungs just under
your collar bones, but keep your shoulders
relaxed and down.

Continue breathing comfortably with your
awareness focused for a few seconds more on
the sensations of the air entering and leaving

POSTURE
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vour lungs. Be aware of the space between the top rim of the pelvis
and the lower rim of your rib cage, and feel this gently lengthen as
vou breathe, making more space for vour baby.

SHOULDERS

Keep the awareness of length in the lower back and weight going
down through the heels and, at the same time, have a sense of how
vour shoulders hang suspended from the neck on top of your rib
cage —rather like a heavy coat on a coat hanger. Shrug or circle them
backwards a few times and feel them release and relax.

ARMS

Let the arms hang by vour sides, like two heavy pendulums. Keep
vour hands soft and loose, with the palms open. Feel that the tension
leaves the upper part of your body through vour elbows and your
wrists.

NECK AND HEAD
Stay aware of the length in the lower back and the weight going
down into vour heels, and focus vour attention on your head and
neck. Your head we eighs between 10-15 Ib and sits evenly balanced
on the top vertebra of the spine in the neck, known as the atlas bone.
Try nodding your head very gently, making tiny movements up
and down, from side to side and front to back. You will get a sense
of the way vour head balances on top of the vertebrae of the neck.
When you make the tiny nodding movements, you can sense the
movement of the small delicate muscles in the nape of your neck
which keep vour head balanced on your spine (the subocc1p1tal
muscles). Now tip vour head forward slightly so that your chin
moves down a little towards your chest. Breathe deeply and feel the
gentle releasing and lenOthenmo of all the muscles at the back of the
neck and upper back as the suboccipitals release.

Before vou change vour position, breathe and enjoy a feeling of
balance through your whole body — your pelvis, legs and feet well
‘grounded’, w Ttha light loose feehng from the waist up.

SITTING

When sitting, the same principles apply as when you stand, only
now the weight of your trunk drops down through the sitting bones
into the chair or floor.

Always try to make sure that the base of your spine is grounded
and lengthens downwards. Then the rest of your back will be
supported from the base upwards. Always av oid slouching and
make a point of bringing your lower back up against the back of the
chair or a wall. If you are sitting on a couch or sitting up in bed, use
enough cushions behind vour back to support it uprlght rather than
leaning back. When sitting in a chair, use the straightbacked variety

86 |




whenever possible. If your feet do not touch the ground easily,
then use a low footstool or a book so that your legs feel well

supported.

If you are working long hours at a desk, using the right chair is
especially important. The special kneeling stools which can be
obtained from back shops give very good support to the spine. Try
not to cross your legs as this blocks your circulation, which is
already affected by the weight of the pregnancy. When
working at a high surface in the kitchen, use a high stool to

sit on rather than standing.

Sitting or kneeling correctly on the floor is in itself good
exercise for pregnancy, so try to abandon the sofa and sit
on the floor whenever you can. Many of the yoga

positions can become part of your daily life and can
be used as sitting positions around the home.
Squatting on a stool without strain is very
helpful in pregnancy and can be used as a
sitting position. Squat on a low stool or a
pile of large books (see squatting exercise
12b, p.129). Lengthen your lower back
downwards and spread your knees
comfortably apart. Allow your trunk to
lean forward slightly so that your spine
and neck feel free. Place your feet flat on
the floor with the heels down. Squatting
regularly widens your pelvis and helps
to position your baby and prepare your

body for birth. & f

BENDING <

When you bend over to lift a heavy object, to get
something out of a bottom drawer or to do your
housework, make sure that you lengthen your
lower back downwards and that the bend takes
place from your hip joints rather than your spine
(see standing forward bend exercise 23, p.155). Bend
your knees and squat down when lifting up an
object or a small child from the floor so that your
legs do the work rather than your spine.

Go down on to your knees rather than bending
over too far or come on to your hands and knees if
you need to wipe up a spill on the floor.

GETTING UP from LYING DOWN

POSTURT

Fic. 4.11

SITTING

e Feet comfortably apart, flat on the
ﬂnm

* Knees slightly apart.

o Sit well back in the chair to avoid
slouching. Lower back lengthens
towards the ground.

o The pelvis, legs and feet are pulled
down by gravity.

* The upper spine lengthens towards
the sky from a stable base.

e Shoulders and arms /mn\ loosely.
o The neck lengthens and the head
balances on top of the spine.

When you get up from lying in the bath, on the floor or in bed, never
pull yourself forward to come up as this may strain your lower back
and your abdominal muscles. Rather, roll over on to one side and
then come up slowly into a sitting or kneeling position and from
there, stand up.




PREPARING FOR BIRTH WITH YOGA

RESTING and SLEEPING

In the months before and after birth it is important to spend time each
day resting. A lot of your vital energy is being used to nourish your
baby. A rest at midday is essential, and two ‘mini’ rests during the
midmorning and midafternoon can make all the difference. If you
are working a full day, this is especially important, so try to arrange
a place to lie down at work.

As we go about our daily activities, gravity takes its toll on our
bodies. The spinal curves become increasingly compressed the longer
we are upright. During pregnancy, this compression is increased due
to the additional weight you are carrying.

s we go When you rest or sleep or release your spine during your yoga
about our daily practice, the spongy discs between your vertebrae literally soak up
activities, gravity  more body fluid which causes them to expand and become more
takes its toll on elastic. Muscular releases occur so that the curves of the spine open
our bodies. out and the spine literally lengthens. This also makes more space for
the spinal nerves as they emerge from the spinal cord, and invigo-
rates the whole body. Relaxing and resting or practising some yoga

for as little as twenty minutes can result in this ‘rejuvenation’.

When you sleep, both body and mind are nourished and recover
from the expenditure of energy during the day. Towards the end of
pregnancy it may be difficult to make yourself comfortable at night
and sleep may be interrupted by the need to empty your bladder. A
warm bath using three or four drops of essential oil of camomile in
the water will encourage restful sleep. It is wise to invest in some
extra pillows in the later months to support your body comfortably
when you sleep. Spinal massage before rest or relaxation is very
helpful in late pregnancy if you have a willing masseur around. Use
the breathing exercise on p. 69 or the relaxation on p. 171 when you
first lie down to rest or sleep. If your sleep is erratic at night, then
take every opportunity to rest during the day. There are various
positions you can use when resting or sleeping.

LYING on your SIDE

This comfortable position is enhanced by the use of plenty of pillows.
Place a small or a soft pillow under your head and one more between
your knees so that your legs are supported. Turn your hips until you
feel comfortable or extend the bottom leg. Your spine should be
supported more or less in one straight line. Some women like to
place an extra pillow under the belly too, for support. Hugging a
pillow in your arms may help to support your shoulders.

KNEELING FORWARD over CUSHIONS

On a soft surface on the floor or on your bed, spread your knees
comfortably apart with the toes pointing inward and kneel forward
from the hips on to a beanbag or a big pile of comfortable cushions
(see p. 78). Make sure that your spine feels free and your whole body
is well supported, and then breathe deeply and relax.




RESTING on to a TABLE

When it is impossible to lie down, leaning forward with your arms
placed on a desk or table is a good way to have a rest for a few
minutes. Position your arms comfortably on the table and rest your
head on your forearms. Spread your legs comfortably apart and keep
your feet flat on the floor. Relax your neck and shoulders and breathe
and release your spine.

POSTURE after BIRTH

Your lower back remains very vulnerable in the early weeks and
months after the birth and it is important to avoid strain. In the first
few weeks after the birth it is wise to arrange a changing table at a
comfortable height so that you do not need to bend when dressing
or changing your baby. You can use any table in the house for a few
weeks as, later on, you will enjoy changing your baby on the bed or
the floor, and the table becomes dangerous once the baby can roll
over!

Your neck and shoulders are also subject to considerable strain
when you are feeding and carrying your baby. Paying attention to
releasing and relaxing them throughout the day will minimize stress.

BREASTFEEDING POSITIONS

You can breastfeed in a variety of positions — sitting upright on a
straightbacked chair, sitting upright in bed, on a sofa with cushions
behind your back, or lying on your side. Whatever position you are
in, make sure you are really comfortable and no part of your body
feels strained. When sitting to breastfeed follow all the advice given
on p. 86 and use plenty of pillows if necessary and a footstool so
both legs can relax. Hold your baby close to you in a well-supported
position. Make sure that he or she is facing towards you ‘belly to
belly” with head, neck and back all in a straight line. The baby’s
mouth should be just below your nipple before you start. This will
make it easiest for your baby to latch on to the breast without having
to turn the head or strain. In the early weeks, it is helpful to place a
pillow across your lap so that the baby is held at a comfortable height
and you may want another cushion under your elbow.

MOVING AROUND with your BABY

You are going to spend a lot of time carrying your baby and, indeed,
this is very important for his or her healthy development. It is a good
idea to invest in a good baby carrier from the outset and get used to
using it. Always pay attention to the way you walk and stand when
your baby is in a front carrier as they can place strain on your lower
back unless you are continually mindful of your posture (see p. 82).
At around 5-6 months, a good backpack is better for your posture
but remember to keep lengthening your lower back and to walk with
parallel feet. If you invest in a stroller, check the height of the handles
carefully so that you can push it without bending when you walk.

POSTURE
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your life.

ractising yoga is a deeply effective way to make the most of
the transformative potential of your pregnancy and, at the
same time, to empower yourself for labour, giving birth and
mothering.

In Chapter 3 you began to understand the essence of yoga by
learning to relax and observe the natural flow of your breathing. You
have already started to discover the art of focusing your awareness
on this basic rhythm so that within a few minutes, you can become
inwardly concentrated or ‘centred’.

At the same time you will have begun to notice the effect of gravity
on your body while standing and sitting and to be aware of the centre
of gravity in the base of your spine and lower abdomen.

