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“ Like a barely perceptibly rising inclined plane, the book very gently lift s the breast cancer and post-breast cancer 
patient toward a realistic sense of well-being and inevitable joy with the improved health that accompanies it… 
[the] elegant pictures, simple contraindications, and thoughtful directions bear witness to the unassuming 
confi dence and serenity with which the book was written, and that may be quite contagious.”

 — LOREN M. FISHMAN, MD, author of Yoga and Multiple Sclerosis: A Journey to Health and Healing

“ Yoga and Breast Cancer is a wonderful healing resource for breast cancer survivors. Th e core of this book is a 
series of yoga poses, breathing exercises and meditations specifi cally sequenced and designed to help heal and 
nurture women’s bodies post surgery. Based on the authors’ medical study, these yogic techniques are proven 
to increase fl exibility and strength, reduce anxiety and pain, and to improve one’s overall mental well-being. 
Th e writing is friendly, practical and is full of informed advice and gentle encouragement. Th is well-thought- 
out yoga program will be a huge gift  to anyone recovering from breast cancer.”

 — TIMOTHY BURGIN, YogaBasics.com 

“ … information that is easy to read and understand. Th e authors encourage patients to become active immediately 
aft er surgery, stress consciousness of body changes upon movement, and therefore provide a means to cope with 
body stresses and support healing.…Th is book will benefi t breast cancer patients of all ages.”

 — CINDY HOWELL, MS, RN, CNOR, CMLSO, MD Anderson Cancer Center, Houston, Texas
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This book is dedicated to the women with  
breast cancer who practiced yoga with us. They  

shared their problems and concerns with us, as well as  
their improvements and renewed confidence. 

 We could not have written this book  
without them.
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Foreword

Yoga has been practiced for 2,500 
years, and it follows that it has been 

taught for very nearly that long. Tradition 
has it that in ancient times, yogis would 
attach themselves to great houses, serv-
ing as teachers, advisors, and healers. In 
those times yogis were known for their great 
knowledge as much as for the sweet reason-
ableness that seems to come unerringly to 
those that adhere to yogic practice.  There is 
a certain calm that comes with the territory.

In those days, and indeed until quite 
recently, yoga was taught one-to-one. The 
pupil’s undivided attention was fully recip-
rocated by the teacher. Focus, attentive-
ness, kindness with firmness, and many 
of the interpersonal virtues in yoga’s Ten 
Commandments, the Yamas and  Niyamas, 
were taught by precept and example in 
these two-person sessions. The parties 
got to know each other, and relationships 

naturally formed. Those wanting to be-
come good yoga students did so through 
emulation as much as by resolving to fol-
low yoga’s principles. This may be why, af-
ter thousands of years of variegated prac-
tices and purposes, yoga has remained an 
astonishingly unitary thing.

But today, we have universities that 
specialize in teaching; psychiatrists, ora-
tors and analysts to advise us; and an en-
tire medical and pharmaceutical industry 
to help us heal.  Further, urban economics 
more or less requires that yoga be taught in 
groups. Yet yoga appears to be flourishing 
like never before.

Yoga must offer us something we need—
something different from the learning, the 
 advising, and even from the healing we are 
receiving from various pairs of expert hands.

In general terms, that something might 
be refuge: a hiatus in formal learning, a 
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quieting of even the best advice, and a hol-
iday from the disciplined healing on which 
one’s very life may depend. Yoga appears 
to succeed in quieting the din, easing the 
restlessness, and softening the glare. Yoga 
offers an island of calm, a safe place of re-
spite from any educational, commercial, or 
clinical efforts that take our time and atten-
tion. Like a “minimum daily requirement,” 
it becomes obvious in its absence.

Ingrid Kollak, PhD, and Isabell Utz-
Billing, MD, have created an anatomically 
knowledgeable and therapeutically focused 
volume that both teaches and exemplifies 
these principles. Like a barely perceptibly 
rising inclined plane, the book very gently 
lifts the breast cancer and post-breast cancer 
patient toward a realistic sense of well-being 

and inevitable joy with the improved health 
that accompanies it. This creates an ever-
larger wedge between the “Cancer Patient” 
mentality and the “New Life” that the rigors 
of surgery and/or therapy have won for the 
yoga practitioner.

Ludwig Wittgenstein ended his first 
book with “Wovon man nicht sprechen 
kann, darüber muß man schweigen,” mean-
ing “whereof we cannot speak, thereof must 
we be silent.” The authors have almost self-
consciously kept all the spiritual talk that 
abounds in the yoga world out of this vol-
ume. But their elegant pictures, simple con-
traindications, and thoughtful directions 
bear witness to the unassuming confidence 
and serenity with which the book was writ-
ten, and that may be quite contagious.

Loren Fishman, MD
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1

The Importance of 
Yoga for Women with 

Breast Cancer

Yoga, with its different styles, inten-
sities, and meditative methods, can 

be practiced by anyone. It is just a matter 
of finding the right style for your individ-
ual condition. This book details diverse 
versions of classical yoga asanas most 
suitable for women with breast cancer—
even shortly after surgery. Yoga will help 
you become more aware of your body and 
mind, as well as your physical and men-
tal well-being. You will learn to detect 
bad body positions and align your joints, 
to identify when you are stressed and al-
ternate between tension and relaxation, 

and to synchronize your  breathing and 
 harmonize your movements. Regular yoga 
practice—on your own or in a group—will 
help you feel better as you deal with the 
diagnosis and treatment of breast cancer.

Through text and photos, Yoga and 
Breast Cancer shows how yoga exercises 
enhance the quality of life for women di-
agnosed with breast cancer, wherever they 
might be in the stages of diagnosis, treat-
ment, or recovery. This book offers sup-
port for women during the critical phases 
of their disease, as well as during times of 
rehabilitation and  prevention.
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Our study showed that yoga has a 
positive influence on the mobility, flex-
ibility, strength, and overall physical fit-
ness of women undergoing treatment for 
breast cancer. And we are not the only 
researchers to draw this conclusion—our 
evidence corresponds with other pub-
lished findings, such as those detailed in 
chapter 3. Women using yoga as part of 
a cancer recovery program will find that 
the exercises safely complement medical 
treatments and improve mental well-being 
by enhancing concentration and relax-
ation abilities. These skills, in turn, help 
them overcome anxiety and increase the 
body’s healing ability. Finally, yoga helps 
women understand their breast cancer 
therapies and allows them to discover 
which exercises help overcome specific 
types of pain.

Yoga is a rich and elaborate approach 
to health and well-being—yoga is joy 
(yoga is bhoga). The foundation of yoga, 
the conscious coordination of breathing 
and movement, helps you enhance your 
flexibility and strength, reduce stress and 
anxiety, and teaches you to be self-reliant. 
The certainty of being able to rely on your 
own abilities and resources grows along 
with the experience needed to successfully 
master all kinds of challenges.

“I did yoga before—once in a while. This 
time yoga became vital to me. For the whole 
year my body was the theme of my yoga 
class: to regain my body, to think  positively 
about my body, and to develop a new 
 feeling for my body.”
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Yoga is especially good for women with 
breast cancer because it is easy to perform 
soon after surgery, and its gentle move-
ments allow you to be at ease with your 
new body.

During our study, we focused on dis-
covering which modifications of classical 
yoga exercises work best for women with 
breast cancer, particularly as they recover 
from surgery. Special care must be taken, 
but the benefits remain the same. First, 
through the practice of a variety of  poses 
and movements, called asanas, yoga re-
duces physical pain by relaxing and 
stretching muscles and building strength 
and mobility. Second, yoga trains you to 
be aware of yourself, which helps you relax 
and helps reduce stress. The characteristic 
combination of movements and breathing 
rhythms makes the workout easier, calms 
the mind, and increases focus.

“During a time when you feel all kinds of 
loss, it’s great to gain something. With yoga 
I became more flexible than I had been be-
fore my surgery.”

“Even before I looked at my new breast, I 
put my drainage bottle into a little blue bag 
and went to the yoga class. That was pure 
comfort for me.”

As you will see, each exercise in this 
book is accompanied by detailed infor-
mation regarding proper alignment and 
breathing, which are necessary to prevent 
injury, but which also help you achieve re-
laxation and mobility in everyday life. The 
conscious coordination of breathing and 
movement used in yoga counteracts lasting 
tension and helps you gain flexibility, while 
the attention you pay to each movement 
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As you continue to practice yoga, you 
become increasingly aware of your body, 
your mind, and your well-being. You learn 
to detect poor body alignment as well as 
burdening thoughts, and by navigating 
through mental and physical obstacles, you 
learn more about your personal resources. 
A better understanding of your body is a 
step toward a better understanding of your 
thoughts and feelings, and of your own 
 inner strength.

 allows you to feel the effects of an exercise 
as your brain registers sensations and iden-
tifies their locations. The awareness you 
gain of your body through yoga will allow 
you to recognize when your shoulders are 
tense, and you will also gain the ability to 
relieve that tension by relaxing and exhal-
ing. With practice, you’ll find that simple 
yoga exercises can be as effective as receiv-
ing a good massage. To find out which ex-
ercises benefit you the most, ask yourself: 
What does the asana do to your body and 
your mind? How does it affect the way you 
think? Does it feel good?

Yoga is special in that it addresses the 
physical and emotional afflictions experi-
enced by women affected by breast cancer. 
Flowing movements enhance the mobility 
of your arms, relieve backaches or tight 
muscles; they keep you focused and help 
counteract recurring, troubling thoughts 
that create fear or sadness. When practic-
ing yoga, you will feel the strength of the 
connection between body and mind.

“Yoga starts by affecting you physically. 
You begin by opening your arms and tak-
ing a deep breath. Slowly, you relax and 
begin to open yourself. I felt like a closed 
shell, and yoga offered me the chance to 
open myself. It is an offer. One is not forced 
to accept this offer. This is the core for me: 
Yoga offers a chance to open oneself.”
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 sensations, and  emotions—is vital in 
learning to adjust how you feel. Breast 
cancer therapy can be devastating, and 
yoga exercises offer you the chance to do 
things differently and replace your usual 
thoughts and worries with a sense of joy. 
Changes in thinking patterns that start 
during practice spill over into everyday 
life, giving you a fresh outlook.

Practicing yoga offers you a number 
of paths to understanding your inner 
strength. Through increased attention 
to your own thoughts, the sensations in 
your body, and the emotions that you feel 
as you end a position, you will come to 
understand yourself. Sharpening the de-
gree to which you can focus your aware-
ness to each of these aspects—thoughts, 

“In the midst of all the frightening informa-
tion there came a person who offered some-
thing positive: a yoga class. And because 
I already knew yoga, I was sure it would 
be the right thing to do. I thought: What a 
great idea!”

We wrote this book for women with 
breast cancer who are interested in practic-
ing yoga as a special way to actively over-
come their disease and to reunite with their 
body. Using the yoga exercises presented 
here, you will learn to mitigate  difficulties 
after surgery and during therapy, to  improve 
awareness of your body, thoughts, and 
 feelings, and to lead a healthier life.
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Our Study

When we started our study about 
the effects of yoga on breast can-

cer patients, we knew that regular yoga 
practice can improve the physical and psy-
chological well-being of women, but were 
unsure of how good it would be for women 
with breast cancer.

We wanted to prove that yoga could 
help women with breast cancer regain their 
physical capacities more quickly, as well 
as rediscover their love for themselves. 
We all know that breast cancer treatments 
are very difficult for women to endure, but 
some earlier studies had suggested that 
yoga could not only ease a woman’s dis-
comfort but also improve her overall well-
being. We wanted to corroborate this.

Yoga classes met twice a week. A yoga 
instructor who had been diagnosed with 
breast cancer herself fifteen years ago 

led the group alternately with Dr. Ingrid 
 Kollak. We concentrated on strengthening 
and relaxing exercises, ensuring that each 
participant found her own optimal degree 
of intensity for each exercise.

To find out the specific effects of yoga 
on breast cancer patients, we asked our 
volunteers to complete standardized ques-
tionnaires about their physical and mental 
well-being, their quality of life, and their 
social support systems at the beginning of 
the course and after its completion. Fur-
thermore, we interviewed women about 
their feelings and state-of-mind. Patients 
were randomly placed into two groups. The 
first group started practicing yoga as early 
as two to three days after their first opera-
tion. These patients even came to their 
first class with drainage tubes. The second 
group started five to six weeks later.
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to improve their physical and psychologi-
cal well-being through regular yoga prac-
tice. With the help of yoga, you can regain 
mobility and strength more rapidly. Breath-
ing exercises are helpful with nausea. Yoga 
practice can also help you to correct com-
pensatory postures that are unconsciously 
established following an operation.

The study’s participants loved our les-
sons, and everyone chose to continue their 
yoga practice after completion of the study—
the best outcome we could have hoped for.

And the result—yoga really helps pa-
tients with breast cancer! It trains concen-
tration and attentiveness. Participants can 
find inner peace and strength. They learn to 
better understand their own needs. In this 
way, they build their strength in order to 
conquer their illness, but also to find their 
own personal way through the many tips 
and recommendations they receive.

All women with breast cancer should 
consider using the time following their op-
eration and any necessary further treatment 
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Current Studies on  
Breast Cancer and Yoga

Yoga has become a popular subject 
of medical inquiry and is now being 

studied by many clinicians. Known for its 
therapeutic benefits, yoga is now offered as 
a complementary therapy at many major 
treatment centers, and is often practiced 
independently by patients who hear how 
effective it is.

For women with breast cancer, yoga 
has been shown to reduce mood distur-
bance, anxiety, depression, anger, stress, 
and confusion, and to improve sleep qual-
ity, cancer related distress, and cancer 

related symptoms.1,3–5,21 Women partici-
pating in yoga programs during treatment 
reported improvements in their quality of 
life—for example, there was a significant 
reduction in nausea, vomiting, and fatigue 
during chemotherapy.8,11,12,18,19

Other studies have examined the im-
pact of yoga on a sampling of patients with 
metastatic breast cancer. The findings sug-
gest that, along with improvement in pain 
control and relaxation, yoga significantly 
boosted energy and helped the women 
 accept their condition.7
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Struggling to control your sensations, 
thoughts, or emotions is often counterpro-
ductive, and research shows that the effort 
to control such things produces heightened 
psychological distress and increased sym-
pathetic activation.15 From its origins, yoga 
emphasizes acceptance of one’s moment-
to-moment experiences, whatever they may 
be.7 By learning this skill, you will find your-
self more relaxed in your day-to-day life.

Finally, yoga, as a gentler physical ac-
tivity, may promote regular participation in 
exercise. For those who suffer from chronic 
conditions, this is particularly important, 
since it can be difficult for them to engage 
in active lifestyles.2,16 As you recover from 
surgery or cope with therapy, yoga offers 
a fulfilling yet manageable way to stay 
healthy.

As you begin your practice, you will find 
that yoga impacts your health in a  variety of 
ways. For example, many women with breast 
cancer who receive hormonal treatments 
suffer from menopausal symptoms. A com-
prehensive yoga program has been shown 
to control symptoms such as hot flashes, 
sleep disturbance, and fatigue, and symp-
toms related to changes in mood and energy 
levels. Studies have demonstrated that yoga 
produces a relaxation response by integrat-
ing a set of changes, including increased 
breath volume and decreased heart rate.22 
Yoga also produces invigorating effects on 
mental and physical energy, similar to the 
effects of aerobic exercise, and may thereby 
improve sleep and reduce fatigue.7,9

Those with concerns more mental than 
physical will also find help through yoga. 
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How to Use  
This Book

Yoga and Breast Cancer was written 
especially for women with breast 

cancer who are undergoing therapy, re-
covering from their illness, or interested in 
further prevention. Relatives and friends of 
these women might also be interested in the 
advice given in these pages. With a focus 
on the practical uses of yoga, we show you 
how to use yoga to manage stress and re-
lieve pain, and how to find a proper level of 

self-care that both reduces your vulnerabil-
ity and enhances your resistance. The in-
depth exploration of the effects of yoga will 
help you find the style most suited to your 
body and mind, guiding you toward the 
start of your own yoga program. Through 
the study and practice of the various yoga 
postures presented here, you will grow 
stronger both physically and mentally, and 
be on your way to a healthier life.
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study is systematic from head to toe, 
meaning you can follow the comprehen-
sive guide—which includes step-by-step 
explanations, descriptions of correspond-
ing breathing techniques, and photographs 
of each  exercise—as you develop your own 
exercising rhythm. In addition, when you 
perform yoga exercises throughout the day 
accompanied by the correct synchronized 
breathing technique, you will feel better 
 immediately and will increase your concen-
tration and energy. The exercises presented 
in part III, “Yoga Postures for Moments in 
 Between,” are especially good for this.

The variety of yoga postures presented 
here will allow you to enjoy your yoga prac-
tice no matter your  preferences, abilities, or 
location. And because you feel the effects of 
each exercise immediately, you can adjust 
postures as needed to remain comfortable. 
Finally, if you begin yoga and would like 
to practice in a group, you can easily find 
yoga classes and teachers in your area.

Women with breast cancer are not the 
only ones who can benefit from under-
standing the relationship between yoga and 
 recovery. We also hope to attract the atten-
tion of professionals who work with breast 
cancer patients, including physicians, 
 nurses, physical therapists, psychothera-
pists, and counselors of self-help groups. 
Yoga teachers interested in offering classes 
for women after breast cancer surgery will 
find helpful suggestions in these pages.

“It is wonderful that there are no  obligations 
during the yoga class. As a patient, one is 
burdened with obligations—obligations that 
are quite unpleasant.”

The yoga postures and their variations, 
as shown in this book, were developed 
with the assistance of over one hundred 
women over a period of eighteen months. 
The program we established during our 
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modified versions until you are aware of 
the effects these asanas have on your body 
and mind. Once you have practiced for a 
while, or if you practiced yoga previously 
and know what these variations and more 
difficult modes can do for you, you may 
consider doing the more challenging refer-
ence postures.

