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Vinyasa System

Ashtanga Yoga, a system of yoga codified and popularized by Sri K. Pattabhi Jois during the 20th

century, represents one of the most disciplined and structurally rigorous physical practices in the

global hatha yoga tradition. Rooted in the ancient teachings of the Yoga Korunta and passed down

through the lineage of T. Krishnamacharya, Ashtanga Yoga is characterized by its internal heat,

synchronicity of breath and movement (vinyasa), and a fixed sequence of postures known as the

Primary Series (Yoga Chikitsa). This technical analysis explores the mechanics of the system as

documented in Petri Raisanen's definitive manual, focusing on the anatomical, physiological, and

philosophical frameworks that define this practice.

The Theoretical Framework of the Tristana Method

At the core of the Ashtanga Yoga system lies the Tristana method. This three-pillared approach

ensures that the practice transcends mere physical exercise, transforming it into a moving

meditation. The technical integration of these three elements is essential for achieving the state of 

Ekagrata (one-pointed focus).

1. Ujjayi Pranayama (The Breath)

The technical execution of the breath in Ashtanga is unique. Practitioners utilize Ujjayi, or the

"Victorious Breath," characterized by a slight constriction of the glottis. This creates a resonant

sound and increases the pressure within the thoracic cavity. Physiologically, this practice serves to:

- Regulate Internal Heat (Agni): The friction of the air against the throat generates heat, which

thins the blood and aids in the detoxification of muscles and organs.

- Stabilize the Nervous System: The slow, rhythmic nature of the breath activates the

parasympathetic nervous system, counteracting the stress of intense physical exertion.

- Measure Pace: The breath acts as a metronome. If the breath becomes labored or erratic, the

practitioner is technically over-exerting.

2. Bandhas (Energy Locks)

Bandhas are internal muscle contractions that direct Prana (life force) and provide structural
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integrity to the musculoskeletal frame. There are two primary bandhas utilized throughout the

Primary Series:

- Mula Bandha (Root Lock): The contraction of the pelvic floor (perineum). Technically, this

stabilizes the sacroiliac joint and provides a foundation for the spine.

- Uddiyana Bandha (Abdominal Lock): The engagement of the lower abdominals (transversus

abdominis). This supports the lumbar spine and creates the "lift" necessary for vinyasa

transitions like jumping back and jumping through.

3. Drishti (Gaze Points)

Drishti is the practice of directing the gaze to specific focal points. There are nine drishti points in

the Ashtanga system (e.g., Nasagrai/nose, Ajna Chakra/third eye, Angustha Ma Dyai/thumbs). The

technical purpose is twofold: it prevents the distraction of the external environment and aligns the

cervical spine correctly within each posture.

Technical Analysis of the Vinyasa System

The term Vinyasa refers to the system of breathing and movement. In Ashtanga, every movement

is associated with an inhale or an exhale, and every pose has a specific number of vinyasas

(counts). Petri Raisanen's research emphasizes the importance of following these counts to

maintain the "thread" of the practice.

The Mathematical Logic of the Count

The practice begins with Surya Namaskara A (Sun Salutation A), which consists of 9 vinyasas,

and Surya Namaskara B, which consists of 17 vinyasas. This mathematical precision ensures that

the entire body is warmed up systematically. The following table illustrates the vinyasa structure of

foundational movements:
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Posture Group Focus Area Primary Vinyasa Count Anatomical Objective

Surya Namaskara A Full Body Integration 9 Counts Spinal extension/flexion

and shoulder stabilization.

Standing Postures Foundation & Balance 5-9 Counts per side Strengthening the lower

kinetic chain and hip

mobility.

Seated Postures Internal Organ Health 12-16 Counts (including

transitions)

Flexibility in the hamstrings

and spinal rotation.

Finishing Sequence Cooling & Inversion Variable Reversing blood flow and

calming the central

nervous system.
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The Primary Series: Yoga Chikitsa (Yoga Therapy)

The first sequence taught in the Ashtanga tradition is Yoga Chikitsa, translated as "Yoga

Therapy." Its technical objective is to realign the spine, detoxify the body, and build strength and

stamina. The series is structured in a specific order that must be followed sequentially; a student

must master one pose before being given the next by their teacher.

Structural Components of the Primary Series

1. The Opening: Surya Namaskara A & B and the Standing Postures. This builds the "inner fire"

and establishes the foundation of balance and grounding.

2. The Main Body (Seated Postures): This involves a series of forward folds

(Paschimottanasana), hip openers (Janu Sirsasana), and twists (Marichyasana). These poses

focus on the health of the digestive system and the flexibility of the posterior chain.

3. The Transition (Vinyasa): Between each seated pose, the practitioner performs a vinyasa

(jump back/jump through) to reset the spine and maintain the heat.

4. The Finishing Sequence: Includes backbends (Urdhva Dhanurasana), inversions

(Sarvangasana/Sirsasana), and final meditation. This sequence is designed to rebalance the

endocrine system.

