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Dedication

To the ancient sages of India who blazed a trail, which even today can still
be traced.



Disclaimer

This book does not constitute medical advice. Contact a medical
practitioner to determine whether you are fit to perform these yogic
exercises.

NOTES

If not otherwise stated Hatha Yoga Pradipika quotations refer to the
standard 4-chapter edition, rather than the 10-chapter edition. Similarly, if
not otherwise stated quotations from the Gheranda Samhita are from R.B.S.
Chandra Vasu’s translation.
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Preface

I am hereby presenting the eighth volume or my series of yoga textbooks,
Mudras — Seals of Yoga. 1 began writing this book over eleven years ago,
and it was to be the first volume in a Mudra, Pranayama, Meditation
trilogy. Instead, I changed course and focussed on Pranayama The Breath
of Yoga and subsequently Yoga Meditation — Through Mantra, Chakras and
Kundalini to Spiritual Freedom. Although to a large extent supported and
informed by the mudra material, the methods in these two volumes proved
so potent that I neglected the original project. After my fifth volume
Samadhi, The Great Freedom, interest in my work grew and I spent more
and more time presenting my material to audiences worldwide. Being by
nature a recluse-level introvert, I had to change my personality to rise to
that challenge. For a number of years, I had the privilege to connect with
students worldwide and see them transform through the work. On the
downside, this led to my writing falling by the wayside. While further
volumes condensed in my head, I wondered how I would ever find the time,
introversion, and muse to write them.

This opportunity came during the COVID pandemic. With Australia
closing its borders for almost two years, I completed two important long-
term projects, How to Find Your Life’s Divine Purpose, containing my
teachings on the yogic process of sankalpa (affirmation, resolution) and
bhavana (cultivation of thought processes in alignment with the Divine)
and Chakras, Drugs and Evolution — A Map of Transformative States, my
response to the current reboot of the psychedelic revolution, including a
topography of mystical experiences. After completing both, the path was
now free to return to the long-neglected Mudras — Seals of Yoga. This
project kept lingering in the back of my mind because the chakra-Kundalini
meditation described in Yoga Meditation is a demanding and complex
method that demands a certain readiness of mind. This readiness is often
achieved through the long-term practice of asana and pranayama, but it can
still be a taxing process despite these. Apart from other important subject
matter, this current volume describes how mudras can supercharge and



accelerate one’s asana, pranayama and meditation practice so that success
in chakra-Kundalini meditation is achieved more quickly. May the mudras
lead to swift success!



Contents

Dedication

Disclaimer

Acknowledgements

Preface

List of Shastras consulted in this text:

Introduction
What Is Mudra
Lists Of Mudras
Purposes Of Mudras
When To Practice Mudras
Order And Categories Of Mudras
How To Practice Mudras
Why Shastra Analysis?

Section 1: Asana Mudras

Chapter 4: Yoga Mudra (Seal of Yoga)
Chapter 5: Nabho Mudra (Sky Seal)

Chapter 9: Matanga Mudra (Elephant Seal)

Section 2: Pranayama Mudras
Chapter 10: Mula Bandha (Root Lock)

Chapter 13: Shanka Mudra (Conch Seal)



Chapter 14: Kaki Mudra (Crow Seal)

Section 3: Pratyahara Mudras

Chapter 16: Shambhavi Mudra (Parvati’s Seal)
Chapter 17: Jnana Mudra (Knowledge Seal)

Section 4: Dharana Mudras
Chapter 21: Maha Mudra (Great Seal)
Chapter 22: Maha Bandha Mudra (Great L.ock Seal)

Chapter 26: Pashini Mudra (Noose Seal)
Chapter 27: Shakti Chalana Mudra (Power Conduction Seal)

Section 5: Samadhi Mudras
Chapter 28: Bhramari Mudra (Black Bee Seal)
Chapter 29: Shanmukhi Mudra (Six-Headed Seal)
Chapter 30: Jyoti Mudra (Light Seal)

Epilogue
Bibliography

Index

Author Information



List of Shastras consulted in this text:

Amanaska Yogah

Amrita Nada Upanishad
Aparokshanubhuti of Shankaracharya
Bhagavad Gita

Brhad Aranyaka Upanishad

Brhadyogi Yajnavalkya Smrti

Chandogya Upanishad

Dattatreya’s Yogashastra

Dhyanabindu Upanishad

Gheranda Samhita

Goraksha Shataka

Hatha Ratnavali of Shrinivasayogi

Hatha Yoga Pradipika (10-chapter edition)
Hatha Yoga Pradipika (4-chapter edition)
Hatha Yoga Pradipika with the Commentary Jyotsna of Brahmananda
Hatharatnavali of Shrinivasayogi
Hathatatva Kaumudi of Sundaradeva
Hathayoga Manjari of Sahajananda
Jogapradipyaka of Jayatarama
Kapalakurantaka’s Hathabhyasa-Paddhati
Khechari Vidya of Adinatha

Kumbhaka Paddhati of Raghuvira

Maitri Upanishad

Mandala Brahmana Upanishad
Nadabindu Upanishad

Nathamuni’s Yoga Rahasya

Ramayana

Shandilya Upanishad

Shiva Samhita

Siddha Siddhanta Paddhati

Trishikhi Brahmana Upanishad



Vasishta Samhita

Yoga Bhashya

Yoga Chudamani Upanishad
Yoga Kundalini Upanishad
Yoga Makaranda

Yoga Rahasya

Yoga Sutra

Yoga Taravali

Yoga Yajnavalkya

Yoga Tattva Upanishad
Yuktabhavadeva of Bhavadeva Mishra



Introduction

WHAT IS MUDRA

Writing about asana, pranayama, meditation or samadhi is relative
straightforward. They are sequential limbs of yoga with clear demarcations.
Even within those demarcations there are reasonably clear rules in which
order, for example, pranayama techniques or samadhis are practised. They
are usually performed in ascending order of difficulty. Writing about
mudras is a more complex challenge. Mudra is not one of the eight limbs of
yoga, which according to Yoga Sutra II.28 are restraints, observances,
postures, breath extension, independence from external stimulus,
concentration, meditation and revelation. So, what are mudras if it is not a
yogic limb? Aren’t they just fancy hand positions?

Hand mudras, so-called hasta mudras are a feature of tantric
Buddhism and in Indian classical dance, but in yoga really only a small part
of the subject of mudra. Although the term mudra is not explicitly
mentioned in the Yoga Sutra, the medieval Hathal texts usually devote an
entire chapter to them. The term mudra is translated as seal in the sense of
pranic? seal or energetic seal. A mudra often involves a particular posture,
application of bandhas® and regular breath retention (kumbhaka) to achieve
a particular pranic outcome. The Siddha Siddhanta Paddhati states that the
root mud means to delight, whereas the root rd means to bestow?. This
shastra (scripture) therefore defines mudra as that which bestows delight.
Delight, however, the Paddhati does not find in sensory or aesthetic
stimulus, but in realizing the union of the individual self with the cosmic
self. Mudra then is loosely what leads us to self-realization or to use a more
flamboyant term, cosmic consciousness. Stanza VI.30 of the Siddha
Siddhanta Paddhati then gets even more exulted by saying that mudra
causes delight to the multitude of gods and causes terror to the hordes of
demons. I'm interpreting the shastric terms ‘gods’ and ‘demons’
metaphorically as the luminous and dark aspects of our own psyche. If we
apply that reading, then mudra is that which enables us to embrace the



loftier aspects of ourselves and to not yield anymore to our dark side. While
at first impression, this appears to be a very vague definition, as you will
keep delving into this book, you will eventually come to perceive this
definition as quite accurate.

The late tantric® scholar Sir John Woodroffe describes mudra as what
gives fortitude to the body, creates health, protects from injury through the
elements and activates Kundalini® (in Section 4 of this book, the complex
term Kundalini is treated extensively). Other effects of mudras include the
redirecting of prana back into body that normally would be lost thus

enabling pratyahara?. Swami Niranjanananda Saraswati confirms8 that

mudras redirect prana and store it by blocking the flow in certain areas?.
Dattatreya’s Yogashastra in stanzas 31-32 lists the mudras and calls them
Hatha practices'®. Mudras even found entry into the lofty Upanishadsl. So
describes the Mandala Brahmana Upanishad in stanza I1.i.9 Shambhavi

Mudra and its powers of giving mind and intellect stability12.