All the asanas in this book are carefully 
described and serve the needs of women 
who want to actively support their thera-
pies and enhance their physical fitness as 
well as their mental well-being while dealing 
with breast cancer. If you would like to learn 
more, we have listed Web pages in the back 
of this book about the best-known hatha 
yoga traditions.

“There is no higher, faster, better. There is 
no comparison with others. It is just you 
and yoga.”

Though these asanas encompass a large 
variety of movements, they are all easily 
doable in their modified versions. The mod-
ifications are intended to meet your needs 
following surgery or as a beginner. We also 
show variations, for example, using a chair 
or a cushion, or bending one arm, that 
help during periods of therapy when you 
are less flexible. In our study, women hap-
pily continued the class with the help of 
props even when they felt groggy or weak. 
To avoid strain or injury, continue with the 
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Practical Advice for  
Beginning Yoga Practice

There are no medical contraindica-
tions for the practice of the follow-

ing yoga postures and exercises. Don’t be 
afraid of injuring yourself by reopening the 
wound, for example, while performing the 
movements; your body will tell you which 
exercises you can do without hurting your-
self. You can practice after an operation 
even if you still have a drainage tube (the 
flexible tube placed in the wound to drain 
blood and secretions from the wound, 
which will be removed a few days after the 
surgery). Start moving your arms as soon 
as possible after surgery to maintain and 
develop your strength and mobility. If you 
feel any pain, slow down, even if you are 
in a class. Do not feel pressed to complete 

an asana—just trust your own judgment. 
As you exercise, you will begin to recog-
nize what each posture does to you, how it 
feels, and which ones feel good. With time, 
the practice of yoga will help you become 
accustomed to the changes in your body 
after surgery.

THE RIGHT TIME TO BEGIN YOGA

According to the approximately two-
 thousand-year-old Sanskrit yoga sutras, 
which form the foundation of all hatha 
yoga practice today, those who practice 
yoga attentively are able to practice it for 
years and enjoy it into old age. But when, 
and how, should you begin?
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“For me it was good to start yoga immedi-
ately after the surgery. I knew I was in the 
need of something that would give me time 
to get used to my new body. In the yoga 
class I had time to get in touch with my 
body, my mind, my breath. It was a great 
help to me.”

For others, it was not as important that 
they start immediately after surgery. Only 
you can decide what the right time, and 
reason, are for you. For example, some 
women in our group loved to do sports and 
quickly resumed their regular activities by 
doing gymnastics, riding their bikes, or tak-
ing walks. Their physical fitness came back 
easily, but they told us that they couldn’t 
cope with the situation when therapy was 
over. Their need for yoga was mental and 
emotional.

Yoga provides benefits only through 
practice, so we recommend you start with 
the modified yoga postures detailed in this 
book within a day or two after your sur-
gery. The changes in your body, including 
increased flexibility and mobility following 
the initial post-surgery stiffness, will con-
vince you of yoga’s effectiveness. You may 
also be surprised by your ability to fight 
through not wanting to exercise.

When we asked the women in our group 
when to start yoga, most of them agreed it 
was better to start early:

“In my opinion, the earlier you start, the 
better. I started five weeks after my surgery. 
When I saw women practicing with a drain-
age tube in their wounds, I thought I should 
have started earlier. I could have avoided 
the feelings of stiffness and immobility that 
I had at first.”
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ing of the postures and counterpostures, 
but developing a conscious yoga prac-
tice is vital. The key to developing this 
conscious practice is to keep to a fixed 
rhythm. Always start the exercises from 
the same side of the body—the ancient 
hatha yoga pradipika manual recom-
mends the left side—and repeat the ex-
ercises for the same length of time. For 
beginners, we recommend six complete 
inhalations and exhalations, the equiva-
lent of six complete movements. Regular 
practice of the yoga postures will help 
you deepen your understanding of their 
significance and allow you to adapt the 
postures to your needs. Experienced yoga 
students know when they need a special 
stretch, an extra bend, or a certain rest-
ing posture.

“In my case, my despair did not start the 
day after my surgery but about six weeks 
later. It was very severe. I wouldn’t call it 
depression, but I was very distressed at that 
time. It was good that I started practicing 
yoga when I felt weak and my courage had 
left me.”

DEVELOP YOUR INDIVIDUAL 
YOGA PRACTICE

Whenever you decide it’s best for you 
to start, make it a habit from the begin-
ning by keeping to your yoga time and 
maintaining your rhythm. Make yoga en-
joyable by approaching it playfully. Yoga 
starts with the practice and understand-
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successes and failures, and to build on 
them. Though learning yoga is virtually 
guaranteed to improve the quality of your 
life, your first attempts, as with any new 
activity, may be clumsy and slow. You 
may feel unsure of yourself and ready to 
give up. Have courage and continue. Do 
each exercise step by step as we show 
you in this book, and try keeping a per-
sonal journal.

If you decide you want to try using a 
personal journal, get a nice note pad or 
open a new file on your computer. Make 
two columns: one in which you note 
what you want to achieve and when, 
and the other in which you write down 
what you have done, including any com-
ments, thoughts, and ideas. Make sure 
that your goals are specific; instead of 
writing “less pain” or “feel better,” write 
“keep my spine stretched” or “do the lion 
when feeling sad.” Your actions should be 
something that you want to do, that you 
realistically can do, and that bring you 
closer to a healthier life.

HOW TO PREPARE FOR YOGA

Wear comfortable clothes, such as sweat-
pants and t-shirts that feel good and sit 
well. Practice yoga with bare feet when-
ever you can.

Use a nonslip yoga mat or exercise on 
the floor, and use a blanket for all relaxing, 
breathing, and concentrating exercises. 
Roll up a blanket and use it as a bolster for 
your knees or as a support for your head if 
you prefer or need it.

Inhale and exhale through your nose. 
We marked the few exceptions to this rule.

Maintain your breathing rhythm while 
practicing yoga. As a beginner, try to com-
plete six deep inhalations and exhalations, 
the equivalent of six complete movements.

Start exercising with your eyes open, 
closing them only at the end of an exercise, 
or after you worked on the first side, if it 
helps you feel the effects. After some prac-
tice, you might even prefer to exercise with 
your eyes closed.

Always start the exercises on the same 
side of the body.

If possible, practice at the same place 
and time. This makes it easier to watch 
your improvements and become aware of 
your current strengths and weaknesses.

You will always feel better once you 
get going.

KEEPING A PERSONAL JOURNAL

As you begin to practice yoga, you might 
like to find ways of incorporating pos-
tures and breathing techniques into your 
daily life. A personal journal gives you 
a place to write down your goals, deter-
mine options for achieving those goals, 
formulate a plan of action, and docu-
ment your progress. Studying the journal 
can help you understand the reasons for 
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ExamplE of an action plan

Goals Results

Ease the pain in the shoulders and left arm.

Work on Hero 1 posture and practice it 
for six movements during my yoga class 
tomorrow.

Exercise Hero 1 three times a day until 
Friday: After waking-up, before radiation, 
and before going to bed.

Stretch my spine when standing and waiting, 
and after entering the car.

Ask my yoga neighbor about her experience 
with yoga and radiation.

White light imagination?

I repeated the Hero 1 posture six times 
and kept the posture through two complete 
breaths. My arms felt lighter after the 
exercise. Asked Noreen (neighbor in yoga 
class) about her experience with yoga after 
radiation. She thinks it has helped her. 
Talked about the “white light imagination.”

I feel as if I have gained length in my spine. 
Felt groggy after radiation but slept through 
the night after.

When coming up with an action 
plan, ask yourself: What do you want to 
achieve? Which asanas are you going to 
practice? How often and how much do 
you want to practice? At what time do 
you want to practice? With whom do you 
want to practice? When evaluating your 
actions, recognize any new skills, chang-
es in energy, and alterations in your well-
 being. Don’t forget to credit your suc-
cesses and use them to  bolster further 
progress. Note:

How often you practice.
The effects on your shoulders and arms.
Comparisons before and after the exercise.
Differences between your left and right arm.
Improvements to your flexibility.
Thoughts you have while practicing.
Progress and obstacles in your daily practice.

Confidence is vital for recovery, and 
learning yoga boosts confidence. You 
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The journal can also help you keep 
track of different ways you’ve tried to ac-
complish a certain goal.

A journal can also help you apply yoga 
to your daily life by helping you note new 
competencies, stay on track, and learn 
how to enhance your well-being. If you 
can gain more strength and flexibility and 
lower your stress level, you will gain ener-
gy and confidence. Don’t expect too much, 
but make sure you note your progress and 
honor it.

ExamplE of an action plan

Goals Results

Ease the pain in the lower back.

Compare the knee-to-chest posture on a mat 
during class and in bed after waking up.

I tried the knee-to-chest posture one week 
in the class (twice) and after waking up 
every morning! The warmth of the bed was a 
comfortable place to get started and stretch 
the whole spine. The results of the posture 
may have been better when practiced on the 
mat. I will continue trying it both ways.

“We used to think in black and white. But 
what do we mean by healthy and what 
do we mean by sick? Are they opposing 
qualities? Is there only ever one of them 
present at a time? I prefer to ask what they 
have in common. One cannot exist with-
out the other. I had to be sick to lead the 
healthy life I am leading today. After my 
first shock, I reconciled. I reduced my work 
and slowed down. I take myself more seri-
ously now and I prefer my new life to my 
old one.”

master postures, solve problems, learn and 
get support from others, and help women 
in the same situation. As you continue 
practicing, you will feel more in control of 
your new situation. Before this assurance 
becomes apparent within you in daily life, 
you will observe it in your yoga practice. 
The more you focus on your breathing and 
movement, as well as on proper alignment, 
the more you learn to rely on yourself. This 
self-reliance, in turn, gives you the strength 
to master your illness.



PART  
II

YOGA FOR WOMEN WITH  

BREAST CANCER
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How to Begin:  
Basic Stances

Yoga can be done by anyone and 
should be a joy (bhoga). To get the 

most out of your practice, start by choos-
ing the basic stances that work best for 
you and your body. Experiment with the 
recommended variations, and don’t hesi-
tate to use a prop if it helps you feel com-
fortable. In our study group, some women 
 began their postures seated in a chair while 
others chose to kneel.

“I would have been disappointed if I had 
been asked to come into a kneeling posture 
while I was getting hormonal treatments 
and suffering from stiffness in my ankles. I 
loved the freedom to choose from a variety 
of yoga postures. And it impressed me that I 
was told to practice in accordance with my 
actual fitness.”
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in some ways. Some can be difficult on 
your knees, and if you find it uncomfort-
able to kneel on your heels, use a bolster 
(folded blanket) placed under either your 
knees or your feet as a prop. If you at first 
lack the flexibility to do seated postures on 
the floor, you can gradually improve your 
flexibility by sitting on a cushion while ex-
ercising. If you suffer from uncontrolled 
high blood pressure or from eye and ear 
conditions, rest your head on a cushion or 
folded blanket so that your head is raised 
above your heart level. Finally, rising sud-
denly from a calm stance can lead to a de-
crease in blood pressure and make you feel 
dizzy, so go slowly and inhale while rolling 
upward into a standing position or while 
gently moving into the next asana.

Alignments

In all the basic stances, the spinal column 
is stretched out from your pelvis to the 
crown of your head. Feel the stretch in your 
neck. In seated or standing postures, your 
chin is parallel to the ground, whereas in 
supine postures (lying on the back), your 
chin points toward your chest. Relax your 
shoulders and arms, as well as your face 
and tongue muscles, and breathe slowly in 
and out through your nose. More specific 
information is given for each basic stance 
described in the next few pages.

In this section, we present basic stances 
and their variations. Again, keep in mind 
your own level of fitness and choose the 
variation that feels right to you.

Purposes

The basic stances—done standing, sitting, 
kneeling, or lying on the floor—are essen-
tial to every yoga posture. When performed 
properly, they enhance your overall pos-
ture, deepen your breathing, and support 
your ability to focus.

Each posture in yoga begins with a 
proper basic stance. As you gain experi-
ence, you will find that by taking this stance 
you immediately become aware of how 
your body feels, of the depth and rhythm of 
your breathing, and of your thoughts, feel-
ings, and mood. Returning to this stance 
between exercises, or after the first half 
of a posture, gives you the opportunity to 
 assess how your body feels compared to 
before the exercise.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, 
the basic stances are a fundamental part of 
your breathing, concentration, and medita-
tion postures. The first yoga scholars used 
only a small number of seated postures for 
meditation, mastering the one that best en-
abled them to listen to their teacher and 
practice various techniques. Today, the 
basic postures serve a similar purpose in 
sharpening your focus on yourself and 
your practice.

Contraindications

There are no contraindications to the basic 
stances. However, they can be made easier  

“It was good to start the yoga class lying 
on the back. It gave you a chance to adjust 
to the place and the ambiance. And it felt 
good to slowly move up, to be aware of the 
body during and after each yoga exercise.”
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Variation with a Cushion

If you have uncontrolled high blood pressure or ear and eye conditions, place your head 
on a cushion or folded blanket.

LYING ON THE BACK

All supine postures start from this basic stance. Lie on your back with your body stretched 
out completely, arms by your sides.

Basic Stance

Lie on the floor.
Stretch your neck with your chin 

pointing toward your chest.
Stretch your back and legs; flex 

your feet so that your toes point toward 
the ceiling.

Stretch your arms out next to your 
body, palms facing down.

Let your face, lips, and tongue relax.
Breathe in and out deeply through 

your nose.

Variation with Bent Knees

If you have difficulty stretching your 
legs or if the lower part of your back is 
not completely flat on the floor, bend 
your knees and place your feet flat on 
the floor, hip width apart.
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UPRIGHT SEATED POSTURES

Seated Posture on a Chair

If you have trouble sitting or kneeling on the floor (which can be the case if your joints are 
stiff during hormonal treatment), use this stance. Also try to assume this position occasion-
ally during the day; for example, when you’re seated at a table or riding in a car, because it 
will help stretch your spine and open your chest.

Sit down on a chair and distribute your 
weight evenly on both sit bones (buttocks).

Position your feet hip width apart. The 
weight of your legs should be evenly dis-
tributed on your feet. The outer edges of 
your feet are parallel to one another.

Position your knee joints directly above 
your ankles.

Pull your pelvis upright, stretch your 
spinal column, and extend the crown of 
your head upward.

Raise your sternum and lay your hands 
loosely on your thighs.

Align your chin parallel to the floor, and 
relax your face, lips, and tongue.

Breathe in and out deeply through your 
nose.

Upright Seated Posture on the Floor

It takes a bit of practice to sit on the floor with your legs stretched out in front of you, but 
this posture is useful to start with because it allows you to adjust your pelvis and vertebrae. 
Bending forward or backward from this position strengthens your back and belly muscles, 
which are especially important during treatment periods when you might not have enough 
strength in your arms to pull yourself up.
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Sit on the floor and distribute your 
weight evenly on both sit bones.

Position your feet hip width apart.
Flex your feet and pull your toes in 

the direction of your belly.
Pull your pelvis upright, stretch 

your spinal column, and extend the 
crown of your head upward.

Raise your sternum and lay your 
hands loosely on your thighs.

Align your chin parallel to the 
ground, and relax your face, lips, and 
tongue.

Breathe in and out deeply through 
your nose.

Variations with Hands on the Floor or with a Bolster

If your back muscles are too weak to maintain the upright posture, use one of these varia-
tions to avoid getting into a humpbacked position. Either place both hands on the floor on 
either side of your pelvis, or place a blanket or bolster under your sit bones.

Upright Seated Posture with  
Crossed Legs

Because it is more important to stretch 
your back than your knees, bend your 
knees in the beginning if it feels more 
comfortable.



YOGA AND BREAST CANCER

30

KNEELING POSTURES

The kneeling postures, which are particularly beneficial for some breathing techniques, can 
be difficult at first, so you may find it easier to use a stool or a bolster.

Sit on the floor with your sit bones resting 
on your heels. Your feet are stretched, your 
toes are pointed and facing inward, and the 
tops of your feet are flat on the floor.

Pull your pelvis into an upright posi-
tion, tighten your pelvic muscles, and relax 
your belly.

Straighten your spinal column, and 
raise your sternum.

Relax your shoulders and arms, and 
rest your hands on your thighs.

Align your chin parallel to the floor, and 
relax your face, lips, and tongue.

Breathe in and out deeply through your 
nose.

Variation with a Cushion

If the kneeling posture is uncomfortable 
for either your knees or your ankles, use a 
cushion or folded blanket to relieve pres-
sure. Because there are a couple of ways 
to use a bolster in this position, try both to 
determine which works best for you. First, 
try placing the cushion between your up-
per and lower legs, and see how that feels.
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Then, try placing the cushion under 
your knees and ankles and compare. By 
experimenting, you can determine which 
placement works best for you.

Variation with a Stool

If you find it difficult to sit on your heels, 
(if, for example, your leg muscles are too 
tight and there is too much space between 
your sit bones and your heels) use a prop, 
preferably a small stool. If you don’t have 
a stool, use a bolster.
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Place your feet hip width apart, and dis-
tribute the weight of your body evenly on 
your feet. If you feel more weight on the 
inner side of your feet (a tendency toward 
standing knock-kneed), make sure that you 
correct your weight distribution toward the 
outer edges of your feet (and vice versa).

Extend your knees without hyperex-
tending (locking) them.

Rotate your thighs outward, keeping 
your feet in place; feel your pelvis lifting 
up.

Support the position of your pelvis by 
tightening your pelvic muscles.

Stretch your vertebrae between your 
tailbone and the crown of your head.