Now it is time to introduce some simple yoga postures into your
practice. While you are doing these postures you can apply what
you have already learned, noticing the wave of your breathing and
becoming aware of the work of gravity in each position.

When you try the postures for the first time you will notice that
some are easy to do, while others reveal parts of your body which
are tense or stiff. Gradually, through your breathing, you will begin
to ‘unwind’ and to let go of the deep muscular tensions which may,
at first, prevent you from relaxing into the posture with ease. It is very
important to be aware that this is a slow process which cannot be
forced. You will need to be very gentle with yourself and take your
time. With perseverance you will begin to perceive your own inner
centre and become increasingly aware in each position of how your
body weight is drawn towards the earth. As your breathing naturally
deepens without effort you will discover the invisible roots which
connect you with gravity. You will become ‘grounded’.

The word yoga means “union’. It is like a marriage between your
own inner centre and that of the earth itself, which is brought about
when you practise yoga regularly. Then, when you become more
deeply connected with the earth, the way will become clear for you
to experience a sense of oneness or union which could be called spiri-
tual. As you become more centred and grounded, you will find that
you can live more harmoniously with yourself, your surroundings
and your fellow beings. You will experience more energy, vitality,
light and joy in your life.

But the lightness is felt first of all in your body, as the natural
consequence of becoming aware of its connection with the earth. It
comes to you like a gift, when your body finds its harmonious
relationship to gravity, without any special effort on your part.

You cannot force or hurry this process or ‘do” anything to make it
happen. Itis more a matter of letting go, of letting your body simply
‘be’. The more you surrender to gravity and allow it to do its work,
the more you make space for the light.

Doing this slow and gentle work as your pregnancy unfolds is
very pleasurable. Your own intention to relax and energize yourself
works in harmony with the natural tendency at this time towards
greater fluidity, openness and flexibility. As your sense of your own
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‘roots” deepens, a feeling of spiritual lightness, peace and calm will
arise from within. You will become truly, deeply empowered.

To my mind, this is the everyday meaning of enlightenment. It is
not only a mystical state reserved for yogis who can do all sorts of
complicated postures and endure years of austere practices. It is the
natural consequence of the daily awakening in our consciousness,
which can occur easily in all of us when our body begins to come into
balance with the earth. We soon learn that both heaven and earth
can be found within ourselves.

There is no better time to discover this than now, when your body
is filled with the vitality of a new life and awake with a special kind
of instinctive intelligence which is unique to pregnancy.

How to START

When to START

Ideally, the earlier you start the better. Some women begin to practise
yoga before they conceive and this can only be an advantage. Early
pregnancy is a very good time to start, from as early as twelve weeks,
provided your midwife or doctor agrees. If you have had any
problems with conception, bleeding or miscarriage, then it may be
wise to give the pregnancy time to settle and to begin at around
sixteen weeks.

If, however, you are already well into your pregnancy when you
discover this book, it is never too late to start. The last few months
and weeks are very important and your body will respond rapidly
to the postures as a result of the higher levels of pregnancy hormones
you are secreting.

When to PRACTISE

You will find, as you get to know them, that many of the yoga
postures become new ‘body habits” which can be included in your
daily life when you are relaxing at home. However, it is best to set
aside 30-60 minutes each day for a more formal yoga practice, when
you can relax and concentrate more deeply without any other distrac-
tions or disturbances.

The time of day depends on your own convenience. Never practise
immediately after eating as you will need your energy for digestion.
It is also best to avoid all but the most relaxing postures if you are
very tired. Early morning is a good time to practise, but bear in mind
that you will feel more stiff at this time and have a warm bath to
loosen up before you start. It will be well worth the trouble. You will
feel energized and centred throughout the day. In the afternoon or
evening your body will be more flexible after moving around all
day, and practice can be easier and very enjoyable.

If you have a very hectic or busy life you do need to slow down
during pregnancy, and making time to practise yoga is even more
important. However, you will need to be disciplined and determined
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to develop a habit of practising regularly. You will be surprised how
setting aside this time will calm you and help to make room for
evervthing else you need to do in a more centred and relaxed way.
You will feel much better in vourself and vou will also avoid running
the risk of overdoing it and possubly dev elopmg unnecessary compll-
cations in your pregnancy as a result.

If daily practice is really impossible, then try to practise at least two
or three times a week. If discipline is vour problem, then it may help
to join a local class or to use a practice tape at home (see Useful
Addresses and Resources). Getting together with a pregnant friend
or two is also a very enjoyable way to practise.

How to PRACTISE

The voga postures can be practised throughout pregnancy, provided
vou follow the cautionary notes and instructions carefully. They all
involve your body as a whole, but the essential exercises focus specif-
ically on the pelvis in order to prepare your body for giving birth.

The order in which you choose to practise the postures comes with
experience. Over the ‘months of your pregnancy you will become
very familiar with the postures and vary them dally according to
vour mood or needs at the time.  have arranged them in convenient
groups for beginning vour practice but feel free to change the order
in any way vou please thereafter.

The postures in Group 1 (Nos. 1-8) serve as a good warm-up,
loosening the spine, hip joints, ankles and knees, while bringing you
in touch with your centre and with gravity.

Group 2 (Nos. 9-13) are the essential basic postures for pregnancy
which should be practised daily if possible. The remaining groups
can be practised as sug gested or in any order you prefer.

If vou feel very tense in the neck and shoulders then it may help
to begm with Group 4 (Nos. 18-20).

You can start vour practice with a few of the standing postures in
Group 5 (Nos. 21- 27) if you feel energetic. However do not try to do
all of them in one session!

Group 6 (Nos. 28-31) are advanced postures which should only
be done if you have been learning yoga for a long time. If you usuall\'
practise these postures you may wish to continue domg them in
pregnancy, although it is not essential to do so.

On days when vou feel very tired, ten minutes of relaxation (Group
7) before vou start may be helpful. Then, perhaps, you will enjoy
practising some sitting postures very slowly to begin with.

You should always end vour session with ten minutes or so of
relaxation.

Varving the order will make your practice more interesting and
allow vou to use most of the postures within the week, as vou are
unlikely to manage to go through them all in each session unless
vou have plenty of time.

Not every position will suit vour body. The cautionary notes will
help vou to determine whether you are ready to try a particular
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position or whether you should concentrate on others until your
body becomes more flexible. Always listen to your own internal
signals and do not ever push yourself or strain to do something your
body is not yet ready for. This is the golden rule of practising yoga
in the right way (see p. 17).

What to do in the POSTURE

Each posture starts with a description of the position and its benefits,
followed by instructions on how to place your body. If there is any
special caution or suggestion to note, you will find this at the
beginning.

The length of time you should spend in each posture really
depends on how you feel. Stop as soon as you have had enough.
The times specified at the end of each exercise are general guide-
lines which are useful to follow in the beginning until the positions
become more familiar. Then your body will tell you how long to
continue in each posture when you practise.

The instructions are carefully graded so that you can begin slowly,
going only as far as you can without straining. You will soon learn
to find what I call ‘your comfortable limit". You will learn to tell the
difference between the sensation of stiffness or tightness you reach
within your comfortable limit and the sort of pain or tension which
signals that you are straining too far. Gradually, over time, this limit
will extend until you can do the full posture without straining. But
you will need to be patient. It may take weeks, months or even years,
depending on how deep the stiffness is and how much time you
give to your practice.

Don’t be in a hurry. Doing the full posture is not the main aim or
the goal. At first, looking at the pictures of the full posture may seem
somewhat daunting. However, you will soon be encouraged and
inspired as you sense your body beginning to loosen and release,
and you realize that each time you practise you are moving towards
regaining your natural suppleness. All it takes is practice. You will
start to feel the benefits from the beginning, and they will steadily
increase the more you practise.

Of course, you will also have the added advantage of the increase
in flexibility which is natural to pregnancy and this will aid your
progress. What really matters is the sense of balance and awakening
you experience during and after each session. The full posture will
come to you as a gift in due course, as your body relaxes and becomes
looser and more supple.

GROUNDING and CENTRING

Your awareness will be drawn in each posture to your centre of
gravity in the lower back and abdomen and to the parts of your body
which are making contact with the floor. You will learn how to align
yourself with gravity in each position with the help of your breath-
ing. The awareness of this connection with the earth should be
retained as you follow the remaining instructions until you come

YOGA IN PREGNANCY

hen
you practise yoga,
always remember
that the
‘intelligence’ in
each position
comes from the
carth. Keep your
brain, your mind,
focused on the
ground and
breathe, breathe,
breathe!

SANDRA SABATINI
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out of the posture. This is what I call ‘grounding’. To find your centre
you need only to sit quietly for a while and focus your awareness
inwards on the rhythm of your breathing.

LENGTHENING the SPINE

Every posture includes a reminder to lengthen the Jower part of the
spine downwards. Sometimes I say ‘ground’ the root of the spine, or
the sacrum or tailbone. The key to finding your centre in each posture
is to gently lengthen your lower spine, bringing it down to earth.

Itis very important to realize that this is a very subtle inner release
which does not involve any tensing or gross muscular movements.
The thought of lengthening the spine allows the natural curves to
release and come into balance as you breathe so that your aware-
ness of the root of the spine increases.

Over time, this sense of stability in the base, this connection with
gravity, automatically encourages the upward release and length-
ening of the whole spine all the way to the top of the neck. Freedom
of the body comes from the ground. By grounding the heavy root of
the spine, the whole column eventually releases. As the spine
becomes free, the rest of the body relaxes. So start by focusing your
awareness on the earth. Feel how the pull of gravity works through
your body, lengthening the lower spine, and let the releasing process
unfold.