LISTS OF MUDRAS

While most medieval Hatha texts contain a list of mudras, the most
influential ones are those from the Goraksha Shataka, the Hatha Yoga
Pradipika and the Gheranda Samhita. Not a single hand mudra made either
of those three lists.

1. The Goraksha Shataka, the oldest of the three texts in stanza 32 lists
five mudras: Maha Mudra, Nabho Mudra, Uddiyana-, Jalandhara-
and Mula Bandhas®3.

2. The Hatha Yoga Pradipika, after the Yoga Sutra and the Bhagavad
Gita probably the most influential yoga text, has one of its four
chapters devoted to mudras. In stanza I11.6-7 gives us an expanded list
of ten mudras: Maha Mudra, Maha Bandha Mudra, Maha Vedha
Mudra, Khechari Mudra, Uddiyana Bandha, Mula Bandha,
Jalandhara Bandha, Viparita Karani Mudra, Vajroli Mudra, and
Shakti Chalana Mudra2.

3. The Gheranda Samhita, the youngest of the three texts but no less
important, expands this in stanzas III.1-3 to 20 mudras!®: Maha



Mudra, Nabho Mudra, the three bandhas, Maha Bandha-, Maha
Vedha-, Khechari-, Viparita Karani-, Yoni-, Vajroli-, Shakti Chalana-,
Tadaga-, Manduka-, Shambhavi-, Ashvini-, Pashini-, Kaki-, Matangi-,
and Bhujangini Mudras.

We can see from this list that none of the mudras have been abandoned
but that the list gradually expanded. One could consult other lists, but they
largely constitute copies of these three main lists. The Yoga Tattva
Upanishad, for example, lists in stanzas 26-27 Maha Mudra, Mahabandha-,
Khechari-, and Vajroli Mudras and Jalandhara-, Uddiyana-, and Mula
Bandhas. These are all mudras in the Hatha Yoga Pradipika, but three are
missing from the list. We could surmise this list is an in-between stage of
the Goraksha Shataka and the Pradipika lists. The Shiva Samhita in stanza
IV. 15 also extols a list of 10 mudras, which it claims are the best, but then
simply copies the list of the Pradipika, if only in changed orderl®. As a
peculiar sidenote, before this passage, the Shiva Samhita praises the
extraordinary power of Yoni Mudra but then does not include it in its list.
This tendency we find replicated in other texts, too, i.e. the tendency that in
odd locations mudras are described as very important, which are not
reflected in the main list. It appears that shastral? authors and scribes
sometimes simply chose an elegant number such as 5, 10 or 20, but in the
actual text did not feel limited by the mudras contained in that number.
Jayatarama’s Jogapradipika finally offers 24 mudras’®. 1t is difficult to
analyse Jayatarama’s list because one of his past times was to change the
names of the mudras and make the descriptions opaque. Nevertheless, we
see a certain overlap with the list of the Gheranda Samahita.

The foundation of the current volume was laid in 1996 when I took a
two-month course with B.N.S. Iyengar (do not mistake with B.K.S.
Iyengar) that dealt exclusively with mudras. Iyengar taught from lecture
notes he had taken when studying with T. Krishnamacharya during the
1940s. He showed me the notes on several occasions and as far as I
remember, these classes took place in Mysuru from 1945-1948. The course
was based strictly on the list of the Gheranda Samhita, with the exception
of the five dharanas also in this list, which according to T.
Krishnamacharya were dharanas (concentration exercises) and not mudras



(prana diversion techniques). I have added a further 11 common mudras,
which brings the total to 31. The added mudras are Yoga Mudra, a
commonly used but misunderstood asana mudra, hasta mudras including
Shanka-, Akasha-, and Jnana Mudras, and finally, mudras that appear in
shastra but have not made the common lists such as Jihva Bandha,
Agochari-, Matsyendra-, Jyoti-, Dhyana-, and Bhramari Mudras.
Ambiguity is sometimes difficult to avoid, but I have explained my
reasoning as clearly as possible why a particular mudra appears in the list.
Vajroni Mudra is a different technique to Vajroli Mudra, but sometimes
both are listed as variations of Vajroli Mudra, which makes little sense as
both versions have nothing to do with each other. I have listed them as two
different methods. Bhramari Mudra, 1 have listed as a mudra, although
often it is listed as a pranayama method. If it is practised without kumbhaka
(breath retention) it is more akin to a mudra. Yoni Mudra and Shanmukhi
Mudra, finally, are exactly the same technique that occurs under two
different names; hence it is listed here under one name only, Shanmukhi
Mudra.

