YOGA

NIDRA
When was the last time you had a really good
sleep? Now there’s a question that resonates with
most of us! But could the answer to better sleep
and deeper relaxation lie in the practice of yoga
nidra? For, as modern sleep technology in the
form of watches, apps, medication and beds tries
to convince us it has the answers, if we turn our
attention to yoga nidra we may achieve what we
are looking for on a deeper level. But what exactly
do we mean by yoga nidra and where did it come
from? And how does it sit within the eight limbs
of yoga? I will explore these issues and also give
a whistle-stop tour of the main nidra schools and
what links them all together.

For those with a regular yoga practice the chances
are that you have already been exposed to some
of the characteristics of nidra. Often at the end of
the class whilst in Savasana or Corpse pose the
teacher may use progressive muscle relaxation
techniques, deep breathing sequences and guided
visualisations to induce an even calmer state. All
these are features of yoga nidra. But just how has
this become more popular? Essentially because it
really is now impossible to ignore the beneficial
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connections between current day neuro-scientists
and the enlightened yogis, who fashioned the
practices of yoga nidra several hundred years
ago. It is widely recognised that the practice of
yoga nidra can greatly assist in moving away
from overstimulation of the sympathetic nervous
system, ‘the fight or flight response’ relied upon by
those who suffer from stress and anxiety. Instead
it promotes use of the parasympathetic nervous
system, ‘the rest and digest response’, and shifts
the body into this more favourable state of being.
To return to what we actually mean by yoga
nidra most people would understand this as a
form of sleep meditation delivered to those lying
down. Although the literal translation maybe
‘yogic sleep’, many would argue that yoga nidra
can be better explained as a form of half sleep
or conscious sleep. Rd. Kumar comments “Yoga
nidra induces complete physical mental and
emotional relaxation…it is a state of consciousness,
which is, neither sleep nor awaken, neither is it
concentration or hypnotism, it can be defined as
an altered state of consciousness.”
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“

“

YOGA NIDRA IS ALSO CATEGORISED BY
SOME AS A PRATYAHARA PRACTICE – THE
FIFTH LIMB OF YOGA - DEALING WITH
THE EFFECTS OF SENSE WITHDRAWAL OR
DETACHMENT FROM THE WORLD
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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.
Just how old the practice of yoga nidra is it
difficult to pinpoint. There are references to
yoga nidra in Tantric texts, the Upanishads
and also in the Yoga Sutras which refer to the
similar practices of nyaasa. In his article on the
origins of yoga nidra, Dr.Jason Birch draws on
ancient Sanskrit texts written between the 11th
and 18th centuries and even highlights that
nidra became the name of a yoga posture in
the 17th century.
What really brought yoga nidra into modern
focus was the publication of Swami
Satyananda’s book, ‘ Yoga Nidra’ in 1974. This
one work had a massive effect on opening up
yoga nidra for practising modern yogis in both
the east and west. Then around the same time
Swami Rama, who founded the Himalayan
Institute, was working with 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. Particularly his beneficial
advances using yoga nidra with soldiers
suffering from PTSD and those working with
addictions cannot be underestimated
A very brief review of the above three schools of
yoga nidra shows differences in their structure
and approach. The I Rest and Satyananda
approach will begin by settling and making
the body comfortable. Then an intention for
the practice, or ‘Sankalpa’, as it is known is set.
By contrast the Himalayan system uses no
Sankalpa but there is some focus on the heart
centre. As a further contrast, the Himalayan
system begins with some gentle exercise –
almost exercise without movement.

The I Rest and Satyananda systems then
embark on a journey around the body relaxing
various parts – in I Rest this is known as body
sensing and in Satyananda this is known as
the rotation of consciousness. The Himalayan
Institute has a very specific 61 point rotation of
consciousness system.
Next the I Rest and Satyananda systems
turn to the breath and the subtle and inward
observation of the body breathing. The
Himalayan Institute focuses on 75 breaths
moving through different parts of the body.
Comparatively the process then starts
to go into different directions. The I Rest
and Satyananda systems then work with
suggestions of opposites – feelings, emotions
or simply just sensations. Satyananda moves
into visualisations led by the teacher whereas
I Rest focuses instead on awareness. There are
no visualisations or pairs of opposites in the
Himalayan Institute approach. Finally there is a
repeat of the Sankalpa or intention in both the I
Rest and Satyananda approaches but not in the
Himalayan approach. In all three approaches
there is a proper closure and integration from
the nidra into present state.
Looking then at the eight limbs of yoga, there
are those who have argued that yoga nidra
is in fact very close to Samadhi or ‘bliss’ –
the eighth limb of yoga. But it may be more
accurate to see yoga nidra as somewhere
between Samadhi and a sleep state. Yoga nidra
is also categorised by some as a Pratyahara
practice – the fifth limb of yoga - dealing with
the effects of sense withdrawal or detachment
from the world. There are mixed views on this
because although yoga nidra is a meditation
there are times when, according to Satyanda’s
practice, the senses are fully engaged and other
times when they are not. Let us consider also
Dharana - or the sixth limb of yoga - which is
understood as the study of the mind. In one
way this can be understood as concentration
or complete attention by completely fixing the
mind to one point.
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To conclude – yoga nidra is firmly
established in the practices, tradition and
history of yoga although it continues to
provoke much debate among scholars
and practitioners of yoga. We see different
approaches and styles in the main schools
of yoga nidra and in the definition of what
exactly this mysterious practice is. Perhaps
the best way to understand it is as set out
in the International Journal of Yoga Therapy
2013 by Stephen Parker, Swami Bharati
and Manuel Fernandez. Here yoga nidra
is described simply as a twofold process –
deep relaxation and imagery as a precursor,
if you are lucky enough to get there - to a
much-altered state of consciousness.

WRITTEN BY

“

“

YOGA NIDRA IS
DESCRIBED SIMPLY AS
A TWOFOLD PROCESS
– DEEP RELAXATION
AND IMAGERY AS A
PRECURSOR

Certainly there are aspects of yoga nidra
where the mind is indeed focused on one
aspect such as the breath or counting. Finally
then there are those that would put Dhyana–
the seventh limb of yoga – being essentially
meditation - as the closest to yoga nidra. Dr.
Richard Miller in fact calls yoga nidra “ the
meditative heart of yoga.”
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