These subtle muscular releases are set in motion by your breath-
ing; the exhalations connecting you to your roots and the inhala-
tions giving you a sense of growing from the ground. Then, like a
kind of miracle, your body unwinds and relaxes as tension is released
by this ‘ripple” coming from the earth.

TIMING

The amount of time you want to spend in each posture is something
you will discover with practice. Sometimes it is enjoyable to choose
just a few postures and practise them very slowly, while on other
occasions you may prefer to do more at a more vigorous pace. Use
the suggested timings as a guide when you start and then follow
your own feelings, bearing in mind that it is best not to spend more
than ten minutes at a time in standing positions while you are
pregnant.

What to WEAR

Wear loose, comfortable clothing made from natural fibres in which
you can make any movement without restriction. It is important to
remove socks or tights so that you can sense what you are doing
with your bare feet. Keep a pair of socks and a warm cover handy
for relaxation at the end when your body temperature will drop.

When it is warm or you are indoors beside a fire, it can be delight-
ful to practise the postures unclothed, using an aromatherapy oil
suitable for pregnancy to massage your skin as you go along (see
Useful Addresses).
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What you NEED

It is best to set aside a space within your home which you can use
every day. It is helpful to have a free wall space or a protruding
corner you can lean against to support your back if necessary.

The room should be comfortably warm and the floor surface
carpeted, or else you will need a couple of folded blankets and a
yoga mat to lie on. Some of the postures (for example, the standing
poses) require a firm surface with a non-slip yoga mat.

You will also need a soft belt. You can invest in a special yoga belt
which has an easily adjustable buckle, but an old tie or a fabric belt
which you can knot will be adequate.

A low stool or a pile of large books may be needed for squatting
and some of the forward bends call for a stool about the height of a
piano stool, a chair or a table.

It is very helpful to have a selection of cushions and pillows. A
large bulky one a small firm cushion or two and a bolster from a
futon shop are very useful if you have stiffness in the knees or ankles.
A beanbag or pile of large cushions is an essential aid during labour
and will be useful for massage and relaxation while you are pregnant.

A tape recorder with an empty cassette is useful to have at hand
as you might like to read some of the instructions into a tape and then
follow them, especially for breathing exercises or relaxation when it
is difficult to read at the same time.

Since you will be spending some of the most special hours of your
pregnancy in this room, you can create a sanctuary for yourself by
making the room beautiful. Choose your favourite colours and some
visual images you enjoy looking at for the walls. Plants will thrive
on the energy of this room and some flowers, candles or a fragrant
essential oil burner, as well as some quiet or meditative music, will
enhance the experience. (Essential oils are powerful and some should
not be used in pregnancy, so make sure that you are advised by an
expert on which oils are suitable for pregnancy, and how to use
them.) In good weather it is wonderful to practise out of doors in a
natural setting or in the sunshine.

GROUP 1: WARMING UP

BN BASIC SITTING FORWARD BEND

Paschimottanasana

This posture is the basis for all the sitting positions. By directing
your awareness to the pull of gravity in the base of your spine, pelvis,
hips, legs and feet, it enables you to discover a sense of connection
to the earth from the waist down and consequently a feeling of light-
ness and freedom in the upper body.

START by sitting down on the floor with the base of your spine
supported by a protruding corner or a wall, or else sit back-to-back
with a partner with your lower backs touching. You may sit on the
floor without support only if there is no sense of strain in your back.
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® Stretch your legs out in front of you with your feet about 12" or
your hips’ width apart, resting upright on the back of the heels. Relax
your legs so that the muscles are soft. If your feet tend to fall
outwards, allow them to do so and then gently roll them back upright
so that the knees point up at the ceiling and the feet rest upright on
the back of the heels.

L W ‘
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FiG. 5.1 Fic. 5.2

BASIC SITTING LETRING FORBRID.S : BASIC SITTING

Against a wall ® Now, lean forward slightly from your hips so that your hands Leaning forward

: touch the ground lightly beside your thighs and your spine relaxes
(see Figure 5.2).

® Close and relax your eyes and loosen your jaw.

® Relax the back of your neck, allowing your head to release
downwards slightly towards your chest.

® Become aware of your breathing and observe its natural rhythm
without trying to control or change it in any way, and let your body
settle down on to the floor.

® Become quiet and feel the contact your body makes with the
ground, from the sitting bones and hips down the back of the legs
to your heels.

® Continue to observe your breathing, becoming aware with each
exhalation of the downward pull of gravity along the curve of your
sacrum and through your sitting bones, hips, the back of the thighs,
calves and heels.

COMING UP SLOWLY

® Now you are slowly going to return your upper body to an upright
position with the help of your breathing.

® Breathe in a comfortable normal rhythm and feel your lower back
releasing downwards, around the curve of the back of your pelvis
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with the end of each exhalation. Feel the root of your spine slowly
sliding down towards the pubic bone as your hips and pelvis become
‘planted’ into the ground.

® Each time you inhale, retain this rooted, grounded feeling in the
pelvis. Imagine that the inbreath comes from the ground, as if
through the roots, slowly up into your body. Feel the inhalations
come slowly and spontaneously into the whole length of your lungs
from the base up to the collar bones so that you feel as if you are
growing and lengthening upwards without effort from the ground.
You are like a plant growing towards the light, with the roots firmly
planted in the earth.

® Continue like this for a minute or two. Gradually, with the help
of gravity, your exhalations will bring your weight down more and
more into the hips and the heavy root of your spine. The inhalations
will allow your spine to lengthen slowly into the upright position as
your lungs expand, like the leaf of a fern uncurling slowly from the
base. Take your time so that it feels as if it is your breathing rather
than your muscles that is bringing you up. Itis like a ‘ripple’ coming
slowly from the ground all the way up your spine.

® If you are using a wall or a partner for support, feel your spine
lengthen from the base upwards, one vertebra at a time, until your
upper back touches the surface as you return to an upright position
(see Figure 5.1).

SITTING UPRIGHT

® Loosen your shoulders by circling them backwards a few times
and then allow them to drop down, away from your ears. As the
shoulders spread out, back and down, enjoy a feeling of lightness and
openness in the chest.

® Let your arms hang loosely, with elbows down, and place your
hands comfortably by your sides, or palms up on your thighs.

® Breathe comfortably for a moment or two and feel your weight
continue to settle down into your hips and pelvis and come into
harmony with gravity as if you have a long, heavy tail dropping
down into the floor. Let your muscles relax so that your bones can
rest on the ground.

® Keep the sense of being grounded in the pelvis, lengthen the back
of your neck by releasing your chin forward slightly and relax your
jaw.

® Breathe normally, feeling the wave of your breathing flowing
through your bedy without ‘pushing’ or ‘pulling” the breath in any
way. Feel how your lungs quietly receive and welcome the
inhalations.

® When you exhale, be aware of the air leaving your lungs through
the nostrils and, all the while, keep your awareness of the grounded
feeling in the pelvis. Stay in touch with the energy of the earth pulling
your body downwards from below the waist, with a sense of light-
ness and length from the waist up.

® Continue for 1-3 minutes and then open your eyes.
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P HALF ANGLE POSE

Janu Sirsasana ‘
This posture continues to centre and ground you while lengthening

and releasing the back of the knees, the hamstring muscles in the

back of the thighs, the calf muscles and Achilles tendons at the back ‘
of the legs. The gentle twisting movement at the end rotates and
releases the spinal vertebrae in the upper back and neck. You will
need a soft belt.

START in the basic sitting position (see Figure 5.1). Bend your right
knee and draw the right foot in close to your body. Take care that you
do not pull your right knee back too far and that your sitting bones
remain parallel. Loop the belt around the ball of your left foot and
hold it loosely at a comfortable distance with your right hand,
making sure that your spine feels free and your arm and leg are not
stiff and tense (see Figure 5.3a). If you prefer not to use a belt, simply
relax your arms comfortably by your sides.

Fic. 5.3 (a)
HALF ANGLE POSE

® Focus on the pull of gravity underneath your body. Relax your
thigh muscles so that they feel loose and heavy. Then feel the way
your sitting bones and the backs of your legs contact the ground.

® Elongate your left heel gently so that the calf muscles stretch
without becoming stiff and the Achilles tendon at the back of the
heel lengthens gently along the floor.

® Breathe deeply and with each exhalation, feel your lower back,
hips, sitting bones and the backs of your legs become more grounded
while the upper body feels light and free as you inhale.

® Go on breathing and releasing the spine for about a minute and
then continue with the twist on p. 101.
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TWIST IN HALF ANGLE POSE
® Sitting wupright, continue
holding the belt (or your left leg)
softly with your right hand,
placing your left hand on the
floor beside you (see Figures 5.3b
and c). Avoid leaning back so that
your spine remains vertical.

® Release both hips and the
lower spine down towards the
ground.

® Now slowly turn your trunk
slightly towards the left, keeping
your awareness in the grounded
pelvis. Keep the right sitting bone
and hip firmly down.

® Start the twisting movement
slowly from the base of your spine. Feel it turn gently towards the = Frc. 5.3 (b)

left until your left shoulder turns, followed by your head. Keep your f\‘:’,'g[};’(i’:""
left arm and shoulder relaxed so that your chest feels free, and keep B‘ad'\.‘z,,»‘,u[ ’
your jaw soft and your eyes relaxed.
® Focus your awareness on your breathing, retaining the grounded
feeling in the both hips, and continue for about thirty seconds, then
come slowly back to the centre.
® Change legs and repeat on the other side with the left leg bent
and the right leg extended.
FIG. 5.3 (c)

TWIST IN HALF
ANGLE POSE
Front view
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ERSITTING TWIST

Marichyasana — sage’s pose

As you felt in the last exercise, your spine has the capacity to rotate
to the left and to the right. Twisting movements maintain the flexi-
bility of the intervertebral joints and help to release stiffness in the
spine. They also stimulate the secretion of lubricating fluids in the
joints so the effect is like ‘oiling” your spine. These beneficial effects
will occur in all the twisting postures.

