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In the domain of traditional Hatha Yoga, few texts carry as much pedagogical weight as Asana

Pranayama Mudra Bandha (APMB). Originally published by the Bihar School of Yoga and

authored by Swami Satyananda Saraswati, this manual is internationally recognized as the

definitive blueprint for systematic yoga practice. While many modern interpretations of yoga focus

almost exclusively on physical fitness, APMB maintains a rigorous adherence to the

multi-dimensional nature of the human organism, addressing the physical, energetic, mental, and

psychic layers of existence. This article provides a comprehensive technical analysis of the four

pillars outlined in the text, examining their physiological mechanisms, energetic frameworks, and

practical integration into a holistic yogic lifestyle.

The Theoretical Framework of the Bihar School of Yoga

The Bihar School of Yoga, founded in 1963, introduced a scientific and systematic approach to

ancient yogic techniques. The APMB text serves as the foundation of this methodology. Unlike

contemporary 'vinyasa' styles that emphasize flow, the Bihar system focuses on Sthira

(steadiness) and Sukham (comfort), ensuring that the practitioner develops a stable nervous

system before attempting advanced energetic manipulations.

The Concept of Prana and the Five Koshas

To understand the technical depth of APMB, one must first grasp the concept of the Pancha

Kosha (five sheaths). The manual is designed to systematically permeate these layers:

- Annamaya Kosha: The physical body, addressed primarily through Asana.

- Pranamaya Kosha: The energetic body, governed by Pranayama and Mudra.

- Manomaya Kosha: The mental sheath, influenced by the internalization of focus during

practice.

- Vijnanamaya Kosha: The intuitive/wisdom sheath.

- Anandamaya Kosha: The state of bliss or pure awareness.

Section 1: Asana - The Physical and Physiological Foundation
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Asanas are often misunderstood as mere exercises. However, in the context of APMB, an asana is

a posture in which one is physically and mentally steady, calm, quiet, and comfortable. The text

categorizes asanas into three distinct groups: Beginner, Intermediate, and Advanced.

Mechanical and Physiological Impact

The technical execution of asanas involves a sophisticated interaction between the

musculoskeletal system and the endocrine system. By placing the body in specific geometric

shapes, practitioners exert controlled pressure on internal organs and glands, facilitating what is

known as 'organ massage' and 'hormonal optimization.'
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Asana Category Target Physiological System Primary Technical Objective

Pawanmuktasana Series Joints and Digestive System Removal of energy blockages

(Prana blocks) and joint lubrication.

Inverted Groups Circulatory and Endocrine System Improved venous return and

stimulation of the pituitary/thyroid

glands.

Forward Bends Parasympathetic Nervous System Activation of the 'rest and digest'

response and spinal decompression.

Backbends Sympathetic Nervous System Expansion of the thoracic cavity and

adrenal stimulation.
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The Pawanmuktasana Series: A Technical Prerequisite

A unique contribution of the Bihar School is the Pawanmuktasana series. It is divided into three

parts: anti-rheumatic, digestive/abdominal, and energy block (shakti bandha) groups. These

practices are technically essential for preparing the body for more strenuous postures by

increasing the micro-circulation of prana in the extremities.

Section 2: Pranayama - The Science of Vital Energy Control

Pranayama is the bridge between the physical and mental spheres. The APMB manual defines

pranayama not just as breathing, but as the expansion of the Prana (vital energy) through the

control of Ayama (dimension or extension).

The Mechanics of Respiration and Prana Vayu

The practice of Pranayama influences the Autonomic Nervous System (ANS). By altering the

respiratory rhythm, the practitioner can consciously modulate the heart rate and the production of

cortisol. APMB details the five movements of prana (Prana Vayus):

1. Prana: Inward/upward movement (chest/heart).

2. Apana: Downward/outward movement (pelvic floor/excretion).

3. Samana: Equalizing movement (navel/digestion).

4. Udana: Ascending movement (throat/expression).

5. Vyana: Pervasive movement (entire circulatory system).

Core Pranayama Techniques and Their Ratios

Technical mastery of Pranayama requires precise Matra (counting) and Kumbhaka (retention).

The manual emphasizes the following progression:

- Nadi Shodhana (Alternate Nostril Breathing): Balances the Ida (parasympathetic) and Pingala

(sympathetic) nadis.

- Bhastrika (Bellows Breath): Rapid inhalation and exhalation to increase metabolic rate and

oxygen saturation.

- Ujjayi (Psychic Breath): Slight constriction of the glottis to induce a meditative state and soothe

the nervous system.

Section 3: Mudra - Psychic Gestures and Neurological Circuits

Mudras are described as gestures or attitudes that establish a link between the physical body and

the mental/spiritual states. From a technical perspective, mudras act as 'switches' that redirect the
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flow of prana within the body.

The Neuro-Reflexive Link

Modern neuroscience suggests that the high density of nerve endings in the hands and face

corresponds to large areas of the motor and sensory cortex in the brain. By performing specific

Mudras (like Jnana Mudra or Chin Mudra), practitioners stimulate specific neural pathways,

effectively 'short-circuiting' the habitual dissipation of energy.