PURPOSES OF MUDRAS

In this section, I will describe the manifold purposes of mudras. They are
much more diverse than the purposes of the yogic limbs of asana,
pranayama or meditation, which lend themselves to be sorted into
descriptive categories. Why that is the case will be covered in the next
section. The Hathatatva Kaumudi of Sundaradeva states that if the yogi
practices mudras, fear of death is overcomel?, This is the case because
mudras support realizing oneself as the immortal and eternal, i.e. the
consciousness (purusha) as it is called in yoga, or the self (atman) as the
Upanishads would have it. But the Kaumudi also says that without mudras,
prana (life force) does not enter Sushumna?? (the central energy channel)2L.
This is confirmed by the Yuktabhavadeva of Bhavadeva Mishra, which
states that for raising Kundalini mudras need to be practised?2. The ten-
chapter edition of the Hatha Yoga Pradipika holds?® that Kundalini forms
the very foundation of the entire science of yoga and that the yogi needs to
put all effort into practising the mudras to raise KundaliniZ2.



While the Pradipika sees the focus of mudras on Kundalini raising, the
Gheranda Samhita sees their aim as sthirata, i.e. fortitude22. T.
Krishnamacharya, being a Vaishnavite?®, was primarily interested in this
aspect of mudra, while he relied on pranayama as the main means for
Kundalini raising. Dr M.L. Gharote, translator and editor of many yoga
texts, explains that in mudra one tries to control semi-voluntary muscles
(such as the anal sphincter, thoracic diaphragm, ocular muscles etc.) with
the aim of integrating the central and autonomous nervous systemZZ.
Ultimately, I see mudras, particularly those in the dharana mudra section,
as an alternative for those who shy away from extensive pranayama and
chakra-meditation. Please note the term extensive in the previous sentence.
Mudras can reduce the time necessary spent on those practices but cannot
replace them entirely. Long-term commitment to chakra-meditation seems
easy for those with a more visual and auditory orientation, but it can be
challenging for those more kinaesthetically inclined. With the mudra
approach, an avenue fulfils to a greater extent the needs of the
kinaesthetically inclined, i.e. the need to feel body sensations as a
confirmation that something is happening spiritually.

WHEN TO PRACTICE MUDRAS

We are now turning to the question when in relation to other yogic practices
are mudras to be practiced. This means we are discussing whether they
should they be learned and integrated into one’s practice before or after
pranayama. It seems an early point to turn to such a detailed question, but
as we will see, there are far-reaching repercussions to the answer that need
to be addressed this early in our study. T. Krishnamacharya stated that
mudras prepare for pranayama, hence mudras should be practised first22,
We find this view also supported in the Yoga Rahasya, handed down
through Krishnamacharya’s family lineage. The Yoga Rahasya allocates
both asana and mudra to the first ashrama (Vedic stage of life), called
brahmachary, whereas it allocates pranayama to the second stage of life,
called grhasta. This order of techniques is also corroborated by Acharya
Bhagwan Dev who opined that pranayama should follow mudras2.
However, shastra author Jayatarama argues that pranayama facilitate
mudras, hence pranayama should be practised first22, This is also the order



espoused by the Hatha Yoga Pradipika, which says that the sequence of
yogic practices is asanas, kumbhakas (Hatha texts generally refer to
pranayama by the term kumbhakas — breath retentions), mudras and
nadanusandhana (hearing inner sound, Hatha’s main avenue towards
samadhi)?l. But the Goraksha Shataka, the mother of all Hatha texts,
describes mudras first, and then only pranayama2. Summarizing, we say
that although authorities feel compelled to make a statement about the order
of these techniques, reaching agreement they cannot.