CAUTION: Your spine has a natural capacity to rotate to either side.
All twisting movements should be very soft and gentle. Allow the
upright column of your spine to rotate naturally without turning to
an extreme or leaning back.

START in the basic sitting position (see Figure 5.1), but away from
the wall this time, with both legs extended. Breathe and ground
yourself before you start by releasing your lower back and hips
downwards and keep this awareness of the ‘roots’ throughout.
® Leaving your left leg on the floor, keep it soft and heavy, and gently
extend the heel. Bend your right knee and place the right foot on the
floor a comfortable distance away from your left knee and parallel
to your left leg.
® As you exhale, lengthen your lower back downwards and feel
both hips and sitting bones sink downwards. At the same time, very
gently, allow your trunk to turn slightly towards the left, feeling your

FiG. 5.4 (a)
SITTING TWIST
With bent knee
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spine rotate slowly from the base upwards, keeping the right hip
down.

® Place your left hand on the floor beside you to help you keep your
balance and bring your right arm over so that your hand holds the
outside of the left thigh.

® Keep releasing your lower back downwards and be aware of the
root of the spine becoming more grounded and lengthening with
each exhalation.

® Breathe comfortably and release your spine, shoulders, neck, jaw
and eyes, and allow your spine to turn gently. Let the rotation happen
naturally, without trying to increase the twisting movement beyond
the natural limit.

® Relax your shoulders and allow your left shoulder and arm to
release backwards and down as you breathe, to relax and open your
upper body.

® If it is easy for you, you can pass your right arm around the bent
knee and bring it behind you, clasping your hands behind your back
(see Figure 5.4b).

® Continue breathing and hold the posture for up to thirty seconds,
and then come back slowly to the basic sitting position.

® Now extend your right leg and bend your left, and repeat the twist
on the other side.

® Come back to the basic sitting position.

With clasped

Fi1G. 5.4 (b)
1 SITTING TWIST
hands




Fi1Gc. 5.5 (a)
HALF LOTUS

B HALF LOTUS

The lotus posture is the most
stable sitting position and
is very useful for meditation
and breathing practice. It is
very centring and gives very
secure grounding in the pelvis
and, therefore, support to
the spine. It releases stiffness in
the hip, knee and ankle joints,
and should be approached
gradually in stages, only
attempting the full posture (see
p. 107) when you are suffi-
ciently supple. Practising the
half lotus first and, eventually,

- the full lotus will improve

the mobility of your hips and
ankles and help to free your spine.

CAUTION: The knees are the largest joints in the body and tend to
stiffen very easily. If you are not used to sitting on the floor, you may
experience some discomfort or pain in the knees and ankles at first
in these postures. To avoid injury, never use force to exceed your
comfortable limit. Allow it to extend gradually with practice.

START in the basic sitting position (see Figure 5.1) with your legs
extended and your lower back touching the wall or a partner for
support if necessary. Bend your left leg and place your left foot on
the floor close to your body. Now lift up your right calf in your hands.
Turn the ankle and the heel up towards you so that the sole of the
foot faces upwards and place the right foot on the floor in front of
the left foot. Feel your hip joints and sitting bones sink down firmly
on to the floor (see Figure 5.5a).

LEANING FORWARD

® Lean slightly forward from your hips so that your pelv15 remains
well grounded and your hands touch the ground lightly in front of
you (see Figure 5.5b).

® Relax your spine and lengthen the back of your neck by bringing
your chin slightly down towards your chest.

COMING UP SLOWLY

® Using the breathing awareness you learnt in the basic sitting
position on p. 97, allow your hips and the base of your spine to
release downwards towards the ground with the exhalations as if you
are planting roots into the earth.

® Feel the inhalations coming into the whole length of your lungs
as if they are coming from the ground, allowing your spine to uncurl
and lengthen slowly into the upright position from the roots. Take
plenty of time, coming up little by little each time you inhale.

Fic. 5.5 (b)
HALF LOTUS
Leaning forward
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SITTING UPRIGHT

® Once you are upright, relax your shoulders and tilt your head
slightly downward towards your chest to release the back of your
neck.

® Place your hands on your knees with your palms up, enjoying the
grounded feeling in your pelvis.

® Settle into the position for a minute or so, breathing comfortably,
feeling your lower back and hips release downwards when you
exhale and your upper body lengthen and lighten as your lungs
expand to receive the inhalations.

B TWIST in HALF LOTUS

This twist benefits from the stable base of the pelvis and the spine
in this position, and encourages rotation of the vertebral column and
lubrication of the intervertebral joints.

CAUTION: Twisting should never be forceful or unbalanced so leave
out this twist if you are not completely at ease in the half lotus
position, with both knees close to the floor, and concentrate instead
on the sitting twist on p. 102 or the kneeling twist on p. 143. Take care
when using the belt. Keep your elbows relaxed and hold the belt
softly.

START in the half lotus position away from the wall with the right
foot close to your body and the left foot in front. Lengthen your lower
back downwards and have a sense of being well grounded in the hips
and the pelvis.
® Take your belt and loop it around your left knee. Join the ends
together and, holding them in your left hand, bring them behind
your back.
® Put your right arm behind your back and pass the ends of the belt
from your left into your right hand.
® Hold the belt loosely as far down as possible, without straining,
and you will begin to feel your upper body slowly turn from the

FiG. 5.6 (a) 3 Q FiG. 5.6 (b)
s N base of the. spine towards the right. s
HALE LOTUS ® Breathe in a comfortable rhythm and follow the movement gently,  orus

Front view looking round over your right shoulder, aware of the pelvis resting  Back view

squarely on the ground and the
root of the spine lengthening
downwards.

® Keep releasing your lower
back downwards and let your
spine turn very slowly and
gently from the base right up to
the top of your neck. ‘
® As you breathe, relax your
neck and shoulders, your eyes
and your jaw and hold for up
to thirty seconds. Come back to
the centre and then change legs
and repeat on the other side.

]




Fic. 5.7 (a)
HALF LOTUS
FORWARD BEND
Half lotus with
one leg straight

B HALF LOTUS FORWARD BEND

Ardha Padma Paschimottanasana

START in the basic sitting position (see Figure 5.1) with your lower
back against a wall or partner if necessary. Focus on yvour breathing
and ground your lower back, pelvis and hips.

® Keep vour right leg extended and bend your left, holding the calf
in both hands as you did in half lotus, turning the heel and sole of
the left foot up towards you. Place the foot on the right thigh above
the knee.

® Now bring the foot up the thigh towards the groin, going only as
far as you can manage easily.

® If it is easy for you, then place the foot in or near to the crease at
the top of your th10h close to your belly.

® Loop the belt looseI\ around the ball of vour right foot and sit
evenly with both hips f1rmly down, breat}uno and feehno the contact
vour body is making with the ground. Keep releasing vour lower
back towards the ground and feel your spine lengthening from the
roots as you breathe. Make sure that the back of vour neck is length-
ening and that vour shoulders are relaxed.

® Breathe and relax in the posture for 30-60 seconds, and then repeat
on the other side.

F1G6. 5.7 (b)
HALF LOTUS
Using a belt

- LOTUS

When vou can do the half lotus posture with ease, then you can
attempt the full lotus. This may not be possible without a lot of
practice if your knees, hips or ankles are stiff. Never try to force this
posture. It will become possible in time, as vour ﬂe\lblht\ increases.
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In this posture, as your pelvis,
hips, the base of the spine and
your legs surrender to the |
downward pull of gravity, your |
body rediscovers its relationship
to the earth, like a plant with
roots. The sense of being
grounded and centred in the
pelvis increases as the roots
deepen with your breathing.
Then, from the top rim of your
pelvis, the upper body lengthens
and blossoms like a bouquet of
flowers. Like a gift, energy and
vitality will come to you from the
ground, without effort.

START in the basic sitting
position (see Figure 5.1). Keep
your left leg extended and bend
your right knee, holding the
lower leg with both hands.
Working gently with both hands,
turn the ankle and the heel
upwards so that the sole of the
right foot turns towards your
face. Place the right foot in the
crease at the top of the left thigh.
You can help the calf muscle to
loosen with your hands and this
will help the knee to release
downwards.

Use your hands to help the right thigh muscles to release from  ric. 5.5
the inside to the outside of the thigh so that the thigh feels grounded.  rotus -
Now complete the posture by doing the same thing with the left leg, [t/ lotus position
placing the left foot on top of the right leg with the sole facing
upwards (see Figure 5.8). Use your hands to help you to release the
top of both thighs out and down. Let the hip joints and the sitting
bones settle down on to the floor. Place your hands on your knees
with the palms up. Make sure you feel comfortable or else change
to half lotus (see p. 104). Lengthen and extend both your heels gently
along the Achilles tendon.

LEANING FORWARD

® Be aware of the rhythm of your breathing, lengthening and releas-
ing the root of the spine downwards. Feel the hip joints release into
the floor as your weight settles into the pelvis.

® Bend slightly forward from your hips as you did in the half lotus
position (see p. 104), relaxing your spine and the back of your neck.
Touch the floor lightly with your hands.
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COMING UP SLOWLY

® Focus on your breathing and plant the root of the spine
downwards with the exhalations, slowly lengthening and uncurl-
ing into the upright position with the inhalations, and remembering
to take your time, feeling the ‘ripple’ coming from the earth slowly
up vour spine, vertebra by vertebra.

SITTING UPRIGHT

® Once you are upright, become quiet and breathe normally and
comfortably.

® Be conscious of the grounded, stable feeling in your pelvis.

® Release and lengthen the back of your neck by dropping your chin
slightly downwards.