Relax your belly.
Raise your sternum, and let your shoul-

ders and arms hang down loosely.
Align your chin parallel to the floor, and 

relax your face, lips, and tongue.
Breathe in and out deeply through your 

nose.

STANDING POSTURE

While many yoga postures start from the standing basic stance, the standing posture can 
also be an asana in itself: the mountain posture. Though it looks quite ordinary, the moun-
tain posture is one of the most beneficial postures when done properly and performed often 
throughout the day. The burden of dealing with breast cancer and therapy can make you 
feel small and affect your posture by causing you to hunch over. By performing the moun-
tain posture, you will raise yourself up and stand tall, helping yourself calm down, lower 
your shoulders, and relax your face. You can quickly feel the influence of the posture in 
both body and mind.
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QUICK LOOK

Chapter 6 How to Begin: BasiC stanCes

Lying on the Back All supine postures start from this basic stance.

Upright seated Posture on a Chair Choose this basic stance if you have trouble  
sitting or kneeling on the floor.

Upright seated Posture with Crossed Legs This is a useful posture to start with because it 
allows you to adjust your pelvis and vertebrae.

Kneeling Postures This posture and its variations are beneficial for 
some breathing techniques.

standing Posture  While many yoga postures start from this 
standing basic stance, it can also be an asana 
(mountain posture).
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Start to Gain Ground:  
Supine Postures

In this section, we show you the first 
set of modified postures and varia-

tions created to suit your needs after sur-
gery. We have also included the reference 
postures so that you can see the differenc-
es and understand why and how the po-
sitions have been modified. Try different 
versions when your level of fitness is rela-
tively good so that, during your rehabili-
tation or when you’re less mobile, you’ll 
know what works best for you. Be sure to 
choose the variation that best suits your 
current level of fitness, and don’t hesitate 
to try out a prop if it helps you to enjoy 
the posture.

The supine postures presented here 
support stretching and muscle building and 
provide maximum safety and comfort when 
you are first starting your yoga practice. 
 Activate your whole body while lying safely 
on the floor; as long as you feel the floor 
against the back of your body, you know 
you are well aligned.

“Sometimes, when I was exhausted or ab-
sent minded, I was happy to just recline on 
the floor, feel my back on the floor, let my 
weight sink into the ground, relieve muscle 
tension, and become aware of my breath.”
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work up to more vigorous practice in the dy-
namic section of the class, where we moved 
in and out of a variety of standing and sitting 
postures. Finally, each class finished with re-
laxation, and everyone was able to compare 
how they felt mentally and physically after 
the class with how they had felt before.

Because of the number and variety of 
the postures, the contraindications and 
alignments are addressed in the detailed 
description of each asana.

Because our study was about women 
who had undergone breast surgery, we al-
ways started our yoga classes with supine 
postures. Due to the ongoing nature of the 
study, women whose surgeries had been per-
formed just two or three days prior frequently 
joined the group—some even came in with 
drainage bottles still in their wounds! The 
supine postures offered a safe way for every-
one in the group to start. Then, those who 
were comfortable and confident could slowly 
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SHANTI ASANA POSTURE

We recommend that you use a blanket or wear a jacket; it’s much easier to relax when you 
feel warm.

Purposes

The first of our supine postures, shanti asana, familiarizes you with your own flexibility, 
makes you conscious of your breath, and relaxes you. The more you practice the pos-
ture, the better you will be at evaluating your body tone and the depth and rhythm of 
your breathing. Gradually, you will also become aware of your thoughts and feelings and 
begin to understand their influence on your temperament. Your general posture will also 
improve, your breathing will deepen, and you’ll find it easier to become focused.

Contraindications

There are no contraindications for shanti asana. People with uncontrolled high blood pres-
sure or ear and eye conditions should keep the head above heart level by resting it on a 
cushion or folded blanket while doing the postures. Jumping up suddenly out of the pos-
ture might lead to a decrease in blood pressure and make you feel dizzy. Slowly inhale 
while rolling upward into a standing posture or gently move into the next asana.

Alignments

In shanti asana, the spinal column between your tailbone and the crown of your head is 
stretched out. Consciously stretch your neck and lower your chin toward your chest. Relax 
your shoulder, face, and tongue muscles, and let your breath flow in and out through your 
nose.

In order to check for proper alignment and to become more conscious of your whole 
body, ask yourself the following questions: Is my neck stretched? Is my face relaxed? Are 
my tongue and larynx relaxed? Are both my shoulders and both my arms lying evenly on 
the ground? Which parts of my back are in contact with the floor? Which parts of my feet 
and legs touch the ground?

Lie on your back and stretch your entire spine.
Stretch your neck and lower your chin toward your sternum.
Close your eyes.
Relax your face and mouth muscles.
Relax your shoulders and make 

sure they lie flat on the floor.
Lay your arms beside your body, 

palms facing the ceiling.
Rotate your feet outward.
Breathe in and out deeply through 

your nose.
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Variation with Cushion

If you have uncontrolled high blood pressure or ear and eye conditions, place your 
head on a folded blanket or  cushion.

Variation with Bent Knees

If you suffer from acute pain in your lower back, bend your knees and place your feet on 
the floor. Keep them more than shoulder width apart, knees resting against each other. 
Relax fully.
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DORSAL PALM TREE POSTURE

Although the dorsal palm tree posture is also a well-known standing posture that enhances 
your balance and flexibility, here we do the stretch lying on the back, as in shanti asana, 
but with arms out to each side.

Purposes

The modified dorsal palm tree posture done on the floor allows you to widen your chest 
and enlarge your breathing capacity. Your wrists and ankles gain flexibility through 
bending and stretching.

Contraindications

There are no contraindications for this modified version of the dorsal palm tree posture. 
If you suffer from uncontrolled high blood pressure or eye and ear conditions, keep your 
head above heart level by resting it on a cushion or folded blanket. Avoid suddenly exiting 
this posture, because the quick movement could lead to a decrease in blood pressure and 
make you feel dizzy. Slowly inhale while rolling upward or moving into the next asana.

Alignments

In the modified palm tree posture, stretch out your spine between your tailbone and the 
crown of your head. Don’t forget to stretch your neck and lower your chin toward your 
sternum. Relax your shoulders, face, and tongue muscles, and let your breath flow in and 
out through your nose.

Part I

Get into the shanti asana, lying on 
your back with your body relaxed.

Consciously stretch your spine and 
flex your feet, with toes stretched to-
ward your body.

Place your hands on your belly 
with the tips of your middle fingers 
touching one another.



YOGA AND BREAST CANCER

40

Inhale while opening your arms to 
the side, toward the floor. Touch the floor 
with the back of your hands if possible.

Exhale while moving your arms and 
hands back into the starting position.

Repeat the movement during at 
least six complete inhalations and 
exhalations.

Stop the movement and place your 
hands next to your body, palms facing 
down.

Feel the effects of the exercise.

Part II

Inhale while pulling the balls of 
your feet closer to your body, without 
moving your legs. Make sure that your 
soles are stretched while your toes are 
bent back toward your body.

Exhale while stretching your feet 
toward the ground, toes out straight.

Repeat the movement during six 
complete inhalations and exhalations.

Part III

Continue the same movements, 
but now include your hands.

Inhale while flexing your feet to-
ward your body and bending your 
hands up toward your arms.

Exhale while stretching your feet 
toward the ground and placing your 
hands on the ground.

Repeat the movement again dur-
ing six complete inhalations and 
exhalations.

Feel the effects of the exercise.
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SUPINE TWIST POSTURE

The supine twist is a yoga posture well known to those who play sports. Used to strengthen 
the lower back and its connections to the pelvis, the supine twist can be done in a number 
of different ways.

Purposes

The modified version of the supine twist posture offers small and soothing movements, use-
ful for those who suffer from lower back pain. The movements align the lower spine with the 
pelvis and, more importantly, keep the delicate sacroiliac joint flexible. The sacroiliac joint, 
which connects the sacrum, or lower end of the vertebrae, to the ilium or big pelvis bone, 
often blocks, becomes inflamed, and causes pain. The small movements of the modified 
supine twist posture can relieve this pain by increasing the joint’s flexibility.

Contraindications

Women with breast cancer may encounter contraindications for this movement. In our 
study group, women suffering from metastasis in the sacrum either did not practice this 
posture or did so with great caution. If you’re not sure whether you can do the posture, ask 
your therapist.

Alignments

Keep your spine stretched during the whole movement, and don’t forget to stretch your 
neck and lower your chin toward your chest. If you suffer from uncontrolled high blood 
pressure or eye and ear conditions, rest your head on a cushion or folded blanket during 
the posture.

Proceed from the modified palm 
tree posture, or begin by lying on your 
back.

Stretch your spine and bend your 
knees.

Position the inner sides of your feet 
and knees close together.

Place your hands next to your body 
with your palms down on the floor.

Exhale while moving your closed 
knees and ankles gently to one side.
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Inhale as you move your knees and 
ankles back to the center.

Exhale while moving your closed 
knees and ankles to the other side.

Inhale and move back to the middle.
Repeat the side-to-middle-to-side 

movement during at least six complete 
inhalations and exhalations.

Stop the movement, and place your 
hands next to your body, palms facing 
down.

Feel the effects of the exercise.

Reference Posture

In the full posture, lift your bent legs. Stretch both arms out at shoulder level. Keep your 
arms in this position throughout the exercise.

Lie on your back, bend both your 
knees, and place both your feet hip 
width apart on the floor.

Stretch out your arms at shoulder 
level, palms facing downward. Com-
pletely relax your shoulders and keep 
them on the floor. Slowly lift your knees 
toward your chest. Make sure that your 
neck is stretched and that both your 
lower legs and feet are relaxed.

Exhale through your nose while 
moving your knees to the left and 
your head to the right. Start with small 
movements.

Inhale through your nose while 
moving your head and knees back into 
the middle.

Repeat the movement for six complete inhalations and exhalations. With each exhala-
tion, make the movement bigger.
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To continue the full asana from 
this position, place your feet back on 
the floor. Place your pelvis further to 
the right until your weight is on the 
left side of your bottom. Bend your 
knees again and lift them toward your 
chest.

Exhale while moving the knees 
completely to the left side and your 
head to the right side. Make sure that 
both shoulders are still on the floor 
and that your neck is stretched. Rest 
your left hand on your right knee.

Maintain the posture for six complete inhalations and exhalations. You may close your 
eyes if you like. The more you relax, the easier it is to stay in this posture.

As you inhale turn back into the starting position and compare the feeling in both 
sides of your body: both legs, both sides of the pelvis, both sides of your shoulders, and 
your face.

Repeat the asana on the other side.
Finally, stretch out on your back and feel the effects of the complete asana.
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HIP JOINT ROTATIONS

This is another gentle exercise that is very effective in preventing arthrosis. You can also do 
it easily in the morning while still lying in bed.

Purposes

Hip joint rotations enhance the mobility of your hip joints, open the pelvis, and improve 
your sitting postures. You will become aware of the differences in your legs and the mobility 
of your ankles, as well as of obstructions in your joints. If you hear popping and cracking 
noises, don’t worry about it. Your body is simply telling you that you’re not used to the 
movement. The noise may be caused by roughness on the surface of the cartilage or gas 
formation in the fluid between joints.

Contraindications

People who have just undergone hip replacement surgery should not do this posture. If you 
have had breast cancer surgery, be careful to choose the correct radius of movement. For 
best results, start with small movements and gradually expand them over the course of the 
exercise.

Alignments

Once again, keep your spine stretched, lower your chin toward your chest, and rest your 
head on a cushion or folded blanket if you suffer from uncontrolled high blood pressure or 
eye and ear conditions.

Proceed from the modified supine 
twist posture, or begin by lying on your 
back.

Stretch your spine and bend your 
knees.

Place both of your feet hip width 
apart on the floor. Stretch your arms 
out to the side, palms facing up. 
Stretch your neck, lower your chin to-
ward your chest, and relax your face 
and mouth muscles.

Inhale while stretching out your 
left leg.
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Lift your leg and, in a continuous 
leg movement, circle to the left, paral-
lel to the floor. Start with small move-
ments and widen the angle only when 
you feel comfortable doing so.

Exhale while bending your left 
knee and move back into the starting 
position.

Repeat the movement for six com-
plete inhalations and exhalations.

Then, still with your left leg, change 
the direction of the circular movement.

Inhale while rotating your left knee 
to the left and stretching your left leg, 
making a circular movement.

Exhale while bending your left leg 
and moving it back into the starting 
position.

Repeat the movement during six 
complete inhalations and exhalations.

Place both feet on the ground and 
compare the feeling in each leg, both 
sides of your pelvis, and both sides 
of your face. Feel the polarity of your 
body, in this case, how the left side 
feels compared to the right.

Continue to the other side and re-
peat the exercise with your right leg.

Finally, lie on your back and feel 
the effects of the complete exercise.
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Proceed from the hip joint rotation exercise, or begin by lying on your back.
Consciously stretch your spine. Stretch your neck, lower your chin toward your chest, 

and relax your face and mouth muscles.
Bend your knees and place both your feet hip width apart on the floor. Lay your arms 

close to the sides of your body, palms facing downward.
Exhale as you lower your left knee to the side. If it helps you to completely relax your 

whole leg, place a cushion under your knee.
With the next exhalation, stretch your right leg. Flex your right foot with your toes stretched 

back toward your body. Touch the inner side of your right knee with the sole of your left foot.
Hold the posture during six complete inhalations and exhalations.
Inhale while bending your right knee and placing your right foot back on the floor.
With another inhalation, lift your 

left knee and return to the starting posi-
tion, feet hip width apart.

Compare the feeling in each of your 
legs, hip joints, shoulders, and sides of 
your face.

Continue to the other side, holding 
the posture for six complete inhalations 
and exhalations.

Finally, lie on your back and feel the 
effects of the completed exercise.

DORSAL TREE POSTURE

This yoga posture improves your balance. In the full posture you must be able to rotate your 
bent knee to the side; in this modified version, you move safely while lying on your back.

Purposes

Designed to enhance the mobility of the hip joints, this exercise also opens the pelvis and 
improves your positioning in all sitting postures. After exercising on one side, you might 
feel a difference in your legs regarding shape and height—the trained leg and hip feel bigger 
and seem to be resting on a higher level than the untrained leg.

Contraindications

To safely complete this exercise, relax your legs without hurting your hip joints or lifting your lo wer 
back. You might find that placing your bent knee on a cushion or folded blanket is helpful.

Alignments

As in all of the previously mentioned supine postures, stretch your spine and lower your 
chin toward your chest. If you suffer from uncontrolled high blood pressure or eye and ear 
conditions, rest your head on a cushion.
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DORSAL KNEE ROTATIONS

Most people only notice their knee joints when they hurt. Knee rotations help you properly 
align your knee joints and prevent knee problems.

Purposes

The easy-to-do dorsal knee rotations align the delicate knee joints while you are in a safe 
posture, which is very helpful for people with knee problems. During the exercise, you will 
feel gentle movements in your knees and become aware of obstructions and noises.

Contraindications

If you have knee replacements, consult with your therapist. Perform this exercise with care, 
controlling the movement and being careful not to swing your lower legs around. Gradu-
ally, the strength of your leg muscles will increase. Start with small movements and expand 
them over the course of the exercise.

Alignments

Stretch your spine and lower your chin toward your chest. As always, if you suffer from 
uncontrolled high blood pressure or eye and ear conditions rest your head on a cushion or 
folded blanket. Exercise with slow movements.

Proceed from the tree posture or 
begin by lying on your back.

Consciously stretch your spine. 
Stretch your neck, lower your chin to-
ward your chest, and relax your face 
and mouth muscles.

Bend your knees and pull them 
close to your chest.

Place your right hand on your right 
knee and your left hand on your left 
knee.

Slowly start moving your lower 
legs in small circles. As you proceed, 
listen to the noises made by your joins 
(ankles, knees, and hips). Feel the 
 obstructions.
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Repeat the movement during six 
complete inhalations and exhalations.

Continue the exercise rotating in 
the opposite direction. Compare the 
noises you hear and the obstructions 
you feel during the movements to 
those from the first side.

Finally, lie on your back and feel 
the effects of the exercise.
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KNEES TO CHEST

Knees to chest is another posture that can also easily be done while lying in bed—in the 
morning to gently stretch your back, in the evening to prepare for a relaxing sleep.

Purposes

The knees to chest posture deepens your breath. At the same time, it stretches your lower back 
and bends it toward the belly, widening the spaces between the vertebrae of the lower back.

Contraindications

Knees to chest is a very gentle posture and is only harmful to someone who suffers from 
abdominal pain.

Alignments

It is vital to synchronize your breathing with your movement. Think of inhaling as rais-
ing your abdominal wall and extending the space and movement, and moving your knees 
makes space for the belly. Think of exhaling as lowering your abdominal wall and reducing 
the space of your belly, allowing your knees to come closer to your chest.

Proceed from the knee rotating pos-
ture or begin by lying on your back.

Consciously stretch your spine. 
Stretch your neck, lower your chin to-
ward your chest, and relax your face 
and mouth muscles.

Bend your knees and pull them to 
your chest.

Place your right hand on your right 
knee and your left hand on your left 
knee. Make sure that both your lower 
legs and feet are relaxed and that your 
neck is stretched.

Exhale through your nose, bend 
your arms, and pull your knees closer 
to your chest.



YOGA AND BREAST CANCER

50

Inhale through your nose, stretch 
your arms, and move your knees away 
from your chest.

Repeat the movement through at 
least six complete inhalations and 
 exhalations.

Place your feet back on the floor 
and feel the effects of the movement. 
Close your eyes if you like.

Variation

Perform the knee to the chest posture with one knee at a time. Place both feet on the floor, 
and then bring one knee close to your chest.

