The breath

Is round

It goes out, it comes back

It goes out, it comes back

It soothes, it heals

It is a lullaby

In the book ‘Science of Breath’ by Yogi Ramacharaka the definition of yoga is given as the yoking of the body and mind by the will. Yogis say it is the breath that links the mind and the body
. Therefore we can assume that it is the development of the breath, both the awareness of it and the physical taming of it, which is at the heart of every Hatha Yoga practice. Many yoga books claim that if we master our breath we master everything in life. 

The Triad of Breath, Mind and Body

In the Buddhist tradition the ‘breath body’ is understood to be the regulator of the ‘flesh body’. Importance is given to understanding this relationship in order to know our true self. ‘The breath has a great influence on the rest of the physical body and this influence needs to be seen clearly.
 Instruction is given to observe both sides of this relationship until it is obvious that they are interconnected and inseparable. 

The link of the breath to the body is shown each time we inhale and exhale. Due to the complexity of the diaphragm and its attachments to the ribs and lumbar spine each breath affects both the curves of the spine and our posture and therefore the wear and tear of the body over time. Abnormal breathing patterns can cause chronic over-stimulation of the sympathetic nervous system (fight or flight response)
. Correspondingly, correct breathing balances this by stimulating the parasympathetic nervous system (the relaxation response). ‘Our ability to control respiration consciously gives us access to autonomic function that no other system of the body can boast’
 In the book ‘Breath. The Essence of Yoga’ the very first sentence pertains to the importance of the breath upon the body. ‘As water purifies our skin, so the breath is capable of cleaning our whole being’
 

In the Ayurvedic texts, suppression of the urge to breathe (improper inhalation and exhalation) is linked to heart disease
. The American Heart Association states that over 1.5 million people die per year from heart conditions and that 70% of our population has some evidence of a heart condition. All heart attacks come down to the hard working heart muscle’s failure to receive adequate supplies of oxygen
.

Ayurvedic thought is that the very first thing that changes when the body moves towards disease is the breath. So it makes sense that this would be the first thing to change in order to bring the body back to health.

Emotions are also strongly affected by our breathing patterns and vice versa. Dysfunctional breathing patterns can cause panic attacks and anxiety and a whole host of stress responses. Correct breathing gives us a sense of calm and a sense of stability. Just these two sentences alone are enough to give a sense of the far reaching affects of the breath into the body. For those who are still not convinced a simple experiment of breathing fast and high in the chest for a sustained period whilst remaining calm and joyful will be enough to, literally, change their mind. 

In Patanjali Yoga Sutra 1.31 the symptoms of a disturbed mind are given:

SÒÈZÉSÉæqÉïlÉxrÉÉ…¡ûqÉåeÉrÉiuÉµÉÉxÉmêµÉÉxÉÉ ÌuÉ¤ÉåmÉxÉWûpÉÑuÉÈ

Duhkha daurmanasyangamejanyatva svasa prasvasa viksepa sahabhuvah

Accompaniments to the mental distractions include distress, despair, trembling of the body and disturbed breathing
.

These three; breath, mind and body are both causal and affectual in their relationship with each other. Each one changes in relationship to the other whilst the equilibrium of all three is, hopefully, maintained throughout.

Correct breathing is not only linked to the obvious decrease in diseases of the respiratory organs but, according to yogic texts, extends to increased mental power, happiness, self-control, clear-sightedness and high morals.

‘Oxygen depletion weakens our immune system, which leads to viral infections, damaged cells, growths, inflamed joins, serious heart and circulatory problems, toxic buildup in blood and premature aging. Low oxygen allows damaged cells to multiply and form growths in our bodies because our cells are oxygen deficient. If the cells in our bodies are rich in oxygen, mutated cells are less able to reproduce. Oxygen causes oxidation, which is the converting of nutrients into energy’
. If improper breathing lowers both our immunity and our available energy it makes sense that we would be more prone to disease. If we are constantly battling and sometimes losing to a litany of illnesses our ability to live healthily into old age is compromised. It is already well established that poor nutrition and lifestyle have an effect on lifespan. I think it is time to add poor breathing to that list.

Breath and Spirit

The word inspiration can mean either to take a breath in or divine guidance. These words are borne from the same root, spirare, which means ‘to breathe’. Many ancient societies have a word for breath that is linked with spirituality. The reason for using the same word for both is that each of us has an inherent sense of the life affirming effects of both. A life lived without the depth and breadth that spirituality gives to our otherwise, perhaps, mundane lives could be likened to a life where we never took a full deep breath and, for a reason that is as hard to explain as spirituality, never experienced the joy and feeling of contentment given in that moment.

Prana

‘Oxygen (O2) plus glucose (C6H12O6) through BMR yields energy in the form of high energy phosphate bonds (especially ATP, the primary energy unit of the human body) plus water (H2O) which dissolves carbon dioxide (CO2) and facilitates the hydrolysis of energy yielding phosphate bonds.  Preliminary research demonstrates that ATP may be an analog to one aspect of what the Chinese call "Qi", the Oriental Indians call "Prana", The French Elan Vital, The Greeks pneuma, the vital force or life energy’
. 

In ‘The Heart of Yoga’, by T.K.V. Desikachara he says that Prana may be forced out by all the ‘rubbish’ in the body. The way to reduce this rubbish and increase Prana is by practicing Pranayama
. The five forms of Prana are; Prana, Udana, Samana, Vyana and Apana
. These divisions correspond to the five divisions of Vata, from the Ayurvedic system. In the Ayurvedic texts Vata is one of the three dosha which make up a conscious body. Vata is responsible for all movement in the body and is often linked anatomically to the Western idea of the nervous system, but the nervous system are only the visible effects of Vata/Prana in the body. 

Vata is a combination of the Elements of Air and Ether. Just from this explanation of Vata alone, the link between Vata and the breath are strong. The principle function of Vata is to sustain and support life. According to Charaka, Vata controls effort, the act of inhalation and exhalation, circulation, proper action of speech, mind and body, nourishment of the tissues, and proper elimination of waste matter from the body. Ayurveda and Yoga philosophy both agree that Prana is taken in by the breath, food and environment and that it is vitally important in the maintenance of health of mind and body.

Managing the emotions with breath

A most detailed account of the breath, its link to the body and mind, and how, with awareness, a person can manage their emotions is given in the Vipassana tradition of meditation. In the book ‘Mindfulness with Breathing’ on the section ‘Breathing away Emotions’ it gives a guide of improving the breath to chase away unwanted emotions. ‘It is possible to regulate, control, limit and manage the emotions by using the breath’
  

Trust that there is a rhythm inside you

Once you discover it you are completely loyal to it

In that rhythm you find many messages of intuition and support

Also there is a small voice attached-

Trust this inner voice, learn to sharpen it

At one point the small voice becomes a deep voice

That is constantly there
The study of the breath is an unfathomably large subject. It is hard to know where to start or finish when discussing it and how to put together the pick and mix of literature, poem, research and personal experience. I think the most beautiful thing about the breath is that it is accessible to all. It is a way to link in to what is true for each person in that moment. This is why it is such an invaluable tool for Yoga instruction. When the breath is watched and felt, as it comes in and goes out during a yoga pose, a depth of feeling is experienced that is impossible with the position alone, and the position itself becomes almost unimportant. It is the sensation and the awareness of it that is the teacher. This is why each yoga teacher should always encourage a new student with the words ‘if you can breathe, you can do yoga’.
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