® Feel the pull of gravity increasing with the exhalations so that the
base of your body is well grounded. When you inhale, feel your
upper body lengthen above the stable pelvis. Have a sense of a gentle
lengthening between the top rim of your pelvis and the lower rim
of your rib cage as you breathe in, making more space for your baby.
Feel each inbreath fill the length of your lungs from the base to the
collar bones, without tensing your shoulders. You will begin to feel
a pleasant sense of lightness and freedom in the upper back, shoul-
ders and neck as your rib cage widens to receive the breath and your
shoulders open out and relax.

® Focus on your breathing for up to two minutes and then change
your legs around, starting with the left leg, and repeat.

EBCOW POSE

Gomulkhasana
This posture is wonderful for releasing tension in the lower back,
encouraging widening across the back wall of the pelvis. Since this
part of your body bears most of the weight of your pregnancy,
practising this position regularly can be very relieving, particularly
if you have lower back or sacroiliac pain. In this position the hip
joints rotate inwards in the opposite direction to most of the other
sitting positions, making a useful contrast and helping to increase the
mobility of your hips. It is also very centring and grounding.
cauTION: If you find it difficult to cross your legs like this, then
leave out this posture.

START by sitting with your left thigh crossing over the right. Bend
your knees so that your left foot rests close to your right hip and
your right foot is close to your left hip (see Figure 5.9). Both sitting
bones should be resting evenly on the ground. If you feel
unbalanced, then leave out this posture until your hips become more
flexible.
® Place the palms of both hands on your lower back and stroke from
the centre outwards with both your hands and feel how this position
widens and releases your lower back.
® Now place your hands on your feet or, loosely clasped, rest them
on your top knee.
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® Find your centre and bring your awareness to your breathing. As
you exhale, relax and feel the base of your spine release downwards
like a long heavy tail. Feel your hip joints release downwards.

® Feel the way your breathing caresses the curves of your spine.
Feel it travelling down towards gravity, towards the roots, when you
exhale, starting from the base of your skull and moving down
towards the coccyx. Pause and then feel the inhalation rippling from
the roots up to the top of your neck.

® Continue for a moment or two longer and then uncross your legs
and relax.

® Then cross your legs with the right leg on top, and repeat.

IEIERNSHO
COW POSE
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FiG. 5.10

THE FEMALE PELVIS
(a) Front view,
showing sacrum
(4), iliac or hip
bones (8),

coccyx (c),

pubic bone (D),
ischial bones (E),
pelvic cavity (F).
(b) Back view,
showing sacro-iliac
joints (G), sacro-
coccygeal joint (H)
and symphysis
pubis (1).

(c) Side view,
showing iliac bone
(B), sacrum (A),
sacro-coccygeal
joint (H), hip joint ()
and pubic bone.

FOR BIRTH WITH YOGA

GROUP 2: PELVIC EXERCISES

The following postures (Nos. 9-13) are the basic pregnancy exercises
which I recommend you try to practise every day throughout your
pregnancy. While they benefit your whole body, they are especially
useful in increasing the mobility of your pelvis and enhancing your
awareness of the parts of your body which are most involved in
giving birth. They will help you to feel at ease and comfortable in
natural upright positions for birth and labour, and to be in touch
with your instincts. These are the most important postures to practise
while you are pregnant.

Your awareness of how these postures benefit you will be
enhanced if you first pause to read the section below in order to

understand how your pelvis is structured and the way that it
functions during childbirth.

THE PELVIS

In addition to its function as the main weightbearing part of your
body, your pelvis is also the bony base and outlet of your trunk
through which your child must pass to be born. Through exercising
in pregnancy and practising the yoga positions, you can work along
with nature to increase the flexibility of your pelvic framework in
readiness for the birth. It is therefore helpful, before you begin to
learn the exercises, to understand how your pelvis is designed to
accommodate your baby’s passage during labour and birth.

{a) (b)

Shaped like a funnel with a curved canal, your pelvis is made up
of four bones. The sacrum forms the back wall of the pelvic canal. It
is made up of five fused vertebrae to which the coccyx is attached at
the base, and is ideally shaped as a triangle to transfer your body
weight down to your legs (see p. 76). The sacrum is flanked on either
side by the large hip bones, each of which is made of three bones
fused together since puberty. These are the ilium (flank or side),
ischium (buttock or ‘sitting bones’) and the pubis in front. The two
pubic bones meet in front at the powerful joint which is known as
the symphysis pubis, so that the pelvic girdle forms a continuous
ring which surrounds the pelvic canal.
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THE BABY’S JOURNEY

THROUGH THE PELVIS DURING BIRTH

The rounded entrance to the pelvic canal at the top is called the pelvic
inlet, while the opening at the base through which the baby will pass
as it is born is called the outlet. In the weeks before labour starts, the
baby’s head usually engages in the pelvic brim or inlet, so that the
top of the head descends below the edge of the rim.

The widest diameter of the pelvic inlet is crosswise from side to
side. The widest diameter of the baby’s head is from the crown to the
forehead (front to back). As the baby’s head enters the inlet, its widest
diameter aligns with the widest diameter of the pelvic brim. During
labour the baby’s head descends deep down into the pelvic canal.

However, the widest diameter of the pelvic outlet is from front to
back (pubis to coccyx). Therefore, towards the end of labour, the
baby’s head must rotate so that the widest diameter is aligned with
the widest diameter of the outlet for the birth. This spiralling
movement of the baby through the pelvis continues with the
emergence of the shoulders and the rest of the baby’s body. Of course,
the baby’s journey through the pelvis will be easiest if you are upright
in labour and when you give birth, so that gravity can assist the
spiral descent of the baby’s head (see Upright Labour and Birth
Position on p. 178, and Recommended Reading).

EXPLORE YOUR OWN PELVIS LIKE THIS:

® Kneel on the floor with your trunk vertical.

® Place your hands on your hips at the level of your waist and feel
your (iliac) hip bones at the sides. Starting at the front corners, press
with your thumbs all along the top rim of the iliac bones and feel how
they curve around your sides towards the sacrum at the back.

® Now place one hand below your lower belly and feel the top rim
of your pubic bone with your fingers. Then lift up one knee and see
if you can feel the bottom rim about 12" further down and leave
your hand in position.

® Place the other hand palm down on your lower back with the
fingers pointing downwards. Your sacrum is located under your
palm while the coccyx lies just under your fingertips. The distance

YOGA IN PREGNANCY

FiG. 5.11

PELVIC INLET

AND PELVIC
OUTLET

(a) The baby'’s
head engages in
the pelvic brim.
(b) The widest
diameter of the
baby’s head (front
to back) engages in
the widest
diameter of the
pelvic brim (side
to side).

(¢) The baby's
head turns inside
the pelvic canal so
that the widest
diameter emerges
through the widest
diameter of the
pelvic outlet which
is between the
pubic bone and the
coccyx (front to
back)
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between the pubic bone and the coccyx is the widest diameter of the
pelvic outlet through which your child will be born. The sacrum
under the palm forms the back wall of vour pelvis (see p. 110).

® Now remove your hands and remain kneeling, but sit down on
vour hands. Press your fingers upwards and wiggle your hips a little
from side to side so that you can feel the two buttock or sitting bones.
Between the two bones is the pubic arch.

® To feel the pubic arch, come back up and, still kneeling, lift your
left leg and place the sole of the foot on the floor. Using the fingers
of your left hand, find the left sitting bone and then press upwards
along the bony rim in front towards the centre. Change legs and
repeat on the other side. You have been feeling both sides of the
pubic arch. The back of your baby’s head will come under this arch
as it emerges during birth.

® In the same position, explore the shape of your pelvic outlet from
underneath by feeling the coccyx, the tips of the sitting bones, the
pubic arch and the base of the pubic joint.

PELVIC MOBILITY
If you look at the diagram on p. 110 you will see where the four
pelvic joints are located.

Nature has designed your pelvis so that its joints become increas-
ingly mobile during pregnancy thanks to the softening effects of
hormones on the ligaments. These are bands of tough fibrous tissue
which hold the bones of your pelvis together at the joints. These
ligaments interweave and run in all directions and, with the help of
the pelvic muscles, bind the whole pelvis into a single unit.

When they soften they allow greater expansion of the
pelvic joints which widens the diameters of the pelvic
canal, making more space for your baby. For example,
the pubic joint in front is usually held firmly together
but during birth it is capable of separating as much as
half an inch to widen the pelvic canal. The joints
between the sacrum and the iliac or hip bones, Iy
known as the sacroiliac joints, are able to make a / \
slight pivotal movement forward and back which
allows your sacrum a certain degree of mobility so |
that it can adjust to the shape of your baby’s head |
as it descends through the pelvic canal. It also makes
it possible for the sacrum to tilt backwards so that the ¢ &
diameter of the pelvic outlet from front to back widens h " \_
as your baby is emerging. This is why it is so important to =
avoid reclmmo positions in labour and birth in which your
weight rests on your sacrum directly and renders it immobile,

thus narrowing the pelvic outlet considerably (see my book Active  Fic. 5.12

Birth). The baby's passage
through the pelvic
canal

The tiny joint between the coccyx and the sacrum also becomes
more mobile, enabling the coccyx to move back out of the way as
your baby is being born.

—
—
N
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In addition to this increase in pelvic mobility, your baby’s skull
bones are not yet fused as they are in an adult and they can overlap
to allow a certain degree of ‘moulding’ to adjust to the shape and size
of the pelvic canal. The yoga postures in this section enhance this
natural increase in pelvic mobility and help to release stiffness or
tension in the pelvic joints and the muscles which attach to the pelvis.