Inhale while you extend the space 
between belly and knee; exhale while 
you reduce the space. After you have 
practiced with one knee, place both 
feet on the floor and compare the feel-
ing in both legs, both sides of your pel-
vis, and both sides of your face. Feel 
the polarity of your body. Now repeat 
the exercise with your other knee.
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LEGS AND ARMS STRETCH

Though this posture may seem easy, it actually takes a lot of strength in your belly and leg 
muscles. After a period of exercising, you will tell the difference.

Purposes

By performing the leg stretch, you will get a good sense of the flexibility and strength of your 
leg and abdominal muscles. You will also feel how the muscles of your legs, back, and belly 
coordinate. Become aware of the mobility of your shoulder joints, and learn to tighten and 
relax the muscles of your neck, shoulders, and arms.

Remember

After breast surgery, it is vital to exercise hands, arms, and shoulders. If your lymph nodes 
have been removed, it becomes especially important because nerve injury to the shoulder 
and back muscles can lead to lymphedema or fluid retention that causes swelling of the 
 tissue. Exercising the hands, arms, and shoulders supports the transport of tissue fluid 
back into the circulatory system. Do the arm and shoulder postures regularly during the 
day and in your yoga class. (See chapters 6 and 7 and part III for more postures.)

Contraindications

If you suffer from abdominal pain, exercise with caution and consult your therapist.

Alignments

In this exercise, your breathing supports the movement. Gently stretch your arms and 
legs, being careful not to fully stretch your arms and knees in the beginning. You may also 
choose to practice with one arm or one leg at a time when you first start. Your arms and legs 
will stretch after exercising regularly for a while.

Proceed from the knee to chest pos-
ture, or begin by lying on your back.

Consciously stretch your spine. 
Stretch your neck, lower your chin to-
ward your chest, and relax your face 
and mouth muscles.

Bend your knees and pull them to 
your chest.
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Part I

Place your arms and hands beside 
your body, palms facing down.

Inhale through your nose while 
stretching your legs upward. The soles 
of your feet should be parallel to the 
ceiling.

Exhale while bending your legs 
back into the starting position.

Repeat the stretching and bending 
of your legs during six complete inha-
lations and exhalations.

Part II

Keep your legs stretched and the 
soles of your feet parallel to the ceiling.

Inhale through your nose while 
lifting your arms upward.
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With your arms still up, alternate 
between lifting your right shoulder and 
your left shoulder up from the floor 
and lowering it back down.

Variation

While arms are up, open and close your hands (pumping).
Repeat the movement during six inhalations and exhalations.
As you exhale, lower your arms.
Feel the effect of the exercise. Close your eyes if it feels good to do so.

Keep to a steady breathing rhythm 
that matches the pace of your move-
ments.

Repeat the movement of your right 
and left shoulder six times on each 
side.

As you exhale, lower your arms to 
the floor.
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Reference Posture

During this exercise, fully stretch 
your arms and legs.

Inhale through your nose while 
stretching your legs upward and bring-
ing your arms down straight on the 
floor above your head.

Exhale while getting back into the 
starting position.

Repeat the movement during six 
complete inhalations and exhalations.

Finally, lie on your back and feel 
the effects of the exercise. You may 
close your eyes if you like.
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DORSAL LION POSTURE

Often used as a mood booster, we use the lion posture for stretching and strengthening.

Purposes

Lion posture, the last of the supine postures in this chapter, is a modified version of a 
 classic yoga posture. When done in a supine position, it strengthens your neck and shoul-
der muscles. It works well against a double chin. Additionally, this yoga posture is known 
to help lift your mood.

Contraindications

If you have pain in your neck and shoulders, perform this exercise with great caution and 
consult with your therapist.

Alignments

During all the previous postures, you inhale and exhale through your nose. This is the first 
exception. You exhale vigorously through your mouth and put out your tongue.

Proceed from the modified dorsal 
leg and arm stretch, or begin by lying 
on your back.

Consciously stretch your spine. 
Stretch your neck, lower your chin to-
ward your chest, and relax your face 
and mouth muscles.

Bend your knees and place your feet 
hip width apart from each other.

Inhale while lifting your shoulders 
off the ground.
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Exhale and put out your tongue 
making a loud “haaa” sound.

Bring your tongue back in and lower 
your torso.

Repeat the exercise three times.
After the third time, maintain the 

position with your torso lifted for an-
other three complete inhalations and 
exhalations.

As you exhale, lower your torso.
Rub your hands forcefully together 

until you feel their warmth.
Stretch your neck muscles with your 

hands by gently moving your hands 
from the shoulders upward to your 
head on both sides of your spine.

Finally, stop the action, stretch 
your legs, lie on your back, and feel 
the effects of the exercise. You may 
close your eyes if you like.

Reference Posture

Sit on the floor with your sit bones 
resting on your heels. Stretch your feet, 
tops flat on the floor and toes pointed 
inward.

Pull your pelvis into an upright 
position, tighten your pelvic muscles, 
and relax your belly.

Straighten your spinal column, and 
raise your sternum.

Relax your shoulders and arms, 
and rest your hands on your thighs.

Align your chin parallel to the 
ground, and relax your face, lips, and 
tongue.

Breathe in and out deeply through 
your nose.
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As you exhale, move your torso and 
arms forward until your hands rest like 
claws on your knees. Exhale through 
your mouth, extending your tongue 
out as far as you can and opening your 
eyes wide, roaring “aaaah.”

Return to the starting position with 
an inhalation.

Take a rest for two complete breaths.
Repeat the exercise three times.
Rest on your heels, close your eyes, 

and feel the effects.

QUICK LOOK

Chapter 7 Start to Gain Ground: Supine poStureS

Shanti asana posture Helps you become familiar with your flexibility.

dorsal palm tree posture Allows you to widen your chest and enlarge your breathing capacity.

Supine twist posture A very effective exercise for all who suffer from pain in the lower 
spine.

Hip Joint rotations Enhances the mobility of your hip joints.

dorsal tree posture Opens the pelvis and improves all sitting postures.

dorsal Knee rotations Easy to do and aligns bones and ligaments of the knee joints.

Knees to Chest Deepens the breath and widens the spaces between the vertebrae 
of the lower back.

Legs and arms Stretch Vital after the removal of lymph nodes as it supports the transport 
of tissue fluid back into the circulation, and increases flexibility 
and strength of leg and abdominal muscles.

dorsal Lion posture Strengthens neck and shoulder muscles, fights a double chin, and is 
known to improve mood
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Stretch and Breathe:  
Pranayama Postures

One of the main goals of yoga is to 
influence physical and mental 

well-being via breathing. Synchronizing 
 breathing and movement is paramount, 
and every asana is accompanied by breath-
ing techniques. Because the techniques 
help you to get into and maintain each yoga 
posture, we have provided detailed instruc-
tions on breathing during each movement 
and stance. When you are able to concen-
trate on your breathing and movement and 
realize how it affects you, you gain strength 
and self-awareness.

Conscious breathing that is not only an 
important part of an asana but an  exercise 
in itself is called pranayama. These  exercises 
are done in still postures, either lying or 

 sitting on the floor, or with the aid of a simple 
movement. For women who have just had 
breast cancer surgery, breathing techniques 
are particularly  vital because they deepen 
the breath and stretch the group of muscles 
responsible for widening and  narrowing the 
chest. Pranayama postures can also stimu-
late circulation or  digestion, can tell you 
about the actual condition of your body, 
and, depending on which  pranayama exer-
cises you are doing, can influence  diverse 
sections of the  breathing apparatus, such 
as the  diaphragm, rib cage, or bronchi. In 
 addition, breathing techniques also  increase 
the oxygen level in the blood, and the circu-
lation of oxygen-rich blood increases your 
muscle power as well as your mental power. 
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Contraindications

Don’t underestimate the effects of yoga 
breathing techniques. Though there are 
only a few contraindications, you should 
immediately stop a yoga breathing exercise 
if it doesn’t feel right and return to your 
normal inhalation and exhalation.

Alignments

The regular breath in yoga is a nostril 
breath, but in rare cases other methods, 
such as exhaling through the mouth, will 
be indicated. The breath initiates and leads 
the movement, so if you feel short of breath, 
slow down the pace of the movement. More 
information is given with each posture.

Note:

The exercises in this and the following sec-
tion can also be done sitting on a chair, 
stool, or cushion (see chapter 1 “Upright 
Seated Postures” for more information).

Finally, pranayama helps to relieve inner 
tensions and enables you to mentally relax.

Breathing techniques play a key role in 
helping you get focused, concentrate, and 
meditate. At the end of every exercise in this 
book you will find instructions to “feel the 
effect.” While it may not seem like it, this is 
an essential part of each exercise because 
if you cannot feel the effects, you cannot 
learn to actively achieve balance and sta-
bility. Being aware of progress and regress 
is essential to learning and developing.

A good way to improve focus and con-
centratation is to consciously breathe while 
moving. If you can influence your posture 
as well as your mind via breathing, you 
will not only perform better at yoga but will 
also better manage your illness, therapy, 
and  rehabilitation—both physically and 
mentally.

“I practice some of the postures we did during 
the yoga class at home by myself, especially 
those from the pranayama section.”

“Yoga also improved my singing. I am a 
singer in a choir, and we do breathing ex-
ercises before we sing. Yoga breathing exer-
cises are especially good for singers.”

“Well, breathing and making noises was 
difficult for me at the beginning. I had trou-
ble doing it. But I tried it out and noticed 
the effect on my ability to concentrate and 
relax. Conscious breathing enhanced my 
posture while standing.”
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DETOX BREATHING

What is “detox” breathing? Through vigorous exhalation, you let off steam. Breath you might 
have held onto is released as tensions you might unconsciously suffer from are relieved.

If you continue from lion posture, roll your body over to one side to get up, and move into 
the kneeling posture. Otherwise, sit with your sit bones on your heels. Pull your pelvis into 
an upright position, stretch your spine, and lower your chin toward your sternum.

Relax your shoulders, arms, face, 
and tongue muscles.

Place your hands on top of your 
thighs.

Inhale through your nose.
Purse your lips and clench your 

teeth, drawing in your belly as you lean 
forward, and exhale three times making 
the sound “shh.” (Do not inhale or let 
any air flow in between exhalations.)

Inhale, stretch out your neck and 
raise your stretched out torso until you 
are back in the starting position.

Repeat the exercise three times.
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After the third time, remain leaning 
forward, and place your forearms on 
the floor.

Sit down on a chair. Place your 
feet hip width apart. Align your knee 
joints above your  ankles, pull your 
pelvis upright, stretch your spine, ex-
tend the crown of your head upward, 
and lower your chin toward your 
sternum. Place your hands on top of 
your thighs and start the movement. 
Purse your lips and clench your teeth, 
drawing in your belly as you lean for-
ward, and exhale three times making 
the sound “shh.” After the third time 
rest your forearms on your knees.

You can also place your forearms 
on your knees.

Bow your head.
Maintain the position for three 

complete inhalations. With each ex-
halation, relax your shoulders toward 
the floor. With each inhalation, feel 
the stretch of your spine.

With a final inhalation, stretch 
your spine and raise your stretched 
torso back into the starting position.

Keep your eyes closed and feel the 
effect of the pranayama exercise.

Variation on a Chair

You can do this pranayama exercise sitting on a chair.
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In the full detox breathing posture, 
you rest by placing your head on the 
floor in front of your knees. Lay your 
arms beside your body, palms facing 
upward.

Reference Posture

As you inhale, come back into the 
starting posture. As you exhale, bend 
backward. Place your hands behind 
your back with the fingertips pointing 
to your feet.

Make sure that your knees are close 
together and still resting on the floor.

Note:

The forward bend with your arms or hands resting on the floor or on your thighs is a pos-
ture in itself, called the “folded leaf posture.” If you ever need a break, or just want to 
stretch your back or relax your shoulders, get into this posture.
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CAMEL POSTURE

The camel posture widens your chest, strengthens your shoulder and arm muscles, flexes 
the back, and expands your breathing space. If you exercise in the kneeling posture, you 
also strengthen your thigh and belly muscles. During our study, this was one of the most 
loved exercises.

Continue from the detox breathing pos-
ture or move into the kneeling posture.

Inhale while rising up on your knees, 
pointing your toes, and  opening your arms 
to the side. Make sure your thighs are in an 
upright position and push your pubic bone 
forward.

Exhale and return to the starting  
position.

Repeat the movement for six complete 
inhalations and exhalations.

To do the whole asana, maintain the 
posture with opened arms for three com-
plete inhalations and exhalations.

As you exhale, return to the kneeling 
posture and feel the effects of the exercise.
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Variation on a Chair

You can also perform this pranayama 
exercise sitting on a chair, which lets 
you rest your legs and work with your 
torso and arms.

Reference Posture

If you have enough flexibility to bend 
backward, you can place your hands 
on your heels. As you inhale, rise to 
your knees while simultaneously doing 
a backward circle with each arm, one 
after the other, and grasp your heels. 
Maintain the position for six complete 
inhalations and exhalations.
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TIGER BREATHING

The tiger breathing exercise enhances your awareness of your spine. If you are able to bend 
and stretch your spine consciously, you can check your posture during the day. The exer-
cise also synchronizes breathing and movement.

Note:

After surgery it is important that you exercise gently. Make sure your arms can hold the 
weight of your torso.

Continue from the camel posture 
or move into the kneeling posture.

As you inhale, bend forward, keep-
ing your arms straight, until your hands 
touch the floor.

Make sure that your wrists are 
under your shoulders and that your 
knees are under your hip joints. These 
alignments help you to exercise with-
out hurting your joints.

Exhale as you bend or curl your 
spine upward, vertebra by vertebra, 
starting at your tailbone and moving 
all the way up through the lumbar, 
thoracic, and cervical spine. Bow your 
head at the end.
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Inhale and stretch your spine down-
ward, vertebra by vertebra, starting at 
your tailbone and moving all the way up 
through the lumbar, thoracic, and cervi-
cal spine. Lift your head at the end.

Repeat the bend and stretch exer-
cise for six complete inhalations and 
exhalations.

Inhale and get back into the kneel-
ing posture. Place your fingers on top of 
your thighs and relax. Feel the  effects. 
Close your eyes if you like.

Variation on a Chair

You can do the tiger breathing exercise 
sitting on a chair. Start the exercise 
with your hands placed on top of your 
knees.

Exhale, round your back, and bow 
your head.
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Inhale, stretch your back, and raise 
your head.

QUICK LOOK

Chapter 8 StretCh and Breathe: Pranayama PoStureS

detox Breathing Vigorous exhalation allows you to let off steam; it releases the 
breath and relieves tensions.

Camel Posture Widens the chest and expands the breathing space, strengthens 
shoulder and arm muscles, flexes the back.

tiger Breathing Enhances the awareness of the spine and synchronizes breathing 
and movement.
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Relieve Tensions:  
Postures for Neck,  

Shoulders, and Arms

After surgery, your instinct is to re-
duce the movement of your arms in 

order to protect the wound, and you might 
tend to hold one or both arms closer to your 
torso. After a short time this caution is un-
necessary, but, forgetting that your shoul-
ders are tight and pulled up, you might 
continue carrying yourself that way. As a 
result, your shoulders will hurt because of 

this increased tension and you might even 
develop a headache. Thinking that the pain 
is from the wound, you continue to hold 
yourself in the posture.

To break this vicious cycle, exercise your 
neck, shoulder, and arm muscles regularly. 
Pay close attention to this important section.

Contraindications and alignments are 
described for each posture.
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Continue from the tiger breathing posture or 
move into the kneeling posture. You can also 
perform this exercise sitting on a chair, as shown.

Sit with your sit bones on your heels. Pull 
your pelvis upright, stretch your spine, and 
 lower your chin toward your sternum. Relax 
your shoulders and arms, along with your face 
and tongue muscles.

Place your hands on top of your thighs.

ARM AND HEAD COORDINATION

This exercise develops your ability to coordinate head and arm movements. At the 
same time, you learn to synchronize movement and breathing and increase your ability 
to focus.
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Exhale while moving your right hand to 
your left shoulder and follow the movement 
with your eyes.

Inhale and again move your right arm to the 
side and follow the movement with your eyes, 
again looking into your palm as you would a 
mirror.

Exhale and move your right arm back to 
your right thigh.

Continue the exercise, moving your left hand 
to the left side.

Repeat the exercise six times.
Finally, return to the starting posture and 

feel the effects in your arms and shoulders. 
Keep your eyes closed if you like.

As you inhale, move your right hand to the 
right side at shoulder height and follow the 
movement with your eyes.

Look into your right palm as you would look 
into a mirror.
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HEAD ROTATIONS

If you sit in a car and turn your head to see behind you, you can immediately tell the fitness 
of your neck and shoulders. To maintain or regain the mobility of your joints and the flex-
ibility of your muscles, practice these neck, shoulder, and arm postures. They are regular 
exercises in a yoga class and can be done easily, so you should practice them occasionally 
during the day.

Note:

You can turn your head, rotate it, bow it, and shake it. Do each possible joint movement 
separately so that you are gentle with your joints, exercise safely, and train your awareness 
for all head movements.

Continue from the arms and head movement, 
or move into a kneeling or a seated posture.

As you inhale, stretch your spinal column 
and neck.

Exhale and relax your shoulders.
Keep your chin parallel to the floor, and 

make sure that your head does not bow and 
your shoulders stay relaxed.
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Inhale while turning your head to the right.

Exhale while turning your head to the left 
without bowing.

Repeat the rotation for six complete inhala-
tions and exhalations.

Get back into your initial posture. Feel the 
effect of the rotations. You may close your eyes 
if you like.
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HEAD BOW SIDEWAYS

The head bow sideways is important because it exercises the muscles of your neck and 
shoulders. While performing this posture, make sure that you keep both shoulders in a 
relaxed position.

Note:

Make sure that your shoulders are relaxed and that your head does not turn and bow at 
the same time.

Continue from the head rotation movement, 
or move into a kneeling or seated position.