Comparative Evaluation: Ashtanga vs. Other Hatha Traditions

To understand the technical specificity of Ashtanga, it is useful to compare it with other popular

forms of yoga practice.
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Feature Ashtanga (Tradition of Jois) Iyengar Yoga Vinyasa Flow (Modern)

Sequence Fixed / Linear Variable / Thematic Creative / Non-fixed

Pace Dynamic / Rhythmic Slow / Precise Varies

Props Minimal (Tradition) Extensive (Belts, Blocks) Optional

Instruction Mysore Style

(Self-practice)

Direct Teacher Instruction Follow-the-leader
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Biomechanical Principles and Injury Prevention

A technical guide to Ashtanga is incomplete without addressing the biomechanics of safe practice.

Because of its repetitive and intense nature, improper alignment can lead to overuse injuries. Petri

Raisanen's manual provides detailed instructions on avoiding common pitfalls.

The Knee and Hip Relationship

In many seated postures (like Padmasana/Lotus), the knee is often at risk. Technically, the knee is

a hinge joint, while the hip is a ball-and-socket joint. When hip mobility is limited, the torque of the

movement is often transferred to the knee, leading to meniscus damage. Practitioners must ensure

that rotation occurs at the hip, utilizing the Gluteus Medius and Piriformis, rather than forcing the

knee into lateral flexion.

Shoulder Stability in Chaturanga Dandasana

The frequent repetition of Chaturanga Dandasana (four-limbed staff pose) requires significant

scapular stability. Failure to engage the Serratus Anterior and Lower Trapezius can lead to

"winging" of the scapula and impingement of the rotator cuff. The technical cue is to keep the

elbows tucked close to the ribs and the shoulders no lower than elbow height.

Field Guide: Implementing the Mysore Style

The traditional way to learn Ashtanga is the Mysore Style, named after the city in India where

Pattabhi Jois lived. Unlike a standard led class, students practice the sequence at their own breath

pace, and the teacher provides individual physical adjustments and verbal cues.

Steps for Successful Implementation:

- Memorization: The student must first memorize the sequence of Surya Namaskara A and B.

- Incremental Learning: New poses are "given" only when the student demonstrates proficiency

and safety in the preceding ones.

- Daily Discipline: Traditionally practiced six days a week, with rest on Saturdays and "moon

days" (full and new moons). This schedule accounts for the biological rhythms of the

practitioner.

- Breath Mastery: The student must prioritize the Ujjayi breath over the depth of the posture. If

the breath stops, the yoga stops.

Case Study: Overcoming Plateau in Marichyasana D

Marichyasana D is often considered the "gatekeeper" pose of the Primary Series. It is a complex
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seated twist involving a bind and one leg in half-lotus. Many practitioners encounter a technical

plateau here due to tight thoracic spines or closed hips.

Common Error: Forcing the bind by rounding the lumbar spine, which risks disc herniation.

Technical Solution: Focus on axial extension before the twist. By engaging Uddiyana Bandha,

the practitioner creates space between the vertebrae. Utilizing a strap or having a teacher provide

a manual adjustment to the shoulder can help safely facilitate the bind without compromising spinal

integrity.

The Role of the Teacher: Lineage and Adjustment

In the tradition of Sri K. Pattabhi Jois, the relationship between teacher and student is paramount.

The teacher serves as a guide for "adjustments"-physical assists that help the student understand

the correct alignment and depth of a pose. According to Petri Raisanen, these adjustments should

be therapeutic rather than forceful, aiming to open the body's energetic channels (nadis).

Guidelines for Physical Adjustments:

- Stabilization First: The teacher must stabilize the student's foundation before deepening the

stretch.

- Breath Synchronization: Adjustments are best performed on the exhale, when the student's

muscles are most receptive to lengthening.

- Directional Force: Force should be applied in the direction of the vinyasa, respecting the

anatomical limits of the joints.

Synthesis of Practice and Philosophy

Ashtanga Yoga is a holistic system where the physical asana is merely a tool for internal

purification. While the Primary Series is physically demanding, its ultimate goal is the "stilling of the

mind" (Citta Vritti Nirodhah). The technical precision required by the vinyasa system demands such

high levels of concentration that the practitioner naturally enters a state of flow.

The practice follows the eight limbs of yoga described by Patanjali, starting with external ethics

(Yamas) and internal disciplines (Niyamas), and moving toward the higher states of meditation

(Dhyana) and absorption (Samadhi). By focusing on the Tristana and the Yoga Chikitsa

sequence, the practitioner creates a stable platform for spiritual growth. The tradition of Sri K.

Pattabhi Jois, as documented and expanded by teachers like Petri Raisanen, remains a vital and

powerful method for self-transformation in the modern era, balancing the rigor of athletic discipline

with the profound depths of ancient Vedic wisdom.

In conclusion, the efficacy of Ashtanga Yoga lies in its consistency. It is a scientific approach to the

human instrument, treating the body as a temple that must be cleaned and strengthened through
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the heat of practice. For the serious practitioner, the technical details are not just instructions but

are the keys to unlocking the body's latent potential for health, clarity, and peace.
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