WHY THE PELVIC POSTURES

ARE SO IMPORTANT IN PREGNANCY

About thirty-six pairs of muscles attach to your pelvis. They include
the largest and strongest muscles of your body and control your
movements whenever you change your position. They extend up
into your trunk and also down into your legs and form important
supporting parts of the body wall. Every part of your body, includ-
ing the head, is connected to the pelvis so that it plays a key role in
maintaining the balance and transfer of weight throughout the body.

Deep inside your body, the iliopsoas muscles stem from the spine
and then come forward and down inside the abdomen like long
straps to attach to the inside surface of the hip bones. As we have
already seen on p. 82, they play a key role in maintaining the
balanced relationship of the pelvis to the spine and freedom of
movement in the hip joints. They also interrelate with the attach-
ments of the diaphragm muscle and play an important part in breath-
ing (see p. 81). The iliopsoas muscles are involved in flexing the trunk
when they contract or shorten. For example, when you squat, they
bring the spine, pelvis and thighs forward. They also connect your
diaphragm with your pelvic floor muscles. The balanced action
between the iliopsoas muscles and other deep muscles in the pelvis
keeps the pelvis a working unit between the thighs and the spine for
weight transfer. This contributes considerably to the stability of the
pelvis. If these groups of deep pelvic muscles are not in balance then
the pelvis will be out of alignment. As we have seen in Chapter 4,
this will result in the ligaments becoming too weak and the joints will
be subjected to strain, especially in pregnancy.

Most women underestimate how our Western lifestyle can result
in postural imbalances which affect the integrity of the pelvis. This
is not always obvious, but can prevent the baby from being correctly
positioned for birth or cause damage and injury at the time, so for
this reason it is important to take advantage of the exercises in this
section to be sure of a strong and well-articulated pelvis. This will
increase the likelihood of a physiological birth.

The pelvic ligaments and muscles work together to bind all the
parts of the pelvic girdle into a whole and complete the wall of the
pelvis so that it is a secure basin of support for the pelvic organs.
The yoga postures in this group work on a deep muscular level so
that the pelvic muscles come into a harmonious balance to ensure the
integrity of the pelvis and its postural relationship to the rest of the
body, and also its efficiency as the bony passage through which your
baby will be born.




FiGc. 5.13 (a)
TAILOR SITTING

BIRTH W H YOGA

ER TAILOR SITTING

Baddha Konasana - bound angle pose

Tailor sitting is very grounding and centring. It is beneficial to the
pelvic area as a whole, including the reproductive organs. It increases
mobility of the joints, widening the pelvic diameters, and improves
circulation to the whole area. It relaxes the pelvic floor muscles and
gives you a sense of how your body can open to give birth. It helps
to position your pelvis correctly and improve your posture. Practise
daily if possible, for up to ten minutes at a time once it becomes
comfortable.

CAUTION: Avoid straining or forcing in this position, by pulling
vour feet in too close to your body or pushing your knees down
towards the ground. Keep it loose and gentle. Relaxation and release
of tension will come through gentle breathing, in time, with practice.
Never push or bounce the knees.

START in the basic sitting position (see Figure 5.1) with your lower
back supported by a wall or a corner if necessary.
® Bend your knees and bring the soles of your feet together at a
comfortable distance from your body. Later, when you ha\ e relaxed
a little, vou can draw them in closer. The outside edges of the feet
should be touching, with the soles of the feet opening outwards
eventually, like the pages of a book (see Figure 5.13a).
® If your thighs are not touching or close to the floor then you can
place a soft cushion underneath each knee for support (Fig. 5.13b).
® Focus on your breathing and the way your body contacts the floor.

LEANING BACK

® Now move away from the wall if you are using one. Lean back,
supporting your body with your hands, making sure your shoul-
ders are relaxed (see Figure 5.13c).

Fi1G. 5.13 (b)
TAILOR SITTING
With cushions
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FiG. 5.13 (c) ® Focus on your breathing and allow the breath to flow through

ALORGINING your whole body, imagining the exhalations starting from the base

g back of your skull, travelling down your spine, through your pelvis and
hips all the way to your feet. Imagine the inhalations coming through
the soles of your feet, around your knees, through your thighs and
hips, and then up slowly to fill the whole length of your lungs, from
the base to just under the collar bones. Continue in this way in a
comfortable rhythm for three or four cycles of the breath, feeling
tension in the groin releasing as you breathe.
® Now move back against the wall so that your lower back is
supported and, still in tailor sitting, bring your feet towards your
body, keeping a feeling of softness in the groin so that the energy
can flow freely through your body. Use your hands gently to relax
the muscles of your legs, loosening the calf muscles and turning the
thigh muscles from the inside to the outside of the thighs.

LEANING FORWARD

® Now lean forward slightly from the hips, touching the ground in

front of you gently with your hands (see Figure 5.13d).

® Relax your spine and allow your head to tilt forward a little

towards your chest to relax the back of your neck.

® Focus your awareness on your breathing and, as in basic sitting,

feel your hips and the base of your spine lengthen downwards as if

you are planting the root of the spine into the ground each time you

exhale. With each inhalation, keep this grounded feeling and slowly

lengthen and uncurl to come up into an upright position, your spine
making contact with the wall one vertebra at a time. Take your time,

remembering that it is the breath that returns your body to the

upright position.

IN PREGNANCY

S N

FiG. 5.13 (d)
TAILOR SITTING
Leaning forward

)



FiGc. 5.14
TAILOR SITTING
BACK TO BACK
WITH A PARTNER

3IRTH WITH YOGA

SITTING UPRIGHT

® Relax and spread your shoulders, letting vour hands rest on your
knees with the palms up (see Figure 5. 13a)

® Now close your eyes and feel the pull of gravity underneath you.
Notice the way vour sitting bones make contact with the floor and
release vour lower back downwards towards the roots like a long
heavy tail. Feel your hip joints dropping on to the ground.

® Bring your awareness to the rhythm of vour breathing. Focus on
the exhalations and feel the ripple of the breath move from the top
of your neck all the way through the curves of the spine to the root,
but without pushing the exhalation down. Just let it happen. Imagine
the roots going deep into the earth.

When the breath comes in, keep the grounded feeling in the pelvis
and the hip joints. Feel the inhalations begin from the roots and ripple
from the base upwards, so that your spine releases and lengthens
while the roots stay planted. Feel how your chest expands softly to
welcome the incoming air and be aware of a gentle lengthemng of
vour trunk each time you inhale. Allow the inhalations to fill the
whole length of your lungs from the base to the collar bones.
® Continue breathing comfortably, feeling any tightness in the hips
or the groin melting and releasing with the breath. Enjoy a feeling
of openness in the pelvis. Relax and release the muscles of the pelvic
floor. Be aware of the gentle lengthening of the space vour baby
occupies between the top rim of your pelvis and the lower rim of
vour rib cage while releasing and letting go of your shoulders.
Continue for up to three minutes. You can continue for up to ten
minutes once you feel comfortable and relaxed in the position.

TAILOR SITTING
BACK-TO-BACK with a PARTNER

This is a very pleasant way to practise Baddha Konasana in a class
or when working with a pregnant friend or vour partner at home.
START by sitting back-to-back with
a partner so that your lower backs
(sacrum) are touching.
® Then bend at the hips to lean
forwards, following the instructions
on p. 115 and taking care to keep
your sacrum in contact with your
partner. Let vour breath bring vou
slowly into an upright position,
uncurling gradually so that your
back makes contact with vour
partner’s from the base upwards,
while the heavy root of the spine
releases downwards.
® Continue to sit in this position and
breathe, enjoving the support of your
partner behind vou, for 1-3 minutes.
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TAILOR SITTING
with a PARTNER’S FEET in the BACK

This is a very comfortable way to support the base of the spine in this
posture.

START by sitting in Baddha Konasana with your back to your
partner. Your partner behind you can then place the soles of both feet
firmly against your lower back or, alternatively, with one foot on the
base of the spine and the other just above it. Let your partner know
which of these options feels most supportive and how much pressure
you need. Meanwhile, your partner can lean back on the hands for
support (see Figure 5.15), but without tensing the shoulders.

FiG. 5.15 ® As you relax into the tailor pose, focus on grounding and releas-
JAILOR SITTING ing your spine with your breathing. The emphasis should be on
pr A EEES rooting the spine d ds, facilitated b tner’ t
BT IN BACK . g the spine downwards, facilitated by your partner’s suppor
in the base so that your spine can then lengthen and release upwards
from this stable base.
® Continue for 1-3 minutes and then change places if you wish to
give your partner a turn.
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S TTING with LEGS WIDE

Sitting on the floor like this with your legs wide apart is both comfort-
able and beneficial in pregnancy. The pelvis is well grounded and the
diameters of the pelvic canal widen, encouraging a feeling of
openness. Mobility of the hip joints increases while the muscles of
the inner thighs and the backs of the legs lengthen and release. This
posture stabilizes and anchors the pelvis and so enhances the release
of tension along the spine and in the neck and shoulders.

Regular practice of this position will increase your confidence in
being able to open your body to give birth and enhance your aware-
ness of the way your pelvis is widening and loosening to make space
for your baby. You can sit like this as often as you like or use this
position for your breathing practice. You may also enjoy following
this posture with tailor sitting (No. 9) when you practise, alternat-
ing from one to the other.

START in the basic sitting position (see Figure 5.1) with your lower
back supported by a wall or a corner. This posture can also be done
sitting back-to-back with a partner or with your partner’s feet
supporting the spine (as in No. 9a or 9b). '

Spread your legs as wide apart as possible without exceeding your |
natural limit. It is not important how wide you can open your legs 1
but rather how comfortable you feel. Focus your awareness on your
breathing and the way your body contacts the floor.