As you inhale, stretch your spinal column 
and neck, and relax your shoulders.

While exhaling, gently bow your head to the 
right side, moving your right ear closer to your 
shoulder. Make sure that both your shoulders 
stay relaxed.

As you inhale, slowly raise your head into 
the starting position.

Exhale and gently bow your head to the left 
side.
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As you inhale, slowly raise your head into 
the starting position.

Repeat the movements for six complete in-
halations and exhalations, three movements 
per side.

Finally, get back into the initial posture and 
feel the effect of the stretches. You may close 
your eyes if you like.
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HEAD BOW FORWARD

In the next step, you lower your head forward and stretch your shoulder and neck muscles.

Continue from the head bow sideways 
movement, or move into a kneeling or seated 
posture.

As you inhale, stretch your spinal column 
and neck and relax your shoulders.

While exhaling, gently bow your head for-
ward to the right until your chin gets close to 
your chest. Make sure that both your shoulders 
stay relaxed.

As you inhale, slowly raise your head into 
the starting position.

Exhale and gently bow your head forward 
and to the left.

As you inhale, slowly raise your head into 
the starting position.

Repeat the movements for six complete in-
halations and exhalations, three movements on 
each side.

Finally, return to your initial posture and 
feel the effect of the stretches. You may close 
your eyes if you like.



REliEvE TENSiONS: POSTuRES fOR NECk, ShOulDERS, AND ARmS

77

QUICK LOOK

Chapter 9 RELIEVE TENSIONS: POSTURES FOR NECK, SHOULDERS, AND ARMS

Arm and Head Coordination Develops the ability to coordinate head and arm movement, to 
synchronize movement and breathing, and to focus.

Head Rotations
Done one direction at a time, and help in maintaining or re-

gaining the  mobility of joints and the flexibility of neck and 
 shoulder muscles.

Head Bow Sideways

Head Bow Forward





79

10

Pay Attention:  
Eye Exercises

With a stretched spine and relaxed 
neck and shoulder muscles, you 

are primed for the next set of yoga postures: 
eye exercises. Though you may not realize 
it, you can train your eye muscles in the 
same way that you can train other muscle 
groups. Yoga exercises for the eyes help 
you maintain good eye sight and can also 
provide relief for burning and itching eyes. 
For cancer patients, these exercises are im-
portant in alleviating the vision problems 
that chemotherapy can cause.

Exercising your eyes for just a couple 
of minutes each day enables your ocular 

muscles to better adapt to the loss of 
flexibility that happens as we age, helps 
your eyes remain moist, increases blood 
circulation, and relaxes the eye. You will 
find that the relaxation gained through this 
exercise will improve your vision.

Contraindications

If you normally wear glasses, take them off 
during these exercises. If you have serious 
eye problems, such as glaucoma or macu-
lar degeneration, you should talk to your 
doctor first.
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Note:

This exercise can be done discretely during the day. Instead of looking at your thumbnail, 
choose an object near you to look at.

FOCUS NEAR AND FAR

If your eyes are constantly focusing at the same distance (reading, watching TV, working at 
the computer), your eye muscles weaken in the same way that a constant seated position 
weakens your leg and belly muscles. Most people fail to realize that eye muscles, like any 
other muscle, need a workout to stay flexible and maintain strength.

The next exercises actively alternate your focus on close and distant objects. By moving 
your arms at the same time, you also increase muscle strength.

Continue from the head bow forward 
exercise, or move into the kneeling or 
seated posture.

Extend one arm to eye level, make a 
fist, and put up your thumb.

Look at the tip of your nose and take a 
breath in and out.

Look at your thumbnail and breathe in 
and out.

Look at an object that is close by, and 
breathe in and out.

Look at an object in the distance, and 
breathe in and out.

With the next inhalation, you no lon-
ger lock your eyes onto an object. Instead, 
just look into the sky or ahead of you and 
breathe out again.

Repeat each step in reverse order until 
you are looking at your nose again.

Do the exercise six times. Change to the other arm if you like.
At the end, put your arms on top of your thighs.
Close your eyes before you continue with the next exercise.

“I was impressed that a yoga class also en-
compassed a set of eye exercises. Since we 
had wonderful trees in front of our windows, 
it was a treat to do the near and distant fo-
cus exercise during class.”

“The exercises helped me overcome my 
blurred vision, but it was exhausting for 
my arms.”
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THE LYING EIGHT

During the first eye exercise, you switched back and forth between focusing on something close 
and focusing on something far. With the next exercise, you train your peripheral vision. Done to-
gether with arm movement and proper breathing, eye exercises can also help you to strengthen 
your arm muscles and help you better concentrate.

Continue from the focus near and far 
exercise, or move into the kneeling or seat-
ed posture.

Extend your right arm to eye level, make 
a fist, and put up your thumb.

Focus on your thumbnail with both 
eyes. As you do this exercise, hold your 
head in a fixed position, and move only 
your eyes as you focus on and follow the 
movements of your thumb.

Start moving your right hand and thumb 
upward as far as possible, making sure that 
you can still see your thumbnail. Continue 
moving your hand completely to the right, 
staying focused on the thumbnail at all 
times. Follow your thumb as your stretched 
right arm moves downward along the lower 
right half of your peripheral vision, and 
then proceed back to the starting position.

Lower your right arm, and bring your 
left arm up. Do the same exercise to the 
left side.

Repeat the exercise twice to each side.
Close your eyes, and continue on to the 

following exercise.
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CUPPING AND BLINKING

During the two preceding eye exercises, your eyes were wide open and the muscles active. 
The next exercise supports the relaxation of your eyes and facial muscles, and the blinking 
helps moisten your eyes.

While your eyes are closed, rub your 
hands forcefully together until you feel 
their warmth.

Completely cover your closed eyes with 
your palms, and let your fingertips rest on 
your hair line. Feel the warmth of your 
palms being transferred, and completely 
relax your eyes.

Hold the posture for as long as you can 
feel the warmth of your palms.

While keeping your eyes closed, re-
move your hands, and relax your arms in 
your lap.

Start blinking your eyes, quickly at first 
and then slowly.

Finally, open your eyes and keep them 
open. Relax your whole body and feel the 
effects.

QUICK LOOK

Chapter 10 PAY ATTENTION: EYE EXERCISES

Focus Near and Far Trains eye muscles by alternating tightening and relaxing.

The Lying Eight Increases peripheral vision.

Cupping and Blinking Relaxes eye and facial muscles and moistens the eyes.
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Back to Old Heights: 
S tanding Postures

W ith the next set of yoga asanas,  
 practiced during the dynamic 

portion of the class, you build muscles from 
your feet to your arms. Breathing and mov-
ing correctly are essential to getting into the 
postures and holding them. The exercises 
shown here are demanding but also very 
energizing, relieving energy loss as they 
boost your circulation and strengthen the 
muscles that help you stay balanced. The 
changes between forward and backward 
bends and among side bends, rotations, 
and balancing postures are not only good 
variations, but will make you aware of all 
the different movements and capabilities of 
your body.

Along with these physical benefits, the 
energy of the asanas promotes your mental 
well-being, and yoga asanas such as the 
hero postures make you feel your strength, 
get focused, and gain courage.

“Depending on my mood and well-being, 
I prefer different postures. When I feel very 
energetic I love to do the hero postures. I feel 
my muscle strength and bring my  energy to 
the posture.”

After surgery, many women tend to 
hunch their shoulders, tightening the chest, 
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For example, the head and eye exercises 
were done sitting upright. Here, we focus 
on the standing versions.

Contraindications and Alignments

Because of the high number and great vari-
ety of the postures, we address the contrain-
dications and alignments in the detailed 
d escription of each asana.

rounding the upper back, and moving the 
head and chin forward. Such poor posture 
hurts the upper spine in many ways and 
causes shallow breathing. In order to coun-
ter this, you must regularly practice stretch-
ing and pulling the shoulders backward 
and sitting upright. We helped  women do 
this during our yoga classes by exercising 
the neck, shoulder, and arm muscles in 
all postures: lying, sitting, and standing. 
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HERO 1

This modified posture, in which you open your arms to the side, is a good start after sur-
gery. Like the reference posture in which you stretch your arms above your head, it works 
your body from head to toe, enhancing the strength of your foot, leg, arm and shoulder 
muscles, and mobilizing your shoulder joints. Your spine is stretched and, while you are 
moving steadily and breathing rhythmically, you deepen your breath and balance with 
each inhalation and exhalation.

Balance is also necessary for maintaining this asana: You must constantly stabilize 
your stance through very small movements of your foot and leg muscles.

Be gentle with your knees by keeping them aligned with your ankles, and be gentle with 
your arms and shoulders by positioning them in a way that is comfortable for you.

Start at a moderate pace, increasing it as you gradually gain strength.
If you continue from the eye exercises, first get into the squat position and slowly rise 

into the standing mountain posture.

Place your feet hip width apart, weight 
evenly distributed on your feet. Extend 
your knees (do not hyperextend them), ro-
tate your thighs outward, and tighten your 
pelvic muscles. Stretch the vertebrae be-
tween your tailbone and the crown of your 
head, lower your chin toward your chest, 
relax your shoulders and arms as well as 
your face and tongue muscles.

Breathe in and out deeply through your 
nose.

Put your left foot forward. Make sure 
that your feet are still hip width apart, with 
the outer sides of your feet parallel to one 
another, and your weight evenly distribut-
ed on both feet. Keep both legs stretched 
and both heels on the floor.

Push palms together in front of your 
sternum.

Inhale while slowly bending your front 
knee, and raising and opening your arms. 
Align your front knee over your ankle, 
tighten your pelvic muscles, and stretch 
your spine. Turn your face upward.
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Come into the standing posture.
Put your left foot forward. Make sure that 

your feet are still hip width apart and that the 
outer sides of your feet are parallel. Keep both 
legs stretched and both heels on the floor.

Bring your palms together in front of your 
sternum.

As you inhale bend your left knee while 
stretching out your arms and looking upward. 
Make sure your front knee is properly aligned 
over your ankle.

Hold this posture for six full inhalations and 
 exhalations.

Exhale and slowly move back into the stand-
ing posture. Close your eyes and compare both 
sides: both legs, both sides of your pelvis, both 
arms, and both sides of your face.

Repeat the exercise on the right side.

Exhale while slowly moving back into the 
starting position, consciously pushing your hands 
together again and stretching your front knee.

Repeat the exercise for six full inhalations 
and e xhalations.

As you inhale, bring your right foot forward 
to r eturn to the starting position.

Close your eyes and compare the feeling in 
both legs, both sides of your pelvis, and both 
sides of your face.

Open your eyes and repeat the exercise on 
the other side, putting your right foot forward 
this time.

Finally, get into the mountain posture, close 
your eyes, and compare both sides again. Feel 
the stretch of your back and the balancing effect 
of the whole exercise.

Reference Posture

The hero 1 posture gives your whole body a complete stretch from head to toe. Because 
widening the chest and deepening the breath is most important for women after surgery, 
the modified posture should be a regular part of your yoga practice—even after you are 
able to fully stretch out both arms above your head.
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Continue from the modified hero 1 pos-
ture or move into the standing posture.

Bend both your knees, and put your 
hands on top of your kneecaps, with your 
fingers facing inward.

Stretch your spine fully, and do not bow 
your head.

KNEE ROTATIONS

This is the same exercise we showed lying on the back in the chapter 2, but now you do it 
standing. Try it both ways and compare. The two variations are meant to align the bones 
and ligaments of your knee joints.

Knee problems are quite common and often hinder exercising. Standing and seated 
postures are good ways to get started if you are not comfortable with the standing versions. 
The following rotations of your knees will help you find the proper alignment.

For women undergoing cancer treatment, pain in the joints is often a side effect of the 
hormonal treatment. Pain in the knees can also be caused by sudden side-to-side move-
ments, long hours of sitting with your knees bent, blockage in the knees from standing, or 
from having your knees extended while lying in bed. Knee problems are often accompanied 
by poor positioning of the torso: weak thigh muscles fail to keep the pelvis aligned and put 
excess weight on the knees.
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After a while change direction and do 
the rotation to the other side. Once again, 
pay attention to any blockages and noises.

Gently stop the movement, roll your 
body upward with your knees bent, and 
move into the standing posture. Feel the 
 effects in your knees. Close your eyes if 
you like.

Slowly rotate your knees in one direc-
tion while maintaining a regular rhythm of 
movement and breathing. Become aware 
of blockages and noises in your joints.
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STARGAZER

Like the modified hero 1 posture, the stargazer posture allows you to widen your chest, mo-
bilize your shoulder joints, stretch and gently bend your spine, and deepen your breath. The 
tightening of the pelvic muscles prevents pain in the lower back.

Continue from the knee rotation, or move 
into the standing posture.

Put your right foot forward, making sure 
that your feet are hip width apart and that 
the outer sides of your feet are parallel to 
one another. Distribute your weight evenly 
on your feet, keeping both legs stretched 
and your heels on the floor.

Bring both forearms behind your back 
and cross them.

As you inhale, stretch your spinal col-
umn and look upward. Make sure your pel-
vic muscles are tight.

Maintain the position for six full inhala-
tions and exhalations.

As you inhale, bring your left foot for-
ward, and return to the starting position.

Close your eyes and compare the feeling 
in both your legs, both sides of your pelvis, 
both shoulders, and both sides of your face.

Repeat the exercise on the other side, 
 stepping forward with your left foot.

Bring both forearms behind your back. 
Cross your forearms so that the arm that 
was on the  bottom in the first part of the 
exercise is now on top. (If it feels strange, 
you’re doing it correctly. We all tend to put 
the same arm [hand, finger, etc.] on top if we 
bring both sides unconsciously together.)

Maintain the position for six full inhala-
tions and exhalations.

Finally, get into the standing posture, 
close your eyes, and feel the effects of the 
whole exercise.

Reference Posture

The reference version of the stargazer posture looks impressive. Both versions serve to the 
same purpose: they widen the chest and mobilize the shoulder joints.
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Continue from the modified star gazer 
posture or move into the standing posture.

Place your feet wider than hip width 
apart, with the outer sides of your feet 
 parallel to one another, and your weight 
evenly  distributed on your feet.  

Extend your knees, making sure not to 
 hyperextend them.

HIP ROTATIONS

This well known and simple exercise mobilizes foot, knee and hip joints, and makes you 
feel good.

Place both feet on the ground and move your pelvis slowly.



BACk TO OlD HEiGHTS: S TANDiNG POSTuRES

91

You can either place your hands on 
your hips or let your arms hang loosely to 
your sides.

Start moving your pelvis slowly in a cir-
cle, and keep to a steady breathing rhythm. 
Expand the movement.

After a while, change the direction of 
the hip rotation and continue the exercise.

Finally, stop the rotation and return into 
the standing posture. Feel the effects of the 
steady rotation.



YOGA AND BREAST CANCER

92

HERO 2

Strength in your foot and leg muscles and 
a good sense of balance are both necessary 
for maintaining the hero 2 posture because 
you have to constantly stabilize your stance 
through very small movements. Keep your 
knees bent, and be gentle with them by 
keeping them aligned with your ankles. Take 
care with the proper height of your arms.

Hero 2 differs from the hero 1 posture 
in that the pelvis is open to the side instead 
of the front. Your pelvis is in line with your 
right and left legs, depending on which is 
forward.

Many yoga students tend to bend for-
ward as they lift their arms and look over 
their leading arm. To prevent this, stretch 

your spine and keep your torso centered. 
Pay attention to your arms and shoulders 
and keep them in a position that works 
comfortably with your actual fitness level. 
Start moderately and gradually increase 
your pace.

“I love both hero postures. In hero 1, you open 
your arms, but in hero 2 you raise your arms 
and strengthen your legs at the same time.”

“I liked the hero posture 2 because I could 
look over my stretched-out arm and feel the 
energy in my body.”
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Continue from the hip rotation, or 
move into the standing posture. Move 
your feet to the sides, one leg length 
apart.

Turn your left foot completely out-
ward, and turn your right foot 45 degrees 
inward.

Exhale and slowly bend your left 
knee forward until it is above your an-
kle. Your right leg is stretched.

Inhale while slowly raising your 
arms up to shoulder height. Stretch 
out both arms. If you are straining, 
lower or bend one arm.
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As you inhale, stretch both legs and 
lower your arms.

Bring your feet together until they 
are hip width apart and compare the 
sides of your body: both legs, both sides 
of your pelvis, both shoulders, and both 
sides of your face.

Repeat the posture on the right side.
Finally, return to the standing pos-

ture and feel the energy in your body. 
Close your eyes if you like.

Stretch your spine again, turn your 
head, and look over your left arm. 
Make sure that your torso is in an 
 upright p osition.

Maintain the position for six full 
inhalations and exhalations.

Variation

If one arm cannot be fully stretched out, bend your arm to your comfort when you are 
b eginning to exercise.
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Continue from the hero 2 posture, or 
move into the standing posture.

Position your feet one leg length apart, 
with the outer sides of both feet touching 
the floor. Bend your knees.

Inhale and stretch out your spine.
Exhale while slowly bending down un-

til your torso is parallel to the floor.

PYRAMID

The modified pyramid posture stretches your legs and spine in a forward bend. To be gentle 
with your lower back, consciously stretch your spine and look downward to stay aligned. 
Keep your knees moderately bent, and your pelvis muscles tightened throughout the whole 
exercise.
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Lower your arms until your fingers or 
hands touch the floor. Make sure that your 
wrists are under your shoulder joints.

With the next exhalation slowly bend 
your right knee. Make sure that the outer 
sides of your feet are still on the floor.

Inhale while slowly moving back into 
the middle.

Exhale while slowly bending your left 
knee.

Inhale while slowly moving back into 
the middle.

Repeat the bends and stretches for six 
complete inhalations and exhalations.