Let’s look into some of the rationales to see whether a conclusive view
is possible. Mudra is often defined as a combination of asana, bandha and
breath. In this view of mudra, it is a way of slowly introducing kumbhaka
(breath retention). Most mudras do contain breath retentions. The reason
these breath retentions do not constitute pranayama proper is because the
count is missing, i.e. the length of each retention is not precisely measured.
The breath retentions during mudra are always held “to capacity”, rather
than to a determined count. Additionally, there are few repetitions and
rounds either, whereas once one has entered into formal pranayama practice
count, ratio (the relation of the length of inhalation, exhalation and
kumbhaka relative to each other) and the number of repetitions become
paramount. Mudras are usually done either once or repeated several times,
but one will not usually engage in the practise of one and the same mudra
for a whole practice session, as this is the case with pranayama. Another
important aspect of pranayama is bandha. Once breath retentions are
commenced, a high level of bandha proficiency is necessary. This
proficiency is learned through mudra, combining asana, bandha and
kumbhaka in the absence of count. The absence of count enables us to focus
on the intricacies of the bandhas, which prepares for practising pranayama
proper (i.e. kumbhakas with count) later down the track. The type of
mudras addressed so far should be performed during or right after our
asana practise. Some, as we will see, are taking place within relatively
advanced asanas and, therefore, it is necessary to be prepared and warmed
up. If not warmed up properly one could easily get hurt in mudras such as
Vajroni-, Pashini-, Maha-, or Viparita Karani Mudras.

On the other side, however, as this text will reveal, there are clearly
many mudras, which constitute advanced elements of meditation or even



samadhi, such as Khechari Mudra or Shakti Chalana Mudra. It would be
nonsensical and even counterproductive to practice mudras such as these
before attaining proficiency in pranayama. When looking at the above
statements from shastras and authorities regarding as to when practice
mudras, the problem is that any answer will treat mudras as if they were
one uniform category, such as with asanas or pranayamas. However,
mudras are not that at all. We will analyse this more closely in the next
section.

ORDER AND CATEGORIES OF MUDRAS

In the shastras mudras are often listed in no particular order, which makes
the understanding of the whole category of mudra difficult. There have
been attempts to define groups of mudras through their location applied,
such as hands, head, postural, pelvic, etc. I worked with this method for a
while and found it unsatisfying because the location does not say much
about the function. I then looked into ordering mudras according to
function. This would lead us to the groups of bandhas (energetic locks),
mudras that are combinations of posture, bandhas and kumbhaka, mudras
engendering longevity, those associated with increasing strength, mudras
designed to raise Kundalini, and mudras designed to trigger samadhi. The
order would then look like this:

1. Bandhas:
Mula Bandha, Uddiyana Bandha, Jalandhara Bandha, Jihva Bandha,
Maha Bandha

2. Mudras that are combinations of posture, bandha and kumbhaka:
Yoga Mudra, Tadagi Mudra, Maha Mudra, Maha Bandha Mudra,
Maha Vedha Mudra, Kaki Mudra, Vajroni Mudra, Shanmukhi Mudra,
Shakti Chalana Mudra, Matsyendra Mudra

3. Mudras promoting longevity:
Tadaga Mudra, Viparita Karani Mudra, Ashvini Mudra, Manduka
Mudra, Bhujangi Mudra, Vajroli Mudra, Matanga Mudra, Maha
Mudra, Kaki Mudra



4. Mudras for raising Kundalini
Khechari Mudra, Pashini Mudra, Ashvini Mudra, Bhujangi Mudra,
Vajroni Mudra, Vajroli Mudra, Shakti Chalana Mudra