Classification of Mudras

APMB classifies Mudras into five groups:

- Hasta (Hand) Mudras: Redirecting prana from the hands back into the body.

- Mana (Head) Mudras: Utilizing the sense organs to influence the brain.

- Kaya (Postural) Mudras: Full-body gestures that combine asana and pranayama.

- Bandha (Lock) Mudras: Combining energy locks with gestures.

- Adhara (Perineal) Mudras: Redirecting energy from the lower centers toward the brain.

Section 4: Bandha - The Architecture of Energy Locks

Bandhas are perhaps the most technical and misunderstood aspect of Hatha Yoga. The word

'Bandha' means to hold, tighten, or lock. These practices involve the physical contraction of

specific muscle groups to influence the flow of prana in the Sushumna Nadi (the central energy

channel).

The Three Major Bandhas
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Bandha Name Anatomical Focus Energetic Function

Mula Bandha Perineum / Pelvic Floor Locks Apana Prana and forces it to

rise upward.

Uddiyana Bandha Abdominal Diaphragm Lifts the energy from the lower

abdomen to the chest.

Jalandhara Bandha Throat / Glottis Prevents the escape of Prana and

regulates thyroid function.

Maha Bandha All three combined The 'Great Lock' that activates the

entire pranic system.
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Safety and Contraindications

Due to the intense pressure changes in the thoracic and abdominal cavities, Bandhas must be

practiced with caution. APMB provides strict guidelines: individuals with high blood pressure, heart

disease, or abdominal ulcers must avoid internal breath retention (Antar Kumbhaka) during Bandha

practice.

Integration: The Systematic Daily Practice (Sadhana)

For a practitioner to gain the full benefits of the APMB system, the practices must be sequenced

logically. A standard technical sequence recommended by the Bihar School involves a progression

from the gross to the subtle:

1. Shatkarma: Internal cleansing (e.g., Neti, Dhauti) to remove physical toxins.

2. Asana: To steady the body and open the energy channels.

3. Pranayama: To purify the nadis and balance the nervous system.

4. Mudra and Bandha: To channelize the awakened energy towards higher consciousness.

Technical Analysis of the Chakra System

APMB is unique in its detailed mapping of the Chakras (psychic centers). Each practice in the

book is cross-referenced with the chakra it stimulates. For example:

- Bhujangasana (Cobra Pose): Focuses on the Vishuddhi (throat) and Swadhisthana (sacral)

chakras.

- Sarvangasana (Shoulder Stand): Primarily targets the Vishuddhi chakra.

- Mula Bandha: Directly stimulates Muladhara (root) chakra.

Practical Implementation and Field Guide

Implementing the teachings of *Asana Pranayama Mudra Bandha* requires a disciplined approach.

Beginners should not attempt advanced mudras or bandhas without a solid foundation in the

Pawanmuktasana series. Below is a suggested 4-week introductory protocol based on the text's

principles:

Phase 1: Stabilization (Weeks 1-2)

- Asana: Pawanmuktasana Part 1 (Anti-rheumatic) and Part 2 (Digestive).

- Pranayama: Abdominal breathing and Nadi Shodhana (Stage 1 - no retention).

- Mudra: Jnana Mudra during seated meditation.
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Phase 2: Activation (Weeks 3-4)

- Asana: Introduction to Sun Salutation (Surya Namaskara) and basic standing poses.

- Pranayama: Nadi Shodhana (Stage 2 - with 1:1 ratio) and Bhramari (Humming Bee Breath).

- Bandha: Introduction to Jalandhara Bandha during breath retention.

Troubleshooting and Common Errors

In his manual, Swami Satyananda Saraswati emphasizes that "yoga is not about touching your

toes, it is about what you learn on the way down." Common technical errors include:

- Forcing the Breath: In Pranayama, any strain on the lungs can lead to nervous system

agitation. The breath must always be smooth and controlled.

- Incorrect Bandha Engagement: Engaging Mula Bandha with a full bladder or full stomach can

cause physical discomfort and energetic congestion.

- Neglecting Relaxation: Skipping Shavasana (Corpse Pose) prevents the body from integrating

the physiological changes induced during asana practice.

Synthesis of the APMB System

The technical brilliance of *Asana Pranayama Mudra Bandha* lies in its ability to take an esoteric,

often misunderstood spiritual tradition and turn it into a repeatable, verifiable system of human

optimization. By treating the body as a laboratory, the practitioner uses the tools of asana,

pranayama, mudra, and bandha to recalibrate their internal environment. 

As we have explored, the physical postures provide the structural stability, the breathing

techniques manage the energetic volatility, and the mudras and bandhas provide the refined

control necessary for mental clarity and psychic awakening. This manual remains a 'must-have' for

the modern yoga teacher and the serious practitioner alike, offering a pathway that is both

scientifically grounded and spiritually profound. Through the systematic application of these ancient

technologies, one can achieve a state of balance that transcends the confines of the yoga mat,

influencing every aspect of daily life, from metabolic health to cognitive function and emotional

resilience.
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