FiG. 5.16 (a)
SITTING WITH I
LEGS WIDE

LEANING BACK

® Move away, if you are using the wall for support, and then lean
back on to your hands to release tension in the groin, as you did in
tailor sitting (see Figure 5.13c). Support your trunk with your arms
without tensing your neck and shoulders.
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® Using your imagination,
breathe through your whole
body as you did in tailor sitting,
the exhalations moving from the
top of your neck to your feet, and
the inhalations from your feet
upwards.

LEANING FORWARD
® Lean forward slightly, moving
so that your lower back is
supported by the wall again if
you are using one. Touch the
ground lightly with your hands,
your weight going down into the
ground through your sitting
bones and hip joints (see Figure 5.16b).
® Use your breathing as you did leaning forward in tailor sitting (see
p. 115), grounding the root of the spine while exhaling and slowly
lengthening and uncurling along the length of your spine while
inhaling until you are sitting upright once more.

Then spread out and relax your shoulders and drop your arms
by your sides, hands resting lightly on your thighs, palms up.

SITTING UPRIGHT

® Relax in the posture and turn your attention inwards to the rhyth-
mic wave of your breathing (see Figure 5.16a).

® Feel how your lower back and pelvis release downwards with the
pull of gravity.

® Massage your thighs so that they feel soft and heavy, turning the
big thigh muscles from the inside towards the outside.

® Now gently lengthen your calf muscles and extend your heels
without tensing your thighs. Feel the way the backs of your heels rest
on the floor. If your feet tend to turn outwards, then allow them to
do so for a few seconds and then gently roll the legs so that the knees
are facing up towards the ceiling without tensing the muscles.

® Feel your spine lengthen from the base to the top of the neck with
the inhalations, like a plant absorbing moisture from the earth, while
your hips and heavy pelvis remain grounded.

® Circle your shoulders loosely to release them, and relax the back
of your neck by tucking your chin slightly forward.

® As you breathe, be aware of a gentle lengthening of the space
occupied by your baby, between the top rim of your pelvis and the
lower rim of your rib cage. With the root of the spine and your pelvis
firmly grounded in the position, your upper body can blossom
upwards like a bouquet of flowers, growing from the ground.

® Continue for 1-3 minutes, your body becoming more grounded
from the pelvic rim downwards, while your upper body feels lighter
and looser as your spine releases.

FiG. 5.16 (b)
SITTING WITH
LEGS WIDE
Leaning forward
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FiG. 5.17

USING A BELT

If your lower arm
does not reach
your foot, loop a
soft belt around
your foot and hold
it at a comfortable
distance. Keep
your elbow
towards the front
of your knee and
bend gently to the
side to find your
comfortable limit.

FOR BIRTH WITH YOGA

[BSIDE BENDS with LEGS WIDE APART

Once you can do No. 10 with ease, you will enjoy these graceful side
bends which allow a gentle stretching of the oblique abdominal and
side muscles while encouraging release and expansion of the chest
and lengthening of the spine.

CAUTION: It is very important to bend to the side moderately and
to avoid straining. Do not attempt the full posture until you can do
so with ease. Focus instead on exploring your own comfortable limit
in a gentle way so that you experience a lovely lengthening feeling
all along your side rather than a sense of constriction or strain. A
good guideline is to be aware of keeping both sitting bones and hip
joints firmly down on the floor. If you feel one buttock bone or hip
lifting up, then you know you are beginning to go beyond your limit.
Your breathing is also a good guide. If you are breathing effortlessly
you are doing well, but if you are struggling to breathe then you are
overdoing it . Follow the instructions up to your comfortable limit
only, and then focus on your breathing and the way your body is
affected by the pull of gravity.

START in the sitting position with legs wide apart (see Figure 16(a)).
Spend time allowing your body to settle into the position. Be aware
of the way your lower back, hip joints, sitting bones and the
backs of your legs are very well
grounded in this position and
keep them rooted throughout.
Release your lower spine down-
wards and bring your awareness
to your breathing. Breathe com-
fortably in your normal rhythm,
continuing to send deep roots
into the ground with the exhal-
ations and be aware of a gentle
lengthening of the spine and the
upper body with the inhalations.
Feel the inbreaths filling the
length of your lungs all the way up to the collar bones and the out
breaths emptying the lungs completely, releasing the root of the spine
downward. Keep breathing gently, without pushing the exhalations
or pulling in the inhalations. At
the same time, your mind stays =~
in the ground, aware of the pull
of gravity at all times.
® As you enjoy the flow of
your breathing, bend slightly to
the right, extending your right
arm towards your right foot
until you reach your comfort-
able limit. You can loop a belt
around your right foot (see
Figure 5.17).

FiGg. 5.18 (a)
SIDE BEND WITH
LEGS WIDE APART
Place one arm
behind your back
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® Make sure that your left hip
and buttock bone remain down
on the ground. ’

® Allow your neck and head to
follow the wave of your spine so
that the back of your neck feels
relaxed.

® Place your left arm comfort-
ably behind your back to help to
bring your left shoulder back
and to make space in the rib
cage, so that it is easy to receive
and welcome the breath into
your lungs when you inhale (see
Figure 5.18a).

® [f you can do so without

Fic. 5.18 (c)
Take your arm
over your head
without straining.

n—;. B ——

lifting your left hip or straining, place your right elbow and forearm
on the floor inside the right knee and catch the foot using a belt
around the foot if necessary (see Figure 5.17). You should feel a gentle
stretch along the left hip and side of the trunk.

® If you are able to do so with ease, then you can increase the
sideways stretch by lifting your left armi up towards the ceiling,
allowing it to extend up loosely from the shoulders as you inhale (see
Figure 5.18b). Then, on an exhalation, bend gently to the right, taking
your left arm over your head towards your right foot. Go only as far
as you can without straining or lifting your left hip off the floor.

® Enjoy the stretch for thirty seconds or so, and then come slowly
back to the centre and relax before you repeat on the other side.

Fi1G. 5.18 (b)
Raise the other
arm towards the
ceiling and
lengthen the spine.
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[ PARTNER WORK with LEGS WIDE APART

You can work with a partner in this posture in many enjoyable ways.
Sitting back-to-back or with a partner’s feet in the back (as demon-
strated on p. 116-17) can also be done in this position. Or your partner
can kneel on the floor facing you and place both hands on your thighs
and knees, applying a firm but gentle downward pressure to help
you to ‘breathe’ the backs of the legs towards the floor.
Alternatively, while you sit with legs wide, your
partner might try the followmg
® Position yourself comfortably behind her and
place both hands around the hip joints, applying a
firm but gentle downward pressure to help her to
ground the pelvis and release the root of the spine
downwards (see Figure 5.19a).
® Complete this part of the exercise by removing
your hands slowly and spending some time massag-
ing her shoulders and down her spine.
® Now come around to one side of her, making
yourself comfortable with one knee up.
® Take her forehead in one hand so that you
support the weight of her head. Encourage her to
breathe and relax and let you support the weight of
her head (see Figure 5. 19b)
Fic. 5.19 (a) ® Now massage the nape of her neck, up into the hairline and down
e Oy the sides of the back of the neck towards the shoulders.
WITH LEGS WIDE :
.- ® Then ask her to slowly raise
Place both hands her head, tilting her chin
firmly and gently downward slightly at the end, to
on your partner’s keep the back of the neck long
hlp bones usmg a and relaxed'
gs;gg:;gfd ® Now sit behind her with both
feet placed firmly against her
lower back for support, without
disturbing the natural balance of
her spine. Encourage her to feel
grounded in the pelvis as she
breathes out, while slowly
raising both arms up over her
head each time she inhales (see
Figure 5.19¢).

Do this slowly over several
cycles of the breath, raising the
arms a little higher with each
inhalation, continuing to
lengthen the lower back
downwards with each exhala-
tion. Keep the arms up for about
thirty seconds and then bring
them down gently.

Fic. 5.19 (b)
Supporting her
forehead with one
hand, use the other
to massage the
muscles at the base
of the skull and the
back of the neck.
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F1G. 5.19 (c) - ~— W s
Place the soles of
both feet firmly
against your
partier’s lower
back to support the
root of the spine.
Your partner then
slowly raises her
arms above her
head as her spine
lengthens from
this stable base.

EECHILD’S POSE

This posture is one of the most enjoyable and beneficial to practise
in pregnancy. It increases mobility of the pelvicjoints, gently encour-
aging the natural widening of the pelvic canal and the diameter of
the pelvic outlet, while releasing tension and stiffness in the hip joints
and the groin.

The muscles of the lower back and pelvic floor relax, allowing the _
spine to lengthen while the weight of your baby and uterus hang ;';PSRZTED
forward. As the baby grows heavier, this posture is relaxing as it cyp’s pose
temporarily allows your lower back some respite from supporting  Using a bolster
the additional weight of the pregnancy. Circulation to the pelvicarea  and cushions
is enhanced and your baby may
also enjoy the hammock-like
support in this position! I

CAUTION: If you find it uncom-
fortable to keep your pelvis
down on your heels because of
varicose veins in the legs or stiff-
ness in the knees and ankles,
then sitting astride a bolster or
placing a cushion or two under
your buttocks may be helpful
(see Figure 5.20).

When going forward, as in
Figure 5.21a-d, remember that it py !
is not important how low down | ' = .
you go. Focus instead on feeling L. .
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grounded in the pelvis and the root of the spine,
making sure that your back feels loose and free all
along its length, rather than straining to go down
all the way to the floor.

