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Five Reasons to try

Yoga Nidra
By Stephen Marks

I

f you practice yoga you may well have heard of yoga
nidra. This ancient practice really came to prominence
first in the West in the 1970’s. It has become
increasingly popular in the last five years-but how and
ultimately why? The answer lies in the many benefits of
yoga nidra. But before we look at five reasons why you
should try it, first let us get a better understanding of
what yoga nidra is and what it involves...
Most people understand yoga nidra as a form of sleep
meditation delivered to those lying down. Although the
literal translation may be yogic sleep or sleep of the
yogis - many would argue that yoga nidra can be better
explained as a form of half-sleep or conscious sleep. Uma
Dinsmore – Tuli perhaps best sums yoga nidra up as a
paradox - where you rest the physical body but at the
same time you are in a fully awakened state - thus resting
in awareness.
What really brought yoga nidra into the modern
limelight was the publication of Swami Satyananda’s book
“Yoga Nidra” in 1974. This one work had a pivotal effect on
opening up yoga nidra for practising modern yogis in both
the East and West. Around the same time Swami Rama,
who founded the Himalayan Institute, was working with
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Western scientists on yoga nidra and psychology. The
final major modern development of yoga was facilitated
by Dr. Richard Miller and his I Rest system or “Integrative
Rest” yoga nidra. In the last 10 to 15 years Dr. Richard Miller’s
work has been hugely influential in bringing yoga nidra to
even more people in the West.
There are different structures to nidra depending on
the above three schools. The practice can last anything
from 10 to 40 minutes. It typically begins by settling and
making the body comfortable. Sometimes an intention
for the practice, or Sankalpa, as it is known is set. We
then embark on a journey around the body relaxing
various parts known as body sensing or the rotation of
consciousness.
Next we turn to the breath and the subtle and inward
observation of the body breathing. After that we may
work with suggestions of opposites – feelings, emotions
or simply just sensations. The practice can then move
into visualizations or just resting in awareness. In all
approaches there is a proper closure and integration from
the nidra into present state.
So what exactly are the reasons you should try yoga
nidra?

The ancient practice of yoga nidra, also known as yogic sleep,
is a meditative practice that results in conscious deep sleep.
Current research suggests that yoga nidra can help relieve
menstrual problems, diabetes symptoms and post-traumatic
stress disorder (PTSD).

INSOMNIA

GENERAL HEALTH BENEFITS

If you suffer from difficulty falling asleep then the
initial stages of yoga nidra can dramatically help
you unwind, prepare for sleep and drop off. With
the initial relaxation of the body and quieting of the
mind the practice of nidra will see many fall asleep.
The principles work just as well if you wake up in
the middle of the night and are unable to go back
to sleep... Once you find the nidra that works for
you (there are many recorded now on line) a neural
pathway is created in the brain so next time you
listen to it you will be very likely to fall asleep again.

As well as obvious benefits such as reducing
stress and tension, yoga nidra can also help with
chronic fatigue. For those requiring long-term
convalescence in hospital yoga nidra has proved
very helpful. By encouraging balance within
the body yoga nidra supports and nourishes
the immune system. Working by shifting the
body from the sympathetic state – “fight or
flight” – to the parasympathetic state – “rest
and digest “– the practice brings about a range
of physiological and neurological benefits.

ANTIDOTE TO A STRONG
YOGA PRACTICE

DEEP RELAXATION

If you have a strong ashtanga, hot yoga or power
yoga practice the chances are that you may not
be engaging in enough relaxation. You may think
of nidra simplistically as a much extended and
deeper Savasana pose. Perhaps a better way
of understanding it is as a guided meditation
ultimately bringing forward the unconscious and
subconscious mind. So for those looking to begin
meditative practice…. nidra may be the route in.

The practice of yoga nidra is richly restful but don’t
just take my word for it! Many scientific studies have
shown that regular practice can cause brainwave
activity to change from a beta state to an alpha
state. Put simply this means that we shift from
the usual alert, awake and stressed state of beta
activity to the more relaxed alpha state. Increased
dominance of alpha waves in the brain is beneficial
as it is conducive to mental resourcefulness,
creativity, problem solving, efficiency and relaxation.
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Practising yoga nidra in
a group enhances and
deepens the experience

SANKALPA AND BEYOND:
As with all yoga there is also a deeper spiritual and emotional dimension to yoga nidra. The ancient yogis devised this
practice to return to the source of themselves and their inner being. And so there can be a focus in the nidra on setting an
intention or Sankalpa within your life’s purpose or dharma as it is known. And within Richard Miller’s I Rest system there
have been huge successes in treating PTSD among soldiers, those with addictions and other mental illnesses.

Yoga nidra is the yoga of aware sleep. In this lies the secret
of self healing. Yoga nidra is a pratyahara technique in
which the distractions of the mind are contained and the
mind is relaxed.
- Swami Satyananda Saraswati (founder Bihar School of Yoga)

Stephen will be back teaching in the UAE later this year. In the meantime you can find pre-recorded nidras at the
yoga nidra network www.yoganidranetwork.org or on Stephen’s website www.stephenmarksyoga.com.
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