5. Mudras creating strength:
Matangi Mudra, Pashini Mudra, Vajroni Mudra

6. Meditation and samadhi mudras
Shambhavi Mudra, Shanmukhi Mudra, Jyoti Mudra, Bhramari Mudra,
Khechari Mudra

The problem with this approach is that it makes mudras in one group
lacking connection with each other. The categories of strength, longevity,
meditation, bandhas, combination of..., etc. are from different levels of
structural hierarchy. Many mudras need to appear in several categories,
which makes the above table clumsy. To find a solution to systematize
mudras, we need to hark back to the Yoga Sutra. Patanjali, the author of the
Sutras, ordered limbs according to function and outcome. And that is
exactly why he didn’t treat mudras as a separate limb. The function and
outcome of the mudras are already explained through their association with
the limbs. There are mudras primarily related to asana, pranayama,
pratyahara, dharana and samadhi. Primarily here means they can have
aspects related to several other limbs, but usually, the mudra’s primary
function is easily discernible. That easily discernible primary function
determined the order in which I have presented the mudras here. The view
that mudras are allocated to certain limbs is corroborated by Hatha Yoga
Samhita which states that mudras are techniques that support practices like
pranayama, pratyahara, dharana, dhyana and samadhi23. These are the
categories in which I have ordered the mudras, with omitting dhyana
because I could find only one mudra primarily relating to dhyana, even then
not clearly.

Here then are the categories and their allocated mudras:

1. Asana Mudras
These mudras are primarily pranic (this anglicized term means
energetic or related to life-force) modifications of asanas and are inserted



into one’s existing asana practice. Mudras in this group include Tadaga-,
Viparita Karani-, Vajroni-, and Yoga Mudras. Alternatively, they are
techniques whose purpose, similar to asana, is primarily to strengthen the
body and increase health and longevity, such as Nabho-, Matsyendra-,
Bhujangi-, Manduka-, and Matangi Mudras. The purpose of this group is
the sthirata (fortitude) of the Gheranda Samhita, which was also T.
Krishnamacharya’s focus. Authorities who believed this group of mudras to
be the quintessential one concluded that mudras should be practised before
pranayama.

2. Pranayama Mudras

In this group, you will find mudras primarily associated with the limb
of pranayama or they are ancillaries to pranayama. These are Mula-,
Uddiyana-, and Jalandhara Bandhas, as well as Shanka-, and Kaki Mudras.

3. Pratyahara Mudras

Pratyahara, the fifth limb of yoga, is often translated as sense-
withdrawal, but it is better understood as independence from external
(sensory) stimulus. The mudras in this group are primarily designed to
project sensory prana (prana that powers the various senses, such as audio,
visual, etc.) back into the body, therefore making us independent from
sensory stimulus®?. These include Jihva Bandha, Shambhavi-, Akasha-,
Jnana-, Agochari-, and Dhyana Mudras. Two special cases here are
Shambhavi-, and Dhyana Mudras. Shambhavi Mudra would also deserve to
be listed under samadhi mudras, but it is so important as a pratyahara
mudra 1 have included it in this earlier category. Dhyana Mudra could have
deserved a separate category of meditation mudras, but because this mudra
is something of an anticlimax and has been treated like an orphan by
shastra, 1 have refrained from this step and included it in this present
section. Please also note that the English term meditation is ambiguous. It is
sometimes used to translate the Sanskrit dhyana, but in yoga, it is the
combined process of pratyahara, dharana and dhyana (yogic limbs five
through seven).

4. Dharana Mudras



This is by far the most important section of mudras32. They are all
mudras designed to raise Kundalini. In his 1905 seminal textbook The
Serpent Power, Sir John Woodroffe states that mudras are keys for opening
the door to Kundalini®®. The connection between the term dharana (the 6%
limb of yoga, often translated as concentration) and Kundalini is: With
Kundalini raised, success in dharana is guaranteed. With Kundalini
dormant, success in dharana is hard to come by. The mudras in this section
are Maha-, Maha Bandha-, Mahav Vedha-, Ashvini-, Vajroli-, Pashini-, and
Shakti Chalana Mudras. These mudras represent the main focus of the
Hatha Yoga Pradipika, i.e. raising Kundalini. Authorities who believed this
group of mudras to be the quintessential one necessarily concluded that
mudras should be practised after pranayama.

5. Samadhi Mudras

These are mudras designed to trigger samadhi (revelatory ecstasy, the
8™ Jimb of yoga). They cannot cause samadhi alone by themselves but only
trigger it in a mind that already gravitates towards samadhi. Such
gravitation is brought about through the long-term practice of asana,
pranayama and yogic meditation. This category of mudras includes
Bhramari-, Shanmukhi-, Jyoti-, and Khechari Mudras. As earlier stated,
Shambhavi Mudra could have been included in this category, too, but its
presence in the pratyahara category is too important and I didn’t want to
list mudras twice.