Stop the movement, and stretch your 
spine again.

As you inhale, slowly roll your torso 
 upward.

Bring your feet closer together, and move 
into the standing posture. Feel the effects of 
the exercise. Close your eyes if you like.

Variations

If your fingers cannot touch the ground, use a folded blanket, a big book, or blocks (most 
yoga schools have them) to place your hands on. Be sure you stretch your back and do not 
bend your spine to reach the floor.



BACk TO OlD HEiGHTS: S TANDiNG POSTuRES

97

Continue from the modified pyramid 
posture, or move into the standing posture.

TREE POSTURE

Both the tree posture and the knee rotation posture are done twice during the yoga class: 
at the beginning in a supine posture, and at the end of the dynamic section in a standing 
position.

In an upright position, this posture enhances the strength of your foot, leg, and arm 
muscles and challenges your sense of balance.

To allow maximum levels of concentration and safety, this posture is shown at a begin-
ner’s level. If you feel safe after practicing for a while, close your eyes during the asana.
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Push your palms together in front of 
your sternum. Relax your shoulders, facial 
muscles, lips, and tongue.

Shift your weight to your right leg.
While inhaling, bend your left leg and 

push the sole of your left foot against the 
inner side of your inner right ankle. Rotate 
your bent leg outward as far as possible.

Maintain this posture for six complete 
inhalations and exhalations.

As you exhale, slowly turn your left leg 
back to the middle, stretch it out, and place 
it hip width apart from your right foot.

Close your eyes and compare both 
sides of your body: left and right leg, left 
and right sides of your pelvis, and left and 
right sides of your face.

Repeat the exercise on the other side.
Finally, return to the standing posture 

and again feel both sides of your body. 
Close your eyes if you like.
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Reference Posture

These postures are more challenging in 
terms of balance. If you have a good sense 
of balance and have tried the modified ver-
sion, try the tree posture with your foot 
against the inner side of your knee instead 
of your ankle.

Alternatively, you can also place the 
sole of your foot against your inner thigh.

In all cases, make sure that your bent 
knee is rotated to the outside and that your 
pelvis is erect.
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TRIANGLE IN MOTION

After practicing back and forward bends, rotations, and balancing postures, we continue 
the dynamic section with a side bend. Make sure that you are actually bending to the side 
and feeling the stretch in your flanks. Be gentle with your body. If you have difficulties 
fully stretching both sides, start with one side and bend the arm of the side that is weaker. 
Take your time feeling the effects of the exercise, and slowly move on to more challenging 
 versions of the posture.

Continue from the tree posture or 
move into the standing posture.

Position your feet one leg length 
apart from each other, with the outer 
sides of your feet parallel to one an-
other and your weight evenly spread 
on your feet. Extend your knees, but 
make sure not to hyperextend them.

While breathing in through your 
nose, slowly raise your arms to the 
side, stopping when you reach shoul-
der height. Be careful not pull up your 
shoulders along with your arms. If 
you are uncertain, briefly pull up your 
shoulders, and let them sink again.
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Exhale and slowly bend your torso 
to the left while your left arm is moving 
 downward and your right arm is moving 
upward. (You do not actually move your 
arms, they move with your torso.) Do this 
cautiously, and check whether or not the 
upper arm feels good. If it doesn’t, either 
lower your arm or bend it. Feel the stretch 
in your right flank.

Inhale and return into the starting 
 position.

Exhale and slowly bend your torso to 
the right while your left arm is moving up-
ward, and your right arm is moving down-
ward. Check again whether the upper arm 
feels good, and, if not, either lower your 
arm or bend it. Feel the stretch in your left 
flank.

Repeat the whole exercise for six full in-
halations and exhalations.

After the sixth turn, keep the posture for 
three full breathing cycles on each side.

Return into the standing position with 
an inhalation.

Exhale and lower your arms.
Finally, remain in the standing posture 

and feel the stretch of your flanks. Close 
your eyes if you like.



YOGA AND BREAST CANCER

102

Variation

Start with gentle movements. If your upper 
arm does not feel good, lower or bend it.

Reference Posture

In the triangle posture, you get the maxi-
mum stretch of your flanks as you hold the 
posture for six breathing cycles.

Come into the standing posture. Turn 
your left foot outward with the toes point-
ing forward, and turn your right foot inward 
45 degrees.
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Continue the movement, pointing your 
left arm downward and your right arm up-
ward. Make sure you do not bend your tor-
so forward. Keep both your flanks stretched 
and keep your head and neck straight. 
Maintain the posture for six complete in-
halations and exhalations.

As you inhale, return to the upright po-
sition, and place your feet hip width apart. 
Compare both sides of your body: your 
legs, both sides of your pelvis, both sides 
of your shoulders, and your face.

Repeat the posture on the other side.
Finally, with an inhalation, return to 

the upright position, and place both your 
feet hip width apart. Feel the effects of the 
stretches in your flanks. Close your eyes if 
you like.

Inhale while raising your arms until they 
are fully stretched out at shoulder height. 
Make sure that you did not pull up your 
shoulders. If you are uncertain, you can 
briefly raise your shoulders and let them 
sink again.

Exhale while bending your torso to the 
left side. Both arms are stretched.
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QUICK LOOK

Chapter 11 BaCk to old HeigHts: standing Postures

Hero 1 Enhances the strength of foot, leg, and arm muscles; mobilizes the 
shoulder joints; and widens the chest.

knee rotations Aligns the bones and ligaments of the knee joints.

stargazer Widens the chest, mobilizes the shoulder joints, stretches the spine, 
and deepens the breath.

Hip rotations Mobilizes foot, knee and hip joints.

Hero 2 Develops the strength of foot, leg, and arm muscles and increases 
the sense of balance.

Pyramid Stretches legs and spine in a forward bend.

tree Posture Enhances the strength of foot, leg, and arm muscles and challenges 
the sense of balance in an upright position.

triangle in Motion Provides a stretch for your flanks.
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Once Again:  
Postures for Neck,  

Shoulders, and Arms

Because it is vital to exercise hands, 
arms, and shoulders, we do these 

postures twice during the yoga class: in 
a supine posture at the beginning of the 
class and then seated or standing after the 
dynamic section. Compare the effects of 
the exercises done lying on the back with 
those done seated or standing. The follow-
ing  exercises can and should be done sev-
eral times during the day, so we’ll present 
more of them to you in part III: Yoga for 
Moments in Between.

Nerve injury to the shoulder and back 
muscles can occur after the  removal of 
lymph nodes from the armpit and, unfor-
tunately, lymphedema can develop. Lymph 
vessels help transport tissue fluid back into 
 circulation with the blood; and the removal 
of the lymph nodes disrupts this process 
and can lead to the accumulation of fluid 
and swelling of the hands or arms. The risk 
of developing lymphedema increases after 
radiation therapy. For a short time, wearing 
surgical hose can help, but, in the long run, 
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Avoid long sunbaths and visits to the 
 sauna.

Make sure to use your healthy arm when 
taking your blood pressure or providing 
a blood sample.

Take all precautions necessary to avoid in-
fection in the affected arm.

Sleep on your healthy side.
Make sure that you’re able to perform 

manual lymph drainage; it’s important 
in developing self-reliance.

it is vital to exercise and manually perform 
lymph  drainage.

The arm and shoulder exercises in this 
section will help you avoid developing or 
aggravating lymphedema.

Besides doing these postures regularly 
during the day and in your yoga class, we 
recommend the following:

Do not carry heavy objects with your af-
fected arm.
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Continue from triangle in motion, or 
come into the standing posture.

Place your feet hip width apart, and dis-
tribute your weight evenly on your feet.

Extend your knees (but do not hy-
perextend them), and rotate your thighs 
 outward.

Tighten your pelvic muscles, and stretch 
the vertebrae between your tailbone and 
the crown of your head.

Lower your chin toward your chest, and 
relax your shoulders and arms along with 
your face and tongue muscles.

Breathe in and out deeply through 
your nose.

As you inhale, lift your arms upward 
toward the ceiling, making sure not to lift your shoulders. Stretch your arms as far as 
possible. Check if the stretch feels good, and, if not, reduce the stretch in one or both 
arms.

Open and close your hands (pumping).
Repeat the movement during six inhalations and exhalations.
As you exhale, lower your arms.
Feel the effect of the exercise. Close your eyes if you like.

ARM LIFTS

Because one unconsciously tries to reduce the movement of arms and shoulders after 
surgery, it is helpful to give them special attention. Following breast surgeries, it is vital to 
exercise hands, arms, and  shoulders.
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ARM ROTATIONS

The arm rotation exercise counters the poor posture of shoulders that accompanies shallow 
breathing. This one is especially effective at mobilizing the shoulder joints and strengthen-
ing the arm muscles. Exercises for neck, shoulder, and arm muscles can be done in all pos-
tures: lying, sitting, and standing. Here, we show you how to perform the rotations while 
standing.

Once again, a word of caution: Make sure not to overdo the exercise.

Continue from the arm lift or move 
into a standing posture.

Place your feet hip width apart.
While breathing in through your 

nose, slowly raise your arms sideways 
to shoulder height.

Make sure that you are raising 
your arms only, not your shoulders. If 
you are uncertain, briefly pull up your 
shoulders, and let them sink again.
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As you inhale, rotate your stretched 
arms forward until your palms are fac-
ing forward.

Repeat this rotation of your stretched 
arms for six complete breathing cycles.

Stop the movement. Inhale and 
stretch your arms again.

As you exhale, slowly lower your 
arms.

Return to the standing posture and 
feel the effects. Close your eyes if you 
like.

As you exhale, rotate your stretched 
arms backward until your palms are 
facing backward.
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ARM BENDS

Here, we present another posture that gives special attention to your arms and shoulders 
by gently strengthening your muscles.

Continue from the arm rotation, or move 
into a seated, standing, or kneeling posture.

Place your feet hip width apart.
While breathing in through your nose, 

slowly raise your arms sideways to shoul-
der height. Make sure that you are raising 
your arms only, not your shoulders. If you 
are uncertain, briefly pull up your shoul-
ders, and let them sink again.

As you exhale, bend both arms up so your 
hands touch the tops of your  shoulders.

As you inhale, stretch both arms again.
Repeat the movements for six complete 

breathing cycles.
Stop the movement. Inhale and stretch 

your arms again.
As you exhale, slowly lower your arms.
Return to the standing posture, and feel 

the effects. Close your eyes if you like.

QUICK LOOK

Chapter 12 OnCe AgAin: POstures fOr neCk, shOulders, And Arms

Arm lifts Exercises hands, arms, and shoulders, and supports the transport of 
tissue fluid back into the circulation.

Arm rotations Mobilizes the shoulder joints and strengthens the arm muscles.

Arm Bends Supports the transport of tissue fluid back into the circulation and 
exercises arm muscles
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Back to the Mat:  
More Supine Postures

After the dynamic part of the yoga 
lesson, we return to the floor with 

another set of supine postures. These pos-
tures particularly support stretching and 
muscle building, especially of the abdomi-
nal muscles. When you lack full strength 
in your arms, belly muscles are important 
because they can help you pull yourself 
up out of bed, for example. Because belly 
muscles function in perfect opposition to 
the back muscles, we train both sets in the 

next section. We start with the boat pos-
ture to strengthen the belly muscles, con-
tinue with the shoulder bridge to enhance 
the flexibility and strength of the back and 
leg muscles, and do a variation of the al-
ready introduced knee-to-chest exercise as 
a balancing posture. We then do a set of 
stretches and counter stretches, performed 
in a safe supine posture. Alignments are 
addressed in the detailed description of 
each asana.
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Keep your pelvis in an upright position 
and stretch your entire spinal column. Ex-
tend the crown of your head upward, raise 
your sternum, and relax your face and 
mouth muscles. Breathe in and out deeply 
through your nose.

While you inhale, stretch your arms 
forward. Maintain the posture during six 
complete inhalations and exhalations.

Get back into the starting posture and 
feel the effects. Close your eyes if you like.

BOAT POSTURE

Continue from the arm bend exercise, or 
move into the seated posture on the floor. 
Bend your knees, position your feet on the 
floor, and distribute your weight evenly on 
both sit bones. Place your hands around 
your knees.
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Reference Posture

If you want to exercise the full posture, make sure that you have enough space behind you 
to completely lay down. Come into the starting position, place your hands around your 
knees, and stretch your spine and your arms. As you inhale, move your torso backward, 
placing your back on the floor, vertebra by vertebra. Keep your arms stretched out as you 
move. As you exhale, return to the starting position.

Boat Posture in Motion

To build up your belly muscles, you can vary the posture and move your torso back 
and forth.

As you inhale, move your torso backward.
As you exhale, move your torso forward, 

and come back into the starting position.
Begin with small movements, and keep 

your spine stretched out.
Repeat the movement during six com-

plete inhalations and exhalations.
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SHOULDER BRIDGE

The shoulder bridge, performed immediately after the boat posture, enhances the strength 
and flexibility of the back and leg muscles. Though it is a backward bend, it is safely sup-
ported by your feet, arms, shoulders, and head.

As you lift your body, make sure that you bend and stretch your spine vertebra by vertebra.
Check that you are correctly aligned. Place your feet hip width apart, keep your knees 

parallel, tighten your pelvic muscles, stretch your neck, and point your chin toward your 
chest. Before continuing, make sure your arms can carry the weight. Start by raising only 
the lower part of your spine, and, if it feels good, continue up to your shoulder blades.

Part I

If you continue from the boat posture, place 
your hands on both sides of your hips. As 
you inhale, move your torso backward, 
and place your back on the floor vertebra 
by vertebra. If you are practicing on a mat, 
move upward to use the whole length of 
your mat.

Bend both your legs, and place your 
feet hip width apart on the floor.

Place your arms on the floor by your 
sides, palms facing downward.

Inhale through your nose, and tighten 
your pelvic muscles as you lift your back ver-
tebra by vertebra, starting with the tailbone.

Exhale through your nose while lowering 
your back vertebra by vertebra. Relax your 
pelvis muscles at the end of the movement.

Make sure your breathing and move-
ment are completely synchronized.

Repeat the movements for six complete 
inhalations and exhalations.
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Part II

To do the complete asana, inhale 
through your nose and tighten your bot-
tom (pelvic muscles) while lifting your 
back vertebra by vertebra. Make sure 
your feet push into the floor.

Maintain the posture for six complete 
inhalations and exhalations.

Exhale as you lower your spine ver-
tebra by vertebra, and return the starting 
position.

Stretch out your legs and feel the effects 
of the back bend. Close your eyes if it feels 
comfortable.
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KNEES TO CHEST

If you continue from the shoulder bridge posture (a backward bend), the knee to chest 
posture serves as a balancing posture. The lower part of your spine bends up during this 
exercise.

Proceed from the shoulder bridge, or 
begin by lying on your back.

Consciously stretch your spine. Stretch 
your neck, lower your chin toward your 
sternum, and relax your face, lips, and 
tongue.

Bend your knees, and pull them to your 
chest.

Place your right hand on your right 
knee and your left hand on your left knee. 
Relax your lower legs and feet, and stretch 
your neck.

Exhale through your nose, bend your 
arms, and pull your knees closer to your 
chest.

Inhale through your nose, stretch your 
arms, and move your knees away from 
your chest.

Repeat the movement during at least 
six complete inhalations and exhalations.

Place your feet back on the floor, and 
feel the effects of the movement. Close your 
eyes if you like.
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Variation

Instead of moving back and forth, you can 
move in circles.

Begin with small clockwise circles and 
expand them.

Do the same in the opposite direction. 
Exhale while you do the lower half of 

the circle, and inhale while you do the 
 upper half.

Feel how your lower back is massaged.
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QUICK LOOK

Chapter 13 BaCk to the Mat: More Supine poStureS

Boat posture Develops the strength of your belly and back muscles.

Shoulder Bridge Enhance the flexibility and strength of the back and 
leg muscles.

knees to Chest A gentle, forward bend of the lower spine that also serves as a 
balancing posture.
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Time to Feel the Effects:  
Relaxing Postures

In yoga, it is important to exercise 
 regularly, and to ascertain what is best 

for you in specific situations. The more of-
ten you have been in a posture, the better 
you are able to evaluate your body tone, 
breathing rhythm, and depth of breathing, 
and the more aware you will become of your 
thoughts and feelings. A lot of women in our 
study enjoyed all kinds of sports, and they 
often told us what a difference yoga made to 
their experience doing athletics, especially 
in terms of breathing and awareness.

The two following yoga postures enable 
you to become aware of the effects of the 

yoga class and of the difference in your 
body tone, feelings, and thoughts while do-
ing the same exercises in various settings 
and at different times during the day.

Remember to stretch your neck, and lift 
your head a little to prevent any bowing 
while turning it.

“You always told us: ‘Recognize your 
thoughts and feelings.’ I’m not a person 
with high self-awareness. I love jogging and 
ball games. But I must admit, yoga helped 
me feel good.”
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KAYA KRIYA

Kaya kriya develops your ability to simultaneously breathe and move, focuses your atten-
tion, and provides gentle training for the joints.

Continue from the knee to chest pos-
ture, or lie on your back.

Stretch your entire spine.
Stretch your neck, and lower your 

chin toward your sternum.
Close your eyes.
Relax your face and the muscles of 

your mouth.
Relax your shoulders so that they 

lie flat on the floor.
Lay your arms beside your body, 

palms facing the floor.

Rotate your arms outward away 
from your sides.

As you inhale, rotate your feet in-
ward until your big toes touch.

Place your legs several inches apart, leaving enough space between your feet for your big 
toes to touch when you rotate your feet.

Rotate your feet outward.
Breathe in and out deeply through your nose.
Place your arms very close to your sides.
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Turn your head to the right (with-
out bowing your head).

As you exhale, rotate your feet 
 outward.

Rotate your arms toward your sides.