START by kneeling on a folded blanket or soft
surface in the basic kneeling position with your
knees as wide apart as possible without straining
(Figure 5.21a). Your feet should be turning inwards
towards the centre, following the curve of your
buttocks.
® Focus on the normal wave and rhythm of your
breathing, releasing your lower back downwards
with the exhalations so that you feel you are really
sitting in your pelvis.
® Feel the inhalations being gently welcomed and
received into the whole length of your lungs from
the base to the collar bones so that the upper body
feels light and free.
® Circle your shoulders loosely and relax your
arms.
® Feel the way your head balances on top of your
spine and drop your chin down slightly to relax the
back of your neck.
® Begin to come forward slowly, moving fromthe  ¢¢. 5.21 (v)
hip joints, lengthening your lower back around the  Come forward

FiG. 5.21 (a) curve of the sacrum towards your heels and without bending your Sfrom the hips,
SHILRIS POSE spine. Your pelvis stays down close to your heels throughout this ~ f0uc/ the ground
Kneel upright and : . with your hands
Torscrthee: ¥ Bl exercise and your spine should always feel loose and free, the .= .
of téI’w spitie forward movement coming from the hip joints. This is more impor-  jengthen your
downwards. tant than going down all the way to the floor. spine

® Place your palms on the floor,
keeping vour arms straight and
your spine free (Figure 5.21b).

® Focus on lengthening the root
of the spine downwards as you
exhale and allow the inbreaths
to elongate and release your
spine from the base to the top of
the neck.

® Make sure the back of your
neck is lengthened and relaxed
by releasing your chin slightly
downwards towards your chest.
® Provided you are feeling
comfortable in the posture so far,
continue moving forward from
the hips and come down on to
your elbows (see Figure 5.21c).
Continue breathing normally,




FiG. 5.21 (¢)

Lean further
forward on to your
elbows.

PRACTISING YOGA IN PREGNANCY

gently lengthening the spine towards the coccyx as you exhale, and
then feel the ripple of release which occurs up your spine towards
the base of the skull when you inhale. You may find it comfortable
to lie forward on to a bolster or long cushion for support, so that
you can completely relax in the posture (see Figure 5.20).

® If it feels comfortable, you may be able to relax further forward on
to the floor. Stretch your arms out loosely in front of you and place
your forehead on the floor (see Figure 5.21d). Make sure there is no
sense of strain in your back. Focus on releasing your lower back
towards your heels and continue breathing and releasing your spine.
® When you are ready, come up very slowly, lengthening and releas-
ing the root of the spine downwards towards your pubic bone as
you do so. Your shoulders should feel light and loose with all your
weight settling into the heavy pelvis. Release your lower back down
towards your heels.

® Finally, centre your head and feel the way it balances on top of
your spine, lengthening and relaxing the back of your neck by tilting
your chin slightly downwards. Circle your shoulders loosely a few
times to enjoy the feeling of lightness and freedom in the upper body.

CHILD’S POSE -
U PARTNER WORK

NOTE: These instructions are for your partner.

® Kneel or sit comfortably behind her and place your hands gently
on her shoulders. Become aware of her breathing rhythm and your
own. Tune in to her energy before you begin to do anything,.

® Now begin massaging her shoulders, working into any areas that
feel tight or tense, and asking her how much pressure feels good. You
can work down the arms and also into the back of the neck (see
Figure 5.22a).

® End by stroking down the shoulder blades and then massaging
down either side of the spine, all the way to the tailbone.

® Kneel comfortably behind her and place your hands on the top
rim of her pelvis, with a gentle but firm downward pressure (sce
Figure 5.22b).

FiG. 5.21 (d)
Release your trunk
forward from the
hips with your
forchead resting on
the floor and arms
extended.

—
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® Encourage her to breathe and gently
release the root of her spine downwards
while exhaling so that her pelvis feels well
anchored.

® Then, keeping your hands in place,
suggest that she slowly raise her arms
above her head while inhaling so that she
has a sense of lengthening out of the
grounded pelvis.

® Ask her to bend forward slowly, moving
from the hip joints, until she reaches her
comfortable limit.

® Move round to her left side, kneeling
with one knee up for your own comfort.

® Place the palm of your right hand over

Fic. 5.22 (a) the root of her spine (sacrum) with your fingers facing towards her
CHILD’S POSE coccyx. Now lean your weight gently but firmly down and back,

WITH A PARTNER

asking her to tell you how much pressure to apply (see Figure 5.22c).

?ﬁg;}gﬁ;’:g the ® While the right hand anchors the base of her spine, your left hand
can massage along its length and into her neck and shoulders.
Continue like this for about thirty seconds, encouraging her to
breathe deeply and relax.
® Then gently remove your right hand and use both hands to
e massage more deeply into her shoulders. Continue for about thirty
Anchoring the seconds, using your hands to release any stiffness or tension in the

pelvis neck, shoulders and upper back.

F1G. 5.22 (c¢)
Back and shoulder
massage in the
forward position

L] i
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® Finally, kneel behind her and
place both palms on her upper
back on either side of the spine
close to the neck. Now, with a
firm, even pressure, using both
hands, stroke down her back,
around her hips, along her thighs
and off her calves and feetin one
movement (see Figure 5.22d).
Repeat five times.
® Then rub vyour hands
together to make them warm
and place the palms of both
hands over her lower back for a
few seconds, allowing the
FiG. 5.22 (d) warmth of your hands to penetrate the muscles.
earing thIeI o ® Keep your hands in place as she comes up slowly, exerting a gentle
z’:f;]éys —full body ¢ firm downward pressure as she returns to the upright position
to remind her to lengthen her
lower back downwards around
the curve of the sacrum.

I SQUATTING

Malasana — garland pose
Squatting is the central exercise
of your pregnancy yoga practice.
A natural position for giving
birth, it opens your pelvis to its
widest and creates a perfect angle
of descent for the baby in relation
to gravity (see p. 111). While you
are pregnant, squatting regularly
helps to increase the mobility of
your pelvic and hip joints and to
bring your pelvis into the right
postural position in relation to
your spine (see p. 81). When this
happens your uterus is properly
supported and the baby is held
securely in a good position. In the
last few weeks of your pregnancy,
squatting will encourage your
baby’s head to engage in the
pelvic brim. Practising squatting will also help you to feel atease in ~ Fic. 5.23
this position so you can use it comfortably when you are in labour = SQUATTING
or supported to give birth.

When you squat, the extensor muscles in the back, buttocks and
pelvic floor lengthen and relax, while the muscles in front of your
body shorten or contract. In this position, your pelvic floor relaxes

[\
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and the blood supply to the whole pelvic area improves. The perineal
tissues relax and can stretch evenly when you squat, so regular
practice may help to prevent tearmg in the final stages of the birth.

You may well find that, at first, it is uncomfortable to squat. If so,
you probab]\ have not used this position for many years. In fact,
squatting is a perfectly natural sitting and resting posmon which
every toddler uses instinctively before standing and. walking. Thanks
to the help of the pregnancy hormones, your pelvic ligaments will
increase in laxity and, with just a little dedicated practice, squatting
will soon become much easier. I have never met a woman who was
unable to learn to squat using some form of support, even though
many are doubtful when they first begin to try!

Recovering this healthgiving habit will be a true service to your
well-being and help to prevent any problems arising with elimina-
tion as it also relaxes the bowel and bladder. While you are pregnant
it is helpful to place two small plastic stools (of the type used by
toddlers) on either side of the toilet and bring your feet up into a
position closer to squatting. This will help to prevent constipation.
You can also keep a low stool in your living room to use for squat-
ting comfortably when you relax at home, so that squatting becomes
a normal part of your life (see p. 129).

The squatting exercises that follow begin with the easiest and end
with the full position. Take your time to develop ease in each of them
until vou are ready for full squatting. Itis advisable to practise squat-
ting for five minutes a day throughout your pregnancy in addition
to squatting comfortably as a 51tt1ng position on a stool whenever you
have the opportunity.

CAUTION: If your baby is in the breech position after thirty-four
weeks, stop squatting altogether as you do not want to encourage the
buttocks to engage. After thirty-six weeks, practise the knee—hest
position (see p. 139) several times a day instead (see Appendix —
Breech Baby, p. 201).

Avoid full squatting if you have had a cervical stitch (Shirodkar
suture) or if vou have haemorrhoids or vulval varicosities, severe or
painful varicose veins in your legs. However, the squatting exercise
(No. 12b), using a stool under your buttocks for support or squatting
astride a bolster or large rolled-up cushion, can be practised safely
provided it does not cause you any pain or discomfort. Full squat-
ting for a short perlod of time is not harmful to varicose veins in the
legs unless they hurt in this position.

It is useful to prepare for squatting with the following stretch for
your calves.

' CALF STRETCH

This posture lengthens and relaxes the calf muscles and the Achilles
tendons, increasing the flexibility of the ankles. It is good prepara-
tion for squatting and will also help to alleviate cramps in the calves.

START by standing facing a wall with your right foot close to the
wall and your left foot about a yard back.
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FiG. 5.24
CALF STRETCH
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® Bend your right knee.

® Keep your left knee straight,
lean forward and, clasping your
hands, place your forearms and
elbows on the wall.

® Keep the back of your neck
and your shoulders relaxed
throughout.

® Make sure that both feet are
facing towards the wall and are
not turning out to the sides.

® Now move your left foot back
as far as you can, keeping the
heel firmly down on the floor.

® Make sure that your hips are
parallel to the wall. Do not allow
the right hip to fall forward.

® Breathe your weight back into
your left heel and feel it going
down on to the floor so that you
will feel the stretch in the calf
muscles and Achilles tendon.
Don’t push the heel into the floor,

but feel how it is being pulled down by gravity. The front leg should
touch the floor lightly with all your weight moving down into the

ground through the back heel.

® As the heel drops on to the floor, feel how the back of the knee

‘opens’ and releases, as if it were yawning.

Fi1G. 5.25

® Hold for up to thirty seconds and then change legs, bringing the  squarrinG
left foot forward and the right foot back. Repeat twice more on each o~ a stooL

leg and then relax.

SQUATTING on a STOOL

® Take a low stool or two or three<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>