Turn your head to the left.

Repeat the movements for six complete inhalations and exhalations.
Return to the starting position, with your arms, palms up, by your sides, and feet rotated 

outward. Feel the  effects of kaya kriya.
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YOGA NIDRA

Yoga nidra is one of the best ways to be-
come aware of the effects yoga has on dif-
ferent parts of your body. The first step is 
to lie down in shanti asana, and become 
aware of your body part by part.

You can either develop your own way of 
moving your awareness through your body 
or be guided by a teacher (either in a class 
or at home using a CD). Both  methods have 
their advantages.

Practicing on your own can be  helpful if 
you have trouble falling asleep, but requires 
regular practice and the development of a 
rhythm as you move your attention from 
body part to body part.

Bringing the awareness toward a certain 
part of the body while listening to a voice 
is very relaxing, and doing yoga nidra this 
way can give you the feeling of being di-
rectly connected to your body without us-
ing words, terms, or images.

There is generally no correct way of do-
ing yoga nidra, just find a way that works 
best for you as an individual.

“Sometimes when I am absentminded—
and it is not owing to my illness—I like to 
stretch out on the floor and become aware 
of my body in yoga nidra.”

Continue from kaya krya, or start in 
shanti asana.

Bring your attention to your left foot, 
your left sole, your left ankle, your left lower 
leg, your left knee, your left thigh, your left 
hip joint.

Bring your attention to your right foot, 
your right sole, your right ankle, your right 
lower leg, your right knee, your right thigh, 
your right hip joint.

Bring your attention to your left hand, 
your left palm, your left wrist, your left lower 
arm, your left elbow, your left upper arm, 
your left shoulder joint.

Bring your attention to your right hand, 
your right palm, your right wrist, your right 
lower arm, your right elbow, your right up-
per arm, your right shoulder joint.
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Bring your attention to the back of your 
head where it lies on the floor, to the front 
of your face, your right brow, your left brow, 
your right eye, your left eye, the tip of your 
nose, your upper lip, your lower lip, the tip 
of your chin.

Bring your attention to your belly, ob-
serve how it moves up and down. Keep 
your attention on your belly for a couple of 
inhalations and exhalations.

To get out of the posture, inhale and 
 exhale completely through your nose a 
couple of times.

Make small movements with your toes 
and fingers, with your feet and hands, 
your legs and arms. Stretch your body if 
it feels good.

Get up into a seated posture.
In an upright posture on the floor, feel the 

effects of yoga nidra with your eyes closed.

QUICK LOOK

Chapter 14 Time To Feel The eFFeCTs: Relaxing PosTuRes

Kaya Kriya Helps you simultaneously breathe and move, focuses the attention, and is also 
a gentle exercise for the joints.

Yoga nidra One of the best ways to recognize the effects yoga has on different parts of 
the body.
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Round Out  
Your Practice:  

Energizing Postures

The full yoga class we offered dur-
ing our study ended with energiz-

ing postures. Done in an upright seated 
position, these relaxing postures provide a 
time at the end of the class to feel the dif-
ference in your body tone, awareness, and 
thoughts from the beginning of the class. 

There are no contraindications for these 
postures. Make sure that you use caution 
when standing at the end of your yoga les-
son; suddenly rising from calm stances can 
lead to a decrease in blood pressure and 
make you feel dizzy. Inhale while rolling 
upward into a standing position.
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IMAGINATION

Earlier, we talked about the importance of exercising your arms and shoulders after sur-
gery. Here, we present a yoga posture in which you will feel your arms in such a way that, 
without moving them, you get a sense of the flowing motion in your blood vessels. If you 
like this exercise, it can accompany your physical workout of arms and shoulders.

Continue from yoga nidra, or come into 
an upright seated posture. You may choose 
to sit with your legs crossed, to kneel, or to 
sit on a chair.

Place both hands on your knees, with 
the palms facing up toward the ceiling. 
Close your eyes. As you do this exercise, 
imagine energy moving up and down 
your arms. For women suffering from lym-
phedema, this exercise may be particularly 
helpful in imagining the renewed flow of 
blocked fluids.

Focus your attention on your left hand. 
Inhale through your nose, and move your 
attention up your left arm. Exhale through 
your nose, and move your attention to your 
right arm, then down to your hand.

Inhale through your nose, and move 
your attention up your right arm. Exhale 
through your nose, and move your atten-
tion down your left arm to your hand.

Repeat the exercise for six complete in-
halations and exhalations.

Feel the effect of the posture in your 
starting position. Close your eyes if you 
like.
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your inhalations and exhalations. For some, 
it is easy to fully inhale but difficult to com-
pletely exhale, while for others it’s the other 
way around.

ALTERNATE NOSTRIL BREATHING

If your scars itch, or if you have an allergic 
reaction, you might unconsciously begin to 
take more shallow breaths. With the follow-
ing yoga exercise, you can slowly develop a 
steady breathing rhythm, composed of a reg-
ular rhythm and complete inhalations and 
exhalations, while enhancing your  ability 
to concentrate. Alternate nostril breathing, 
when practiced regularly, will allow you to 
determine if there are  differences between 

“I felt handicapped and made small move-
ments. And after a while I felt small. With 
yoga, I learned to completely inhale and 
exhale, widen my chest, and fully use my 
joints. Yoga helped me to open myself, 
stand up, and recognize my abilities.” 

Continue from the imagination exercise, 
or come into a seated posture on the floor 
or on a chair.

Bend the index finger, middle finger, 
and ring finger of one hand, and stretch out 
your thumb and little finger.

Place your thumb next to your right 
nostril and your little finger next to the left 
nostril. Either place your bent arm on the 
table, or hold it comfortably in front of your 
body in such a way that it is not pushing 
on your thorax and does not block your 
breathing.

To begin, first breathe out deeply through 
both nostrils.

Then, close your right nostril with your 
thumb, and slowly breathe in through your 
left nostril. Maintain the position and feel 
your filled lungs.

Close the left nostril with your little 
finger, and slowly breathe out completely 
through the right nostril. Maintain the po-
sition and feel your “empty” lungs.
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Slowly breathe in again through the 
same right nostril. Maintain the position, 
and feel your filled lungs. Close your right 
nostril with your thumb, and slowly breathe 
out through the left nostril again. Maintain 
the position and feel your “empty” lungs.

Repeat the alternate nostril breathing 
for at least six complete breath cycles.

Finally, lower your hand and breathe 
in and out through both your nostrils. Feel 
the calming effects. Keep your eyes closed 
if you like.

Variation

To achieve as even a breathing rhythm as possible, count to six between every inhalation 
and every exhalation and to three during the breaks in between. The volume of breath you 
take in and breathe out can be increased with time. After doing this exercise for a while, 
you can perform the exercises at a ratio of 8:4, 10:5, and more. This depends, however, on 
your ability to achieve a pleasant, thorough, and even breathing rhythm.
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CHANTING

Chanting improves your regular breathing, helps you to gain a higher level of attentiveness, 
and increases self-esteem. If you practice the following little exercise regularly, your voice 
can also give you an idea of your actual fitness and energy.

Continue from alternate nostril breath-
ing, or come into a seated posture on the 
floor or on a chair.

Place your hands on your thighs, palms 
facing downward.

Inhale through your nose, and exhale 
with the sound “aah.”

Inhale through your nose, and exhale 
with the sound “ooh.”

Inhale through your nose, and exhale 
with the sound “mmm.”

Repeat each sound three times.
At the end of the chanting, note your 

thoughts and feelings.
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Keep the posture for a while before 
you open your eyes. Become aware of the 
changes in energy, strength, and flexibility 
after practicing.

SEATED SHANTI ASANA

At the end of your practice, place your right hand into left hand (whether you are sitting or 
kneeling), a well-known gesture of concentration in yoga.

QUICK LOOK

Chapter 15 Round out YouR PRaCtiCe: eneRgizing PostuRes

imagination Develops the awareness of arms and flowing motion in the 
blood vessels.

Can accompany physical workout of arms and shoulders.

alternate nostril Breathing Enhances breathing capacity and develops the ability to focus.

Chanting Chanting is good for a regular breath, a better level of 
 attentiveness, and greater self-esteem.

seated shanti asana Helps you concentrate and become aware of the effects after 
 practicing yoga.



PART  
III

YOGA POSTURES  

FOR MOMENTS  

IN BETWEEN
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The yoga postures, or asanas, we show you in this third part, “Yoga 
for Moments in Between,” are designed to provide immediate  relief. 
They can be practiced at any time and in (almost) any place, and can 

relieve pain in the shoulders and arms, stretch your whole body, or relax and 
calm you. Each of them focuses on the part of the body mentioned. Luckily, 
most of the asanas also affect the body and mind in multiple ways; for example, 
standing positions for your back and shoulders also affect the legs, feet, and 
toes, and eye exercises also help calm the mind. Together with synchronized 
breathing, and with regular practice, these asanas have an immediate, positive 
effect. Develop your daily yoga practice by writing down which yoga postures 
you enjoy doing, and which postures have an immediate effect.

“You have told us to practice yoga ‘in between.’  While I do the wash-
ing, I place my feet and distribute my weight evenly. I rotate my thighs, 
tighten my pelvic muscles, and stretch my spine and my neck, up to the 
crown of my head. I also do this as soon as I feel my back starting to 
hurt. That relieves the whole thing.”
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Controlled relaxation is the key to physical and mental relief. By intention-
ally relaxing those muscles you are not using, you learn to more easily attain 
a relaxed posture in yoga as well as in everyday life. In addition, the more 
synchronized your breathing and movement, the more profound your muscu-
loskeletal relaxation will be when you exhale, which will help you counteract 
chronic tension. Yoga also trains your brain to recognize varying stimulants 
and identify their locations and causes: a challenging stretch, a flowing move-
ment, a relaxation that comes with exhalation, the composition of different 
body surfaces, as well as fine temperature differences. Practicing yoga eventu-
ally becomes as effective as receiving a good massage. Even those who had 
practiced on and off before found that regular practice changed the way they 
felt and helped them take themselves and their bodies seriously.

“After practicing yoga intensively for a year, I could consciously feel what 
it does to my body and mind. I learned yoga again in a new way. And 
my impression of yoga was now from the perspective of a sick person, 
focusing on how yoga could positively influence my body.”
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Stretch and Relax  
Your Back
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MOUNTAIN POSTURE

Yoga postures, such as the hero 2, immediately improve your sense of strength. The moun-
tain postures serves the same purpose and can be done discreetly while you wait for an 
elevator or a green light, while you are on the phone, and so on.

The mountain posture is easy to do and very beneficial, especially if you feel small or 
hunched, because you stretch the whole body, maintain balance, and increase focus.

Place your feet hip width apart, and dis-
tribute your weight evenly on your feet. If 
you feel more weight on the inner side of 
your feet (or vice versa), adjust accordingly.

Extend your knees, making sure not to 
hyperextend them.

Rotate your thighs outward and feel 
your pelvis lifting up.

Support this position of your pelvis by 
tightening your pelvic muscles.

Stretch the vertebrae from your tailbone 
to the crown of your head.

Relax your belly.
Raise your sternum, and let your shoul-

ders and arms hang down loosely.
Align your chin parallel to the ground, 

and relax your face, lips, and tongue.
Breathe in and out deeply through your 

nose.

Variation

You can stretch your spine while sitting on 
a chair or in a car.
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TURTLE POSTURE

The turtle posture is a forward bend, useful for when you feel the need to relax your shoul-
ders or enlarge the space between your vertebrae. If you suffer from uncontrolled high 
blood pressure or from eye and ear conditions, do the tiger breathing posture instead.

Sit down on a chair. Place your feet more 
than hip width apart from one another and 
place your knee joints above your ankles. 
Pull your pelvis upright, stretch your spine, 
extend the crown of your head upward, 
and lower your chin toward your sternum. 
Relax your shoulders and arms, as well as 
your face and tongue muscles.

Place your hands on top of your thighs.
Inhale through your nose while in this 

position.
Exhale and gently bend downward 

between your knees, placing your hands 
around your lower legs or ankles. Relax 
your neck muscles.

Maintain the position for three complete 
inhalations. With each exhalation, relax 
your shoulders. With each inhalation, feel 
the stretch of your spine.

As you inhale, stretch your spine and 
raise your stretched torso back into the 
starting position.

Keep your eyes closed, and feel the ef-
fect of the exercise.

Variation

You can bend forward and place your fore-
arms on your knees. Rest your head on 
your upper arm.
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TIGER BREATHING

Like the turtle posture, tiger breathing enhances your awareness of your spine, releases the 
tension in your shoulders, and widens the space between your vertebrae. In addition, it 
synchronizes breathing and movement.

If you can bend and stretch your spine consciously, you can check and correct your 
posture throughout the day.

Sit down on a chair, and distribute your 
weight evenly on both sit bones.

Position your feet hip width apart, and 
distribute your weight evenly on your feet. 
The outer edges of your feet are parallel to 
one another.

Align your knee joints above your  ankles.
Pull your pelvis upright, stretch your 

spinal column, and extend the crown of 
your head upward.

Raise your sternum, and let your hands 
lie loosely on your thighs.

Align your chin parallel to the ground, 
and relax your face, lips, and tongue.

Breathe in and out deeply through your 
nose.

Exhale as you bend your spine vertebra 
by vertebra, starting at your tailbone and 
moving all the way up: lumbar, thoracic, and 
cervical spine. Bow your head at the end.
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Inhale and stretch your spine vertebra 
by vertebra, starting at your tailbone and 
moving all the way up: lumbar, thoracic, 
and cervical spine. Lift your head at the 
end.

Repeat the bend and stretch exercise for 
six complete inhalations and exhalations.

Inhale, return to the seated posture, 
and relax.

Feel the effects of the exercise. Close 
your eyes if you like.
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SQUAT

If you suffer from pain in your lower back, the squat is an easy and effective exercise. You 
can rest one hand on a chair or a handle bar for stabilization.

If you stay in squat for a long time, make sure that you rise slowly. Moving up suddenly 
might lead to a decrease in blood pressure and make you feel dizzy.

First come into mountain posture.
As you exhale, bend your knees, and 

come into squat.
Embrace your knees.
Focus on your back and let your shoul-

ders and spine completely relax.
Maintain the position for at least three 

complete  inhalations.

Variation

As you do the squat, stabilize your posture with your hands on the floor or holding a chair.

QUICK LOOK

Chapter 16 STrETCh anD rELax Your BaCk

Mountain Posture Immediately improves the feeling of strength, stretches the whole body, 
and helps to maintain balance, focus attention, and stand tall.

Turtle Posture Relaxes the shoulders and enlarges the space between the vertebrae.

Tiger Breathing Enhances your awareness of your spine, releases the tension in your 
shoulders, and enlarges the space between the vertebrae.

Squat Immediately releases pain in the lower back and relaxes the shoulders.
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17

Unburden Your Neck,  
Shoulders,  
and Arms

Often you are not aware that you 
are keeping your shoulders tight 

and pulled up for extensive periods of 
time until you feel pain or develop a 
headache.

Counter poor posture in your shoul-
ders by regularly performing these exer-
cises for the neck, shoulders, and arm 
muscles.

Keep in mind that after breast  surgeries, 
it is vital to exercise hands, arms, and 
shoulders, especially after the removal of 
lymph nodes. The following exercises sup-
port the transport of tissue fluid back into 
the  circulation (more postures in part II, 
chapters 6 and 7).

Practice with caution, making sure not 
to overdo the exercise.
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ROTATIONS

Start with this exercise. Keeping your arms at shoulder level, gently move your shoulder 
joints and gain strength in your arm muscles.

Either kneel, stand, or sit with a stretched 
spine and your pelvis in an upright position.

Place your feet wider than hip width 
apart.

While breathing in through your nose, 
slowly raise your arms sideways to shoul-
der height.

Make sure that you are raising your 
arms only, not your shoulders. If you are 
uncertain, briefly pull up your shoulders, 
and let them sink again.

As you exhale, rotate your stretched arms 
backward until your palms are facing back.

As you inhale, rotate your stretched arms 
forward until your palms are facing front.

Repeat this rotation for six complete 
breathing cycles.

Stop the movement. Inhale and stretch 
your arms again.

As you exhale, slowly lower your arms.
Return to the standing posture and feel 

the effects. Close your eyes if you like.
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STRETCHES

This exercise, used to quickly relieve the feeling of heaviness in your arms, is a little more 
vigorous and should be done with caution.

Come into the standing posture.
Place your feet hip width apart, and 

evenly distribute your weight on your feet.
Extend your knees (but do not hyperex-

tend them), and rotate your thighs  outward.
Tighten your pelvic muscles and stretch 

the vertebrae between your tailbone and 
the crown of your head.

Lower your chin toward your chest, and  
relax your shoulders and arms, as well as 
your face and tongue muscles.

Breathe in and out deeply through your 
nose.

As you inhale, lift your arms to the side 
raising your hands overhead and  making 
sure not to lift your shoulders at the same 
time. Stretch your arms out as far as  possible. 
Check if the stretch feels good, and, if not, 
reduce the stretch in one or both arms.

Open and close your hands (pumping).
Repeat the movement during six inha-

lations and exhalations.
As you exhale, lower your arms.
Feel the effect of the exercise. Close 

your eyes if you like.
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BENDS

Arm bends train the muscles of the upper torso and support the transport of tissue fluid 
back into the circulation. You can intensify the effect if you make pumping movements 
with your hands (open and close your hands).

Either stand or sit with a stretched spine 
and your pelvis in an upright position.

Place your feet more than hip width 
apart.

While breathing in through your nose, 
slowly raise your arms sideways to shoulder 
height. Make sure that you are raising your 
arms only, not your shoulders. If you are 
 uncertain, pull up your shoulders briefly, 
and let them sink again.

As you exhale, bend both arms.

Variation

Combine arm bends and hand exercises. As you exhale, bend both arms and close your 
hands, and as you inhale, stretch both arms and open your hands.

QUICK LOOK

Chapter 17 UnbUrden yoUr neCk, ShoUlderS, and armS

rotations A gentle way to mobilize the shoulder joints and gain strength in arm muscles.

Stretches A very efficient exercise to relieve the feeling of heaviness in the arms.

bends Trains the muscles and supports the transport of tissue fluid back into the circulation.

As you inhale, stretch out both arms.
Repeat the movements for six complete 

breathing cycles.
Stop the movement. Inhale and stretch 

your arms again.
As you exhale slowly lower your arms.
Return to the standing posture, and feel 

the effects. Close your eyes if youlike.
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Concentrate  
and  

Focus
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FOCUS NEAR AND FAR

Some women in our study reported that their vision seemed blurry after chemotherapy. Eye 
exercises train the eye muscles and relieve tension in the eyes.

You can do this posture discreetly during the day, whenever you have a few moments to 
yourself. If you have enough time to do the complete exercise, refer to part II chapter 5.

Sit on a chair with your spine stretched 
and your pelvis in an upright position, 
hands resting on your thighs.

Look at the tip of your nose, and breathe 
in and out.

Look at an object in near distance (for 
example, outstretched hand), and breathe 
in and out.

Look at an object that is close by, and 
breathe in and out.

Look at an object in the distance, and 
breathe in and out.

With the next inhalation, you no longer 
lock your eyes on an object. Instead, just 
look into the sky or ahead of you before 
breathing out again.

Repeat each step in reverse order until 
you are looking at your nose again.

Do the exercise six times.
Close your eyes, and feel the effect of 

the exercise.
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Keep your eyes closed, and rub your 
palms together. Completely cover your 
closed eyes with your warm palms, and let 
your fingertips rest on your hair line, re-
laxing your eyes as you feel the warmth of 
your palms transfer to your eyes.

Hold the posture as long as you can feel 
the warmth of your palms.

While keeping your eyes closed, take 
your hands off, and relax your arms in 
your lap.

Start blinking your eyes, quickly at first 
and then slowly.

Finally, open your eyes and keep them 
open, relax your whole body, and feel the 
effects.

CUPPING AND BLINKING

After exercising the eye muscles, it is important to relax and moisten the eyes.
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Sit upright on a chair. Stretch your spine, 
extend the crown of your head upward, 
align your chin parallel to the ground, and 
relax your shoulders and arms as well as 
your face and tongue muscles. Again, as 
you do this exercise, imagine energy mov-
ing up and down your arms.

Focus your attention on your left hand. 
Inhale through your nose, and move your 
attention up your left arm. Exhale through 
your nose, and move your attention to your 
right arm, then down to your hand.

Inhale through your nose, and move 
your attention up your right arm. Exhale 
through your nose, and move your atten-
tion down your left arm to your hand.

Repeat the exercise for six complete in-
halations and exhalations.

IMAGINATION

This posture, which you can perform anywhere, is a useful supplement to all arm, shoulder, 
and neck exercises because it energizes your arms without moving them and gives you the 
impression of a flowing motion in your vessels.

If you want to practice discreetly while on the bus or while you wait in a line, hold your 
hand bag on your lap or put your hands into your pockets. Make sure that your shoulders 
and arms are fully relaxed.
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ALTERNATE NOSTRIL BREATHING

Although this exercise has the best results for people suffering from asthma, we wanted to 
present it in this book—and regularly practiced it during our study—because alternate nos-
tril breathing immediately widens the chest (bronchial tubes), helps you breathe evenly, 
relaxes the whole body, calms you, and increases awareness. On top of all that, it can be 
done anywhere.

Sit on a chair.
Bend the index finger, middle finger, 

and ring finger of one hand, and stretch out 
your thumb and little finger.

Place your thumb next to your right 
nostril and your little finger next to the left 
nostril. Either place your bent arm on the 
table, or hold it comfortably in front of your 
body in such a way that it is not pushing 
on your thorax and does not block your 
breathing.

To begin, first breathe out deeply 
through both nostrils.

Then close your right nostril with your 
thumb and slowly breathe in through your 
left nostril. Maintain the position, and feel 
your filled lungs.

Close the left nostril with your little 
finger and slowly breathe out completely 
through the right nostril. Maintain the po-
sition, and feel your “empty” lungs.

Slowly breathe in again through the 
right nostril. Maintain the position, and 
feel your filled lungs. Close your right nos-
tril with your thumb and slowly breathe out 
through the left nostril again. Maintain the 
position and feel your “empty” lungs.

Repeat the alternate nostril breathing 
for at least six complete breath cycles.

Finally, lower your hand and breathe 
in and out through both your nostrils. Feel 
the calming effects. Keep your eyes closed, 
if you like.
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QUICK LOOK

Chapter 18 ConCentrate and FoCus

Focus near and Far Counters blurry vision after chemotherapy, trains eye muscles, and 
relieves tension in the eyes.

Cupping and Blinking Supports the relaxation of your eyes and facial muscles.

Imaginations A supplement to all arm, shoulder, and neck exercises; energizes  
the arms and gives an impression of a flowing motion in the 
blood vessels.

alternate nostril Breathing Widens the bronchial tubes, helps even breaths, relaxes the body, 
calms you, and supports awareness.
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 YOGA MEDITATION 

 If you have already experienced meditative moments while practicing yoga 
postures and breathing exercises, you are well prepared for the next step: 
yoga meditation. 

 While practicing yoga postures, you are focused on your alignment and 
breath, which helps you relax by shifting the focus of your thinking, and 
by the end of a yoga class your mind is calm. Meditative exercises work 
similarly to get you into a quiet, relaxed mood. According to a number of 
studies, meditation has a positive, therapeutic effect because it alters brain 
waves, slows the heart beat, deepens breathing, and relaxes the muscles. 
Both traditional medicine and alternative therapy recommend meditation 
as a relaxation  technique. 

 “It was helpful to be aware of the body during and after each yoga exer-
cise. I felt my body, I was aware of my body, and I forgot about others and 
appointments and what to do next and tomorrow and next week.” 
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Many people think, incorrectly, that meditation is a passive activity. In fact, 
meditation requires much practice before you can fully benefit from the posi-
tive effects on the body and mind. Though the mention of meditation most 
often conjures images of Buddha sitting in the well-known lotus posture, this 
position is not usually the first position attempted because it requires the 
ability to remain in a sitting posture for a long period of time. For most 
 people, it is easier to start with more active forms of meditation, such as 
 walking, chanting, and singing.

Yoga offers a variety of methods for concentration and meditation, and 
there is no right way to move from working on your body to working on 
your meditative practice.  As with the asanas and pranayama, meditation must 
be practiced regularly in order to become accustomed to how your body 
and mind respond to each posture. Here, we introduce two meditative yoga 
 practices: pratyahara and dharana. These techniques train you to withdraw 
from the outside world and concentrate on yourself or on nothing at all.

WALKING MEDITATION

A lot of women in our study loved jogging, biking, and walking. Unfortunately, 
as with many types of exercises, they lacked the body awareness that is neces-
sary for concentration and meditation. People often exercise without paying 
attention what they are doing; they listen to music instead of listening to their 
bodies. Many athletes end up ruining their hips and knees because their lack 
of care leads them to make mistakes, such as walking incorrectly, or wearing 
the wrong shoes.

One of the most straightforward methods of meditating involves the sim-
ple activity of walking. Walking meditation is beneficial when you feel restless 
and want to calm down. As you walk, concentrate on the various sensations 
you feel, from the pressure on the soles of your feet, to the warmth of your 
hands, to the movement of your knees and hips. Detach yourself from the 
outside world and concentrate on yourself. For best results, practice in a 
quiet space, such as a park or garden, an apartment, or a large room.
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The easiest way to find out if walking is an effective form of meditation 
for you is to practice and experience it. If you already know you enjoy walk-
ing, find a private place, such as a short path around your yard. Start with five 
minutes, and slowly extend the time with each practice.  As you walk, focus 
on every aspect of the activity, including how your joints feel, which parts of 
your body are relaxed and which are active. Note how long you can keep your 
attention focused, and celebrate your new ability.

YOGA NIDRA

Yoga nidra is a still form of meditation, during which your body and mind be-
come completely relaxed. Lie down in shanti asana, and slowly become aware 
of your body part by part. You can develop your own path through your body 
or follow the words of a teacher, either in class or on a CD. Full instructions can 
be found in part II, chapter 9.

MANTRA MEDITATION

A mantra can be a syllable, a word, a line, a poem, or a song. You can choose a 
single word in English that means something important to you, such as silence, 
love, or confidence, or a word in Sanskrit, such as ananda (bliss), jaya (victory) 
or shanty (peace). Some people prefer to use the stanza of a poem, or even 
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an entire song. Whatever you choose, recite it over and over, aloud or in your 
mind, with patience and resolution.

You may be familiar with the most famous yoga mantra, “OM.” OM has 
many interpretations and, if you choose to use it, you may choose one that 
suits your needs and beliefs. Part of the appeal of OM is, undoubtedly, that it 
sounds good and can be recited or sung alone (either in your mind or aloud) 
and in groups (with everyone singing together or as a canon).

Another popular mantra, and one connected to breathing, is the sound 
“hamsa.” In yoga, hamsa is called “the unpronounced mantra” because it 
is “continually produced by the body as a result of the breathing process. 
The syllable ‘ham’ is connected with inhalation, ‘sa’ with exhalation.”13 To per-
form this mantra, think or say “ham” while you are inhaling and “sa” while you 
are exhaling.
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During our study, we ended each yoga lesson by chanting “aah” three times, 
“ooh” three times, and “mmm” three times. At first, the women were shy, 
chanting half-heartedly. The longer we practiced, the louder we got. Even new 
members in the group (there were new members each week) joined in, im-
pressed by the energy they felt. Don’t be afraid to try these things. They have 
no side effects and no definite meaning.

SOUND MEDITATION

Singing bowls have been used in individual and group yoga meditation 
for centuries. Made of metal or glass, they produce various tones—high, 
low, short, and long—when hit with a mallet. Sound meditation comes 
by concentrating for as long as possible on the sound produced. Become 
aware of how long you can focus your mind on the sound then refocus as 
the sound fades.
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VISUAL MEDITATION

As the name implies, visual meditation requires focusing attention on a single 
object. In many representations of yoga, a candle is used, but any photo, writ-
ten word, or object will do, and you can also just envision something in your 
mind. Concentrate on the object, real or imagined, for as long as possible. 
Become aware of how long you are able to maintain this attention.

 For women recovering from breast cancer or undergoing treatment, 
“white light,” a healing light, has come to the fore as an effective visualization. 
The women in our study undergoing radiation told us that imagining white 
light going into the body made it easier for them to cope with the situation.

“Radiation is a torment. Day after day you have to go there, lie on that 
plank, alone in a room with a machine moving around you. You can’t see 
anything, you can’t feel anything, and you don’t know what to think of it.”



158

THINKING NOTHING AT ALL

As a patient you are exposed to an overwhelming amount of information—data, 
appointments, contacts, and conversations. Sometimes you may find it  difficult 
to discriminate between what is important and what is not. The art of dharana 
allows you to give your thoughts a break, to stop listening, stop talking, and stop 
thinking. Through the practice of meditation, you can learn to experience a 
profound pause and to think nothing at all. Experiment with the methods we’ve 
described to determine which works best for you. As you gain experience, you 
will find it easy to slide into a time of no thought simply by meditating.

Be patient with yourself, enjoy each meditation, and always acknowledge 
your progress.

“To imagine white light, healing light, floating through my body helped 
me find an explanation for what was going on and how it would help 
me. Fortunately, the time of radiation was very short and I could main-
tain the vision for the whole time.”
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QUICK LOOK

Part IV CONCENTrATION AND MEDITATION

Walking Meditation A good meditative practice for beginners or for 
when you feel restless and want to calm down.

Yoga Nidra Enhances the awareness of the body while in a 
comfortable posture, and improves sleep.

Mantra Meditation A syllable, a word, a line, a poem, or a song in any 
language, recited again and again (aloud or in 
one’s head).

Sound Meditation Listening to a short ring or a long-lasting sound; 
for example, from singing bowls.

Visual Meditation Focusing on an object or imagining white light 
streaming through the body.

Thinking Nothing  
at All

A demanding exercise designed to give your 
thoughts a break; to stop listening, stop talking, 
and stop thinking.
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YOGA TRADITIONS

Most people think of yoga as a series of acrobatic positions, and head-
stands. The lotus posture could even be considered synonymous.  However, 
this style of yoga, in which you attempt to achieve a  consciousness of 
your own body, is relatively new. In the beginning, the center of yoga 
was  spiritual- religious  being. Early yoga was closely associated with 
 Brahmanism, a religion  previously connected with Hinduism, and was 
more about the transition of the body and complete spirituality, which 
was achieved by concentrating on meditation and prayer. Postures became 
a central theme only through their connection with the ability to main-
tain a meditative or prayer position motionlessly for long periods of time. 
Documents on yoga extend back to the Rig-Veda of the  Keshin-Hymnus, 
dating to approximately 1200 BCE, and up to the Yoga  Upanishad from 
1600 CE.

Hatha Yoga, the most prominent form practiced today, takes the opposite 
approach. Rather than focusing on overcoming the body, the body and its 
well-being become the focus. The development of this style, in which yoga is 
considered physically uplifting, makes sense when the influence of old folk-
lore traditions, which also had an influence on Indian religions, is taken into 
account. But while much is known about yoga through texts of the priests, 
historical sources on Hatha Yoga are sparse. The orientation toward the body 
appears to have been combined with the philosophic and religious roots of 
yoga and thus a visual language describing the body as a “temple of God” 
or “a place of pilgrimage and blessedness” developed. Besides the Patanjali 
Yoga Sutras, written roughly 2,000 years ago, the main texts of Hatha Yoga 
are the Yoga Upanishads (the oldest dated to 500 CE), the Gotaksha-Shataka 
(1200 CE), and the Hatha-Yoga-Pradipika (1400 CE).
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The historical developments of yoga can be traced back to well-
known  Sanskrit texts as well as to today’s Indo-European languages. In his 
 Encyclopedia of Yoga, Georg Feuerstein suggests the following as one pos-
sible lineage (p. 125):

	 •	 	Archaic	or	Proto-Yoga	(3000–1800	BCE),	mentioned	in	the	Vedic	
collections

	 •	 	Preclassical	Yoga	(approximately	1500	BCE),	documented	in	the	early	
Upanishads

	 •	 	Epic	Yoga	(500	BCE–200	CE),	known	from	the	Mahabharata––one	of	 
the two central Indian folklore epics (bes ides Ramayana) along with the  
well-known	Bhagavad-Gita––as	well	as	from	the	Upanishads	of	that	time

	 •	 	Classical	Yoga	(beginning	of	CE),	in	Patanjali’s	Yoga	Sutras
	 •	 	Postclassical	Yoga	(approximately	200	to	1900	CE),	depicted	in	the	Yoga	

Upanishads, Gotaksha-Shataka, and the Hatha-Yoga-Pradipika
	 •	 	Modern	Yoga,	with	various	schools	and	ensuing	literature
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Yoga practice today can be quite diverse, and the form you choose to prac-
tice simply depends on which fits your needs. Since yoga is currently popular, 
you can easily attend a variety of yoga classes and decide which you like best.

Of course, yoga helps and becomes useful only through its practice. Start 
immediately with the exercises. The changes you feel in your body will estab-
lish its effectiveness in your mind and, motivated by your own experience, you 
can explore and understand the theoretical foundation of yoga. The literature 
on yoga is expansive, offering a wide variety of directions to deepen your 
knowledge. The Web pages of the best known Hatha Yoga traditions are listed 
below.	As	you	read,	continue	to	practice.	The	way	yoga	teachers	live	and	pass	
on their traditions can be learned only through personal experience.

Note:

Easy accessibility to the place where you practice yoga is important because 
practicing regularly is paramount.

Good teachers are important because they must motivate and lead you.
A	safe	setting	and	individual	support	are	important	in	adequately	training	

you in handling your body, your thoughts, and your feelings.
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Hatha Yoga 
Web Sites

Anusara: www.anusara.com
Ashtanga: www.ashtanga.com
Bikram: www.bikramyoga.com
Gitananda: www.gitanandayogasociety.com
Iyengar: www.iynaus.org
Jivamukti: www.jivamuktiyoga.com
Kundalini: www.3ho.org
Sivananda: www.sivananda.org
Triyoga: www.triyoga.com
Vini: www.viniyoga.com
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Abdominal muscles, 28, 51, 64, 111
Action plan, examples, 20–21
Alternate nostril breathing, 127–128, 127–128, 

149, 149
Anusara Yoga, website, 165
Arm and head coordination, 70–71, 70–71
Arm bends, 110, 110, 144, 144
Arm lifts, 107, 107
Arm muscles, 80, 81, 107, 108, 110
Arm rotations, 108–109, 108–109
Arms, shoulders, 17, 21, 51, 69, 126. See also 

Neck, shoulders, arms
Asana, classical, modifications, variations, 3, 15
Ashtanga Yoga, website, 165

Back muscles, spine, 6, 28, 29, 41, 49, 51, 63, 
64, 83, 105, 111, 114, 138, 140

Balance, 39, 46, 60, 85, 92, 116
Basic stances

alignments, 26–27
choosing, 25

contraindications, 26, 27
kneeling postures, 30–31, 30–31
lying on back, 27, 27
purposes, 26
quick look, how to begin, 33
standing posture, 32, 32
upright seated postures, 28, 28–29, 29

Beginning yoga, 17–18. See also Basic  
stances

action plan, 21–22
individual practice, 19
personal journal, 20–22
preparation, 20

Belly muscles. See Abdominal muscles
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