HOW TO PRACTICE MUDRAS

Sir John Woodroffe in The Serpent Power explains that not all mudras need
to be exercised by each person, but only as many as required in that
particular case3Z. With the order of categories created in the previous
section, we can now easily analyse to which category Woodroffe’s
statement applies. It applies to the categories 1 asana mudras, 4 dharana
mudras, and 5 samadhi mudras. Of these three groups, we would select and
add on only as many mudras as we need to achieve our respective goal. We
would not learn them simultaneously but would focus on each one typically
for 14 to 28 days before adding on the next38, If we learn too many of the
mudras in these groups simultaneously, we will create confusion. A typical



example would be Maha Mudra, Maha Bandha Mudra and Maha Vedha
Mudra. During the learning period, we would focus on each mudra
individually and only eventually, once integrated, would we execute them
all in sequence. Similarly is the situation with the asana mudras.

Different to that are the mudras in the classes 2 pranayama, and 3
pratyahara. Of these, most are practiced simultaneously as ancillaries to
pranayama and meditation (the term meditation here again used in a
general way for the compound of pratyahara, dharana and dhyana). This
means these mudras are to be integrated as ancillaries into our pranayama
and meditation practice without allocating extra timeslots to them. A case in
point here is the group of the bandhas. The bandhas are all executed as a
compound during our kumbhaka practice; application of all bandhas during
kumbhaka is part of the definition of kumbhaka. Besides some initial
experimental and tuition sessions, there will be no dedicated bandha time
slot in our practice.

WHY SHASTRA ANALYSIS?
Similar to my book on pranayama so also this present text relies on
scriptural research. When I was young and travelled through India looking
for teachers, I, as most young seekers would do, hoped to meet the one
great teacher that would reveal all the secrets. This person never eventuated.
While I am indebted to several teachers, when it comes to the subject of
mudra, mainly to B.N.S. Iyengar, I did not meet a single person that had
mastered this subject comprehensively. Possibly T. Krishnamacharya was
the last person to have done so. Theos Bernard faced a similar situation a
few decades before me. When he kept probing his teacher, whom he called
the Mabharishi, for more details on a wide variety of yogic subjects, the
Maharishi finally pointed out to him that yoga was in decline in India for
500 years, and that many details he would only find in shastra. For this
reason, already early on, I embarked on a comprehensive review of shastra,
and for decades, this was a good part of my work. Many details of yogic
technique could only be unearthed and reconstructed through shastric
analysis. Because we are holding on to this somewhat naive hope to meet
that elusive maha-yogi (great yogi), many yogic methods today are taught
in watered-down and impotent form. Great improvement could be achieved
if the voice of shastra would be listened to more.
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Section 1:

Asana Mudras

This group of mudras consists of those who predominantly deal with the
body. Some are modified asanas that prepare for pranayama, i.e. creating
the conditions for pranayama to succeed. They also help with the transition
from a practice that solely relies on asana, to one that consists of asana and
pranayama practices. This is an important aspect of asana mudras. Another
sub-group in this category includes mudras that extend the life span and
increase health and strength.

For various reasons, some students are stuck on an exclusive asana
practice. Asana mudras lower the threshold to start the transition towards a
more integrated, wholistic yoga approach, beginning the graduation from
asana to a compound asana/pranayama practice. Asana mudras largely
form an in-between stage, in that regard, breath retention (kumbhaka) is
often involved but is applied here without count. Kumbhaka in pranayama
proper is counted, i.e. each breath retention has a pre-prescribed length.
This can make the entry into pranayama quite challenging for those not
used to such a regimen. Asana mudras, involving kumbhaka, but no count,
lower the threshold for introducing kumbhaka in a similar way as Nauli
does this, t00%0.

An exception here is Viparita Karani Mudra, which does not involve
kumbhaka. This mudra’s main effect is nevertheless of pranic nature, in that
regard that it arrests or fixates prana in the throat chakra (in the case of the
shoulder stand) and the third eye chakra (in the case of the headstand),
respectively. In this way, it establishes important prerequisites for both
pranayama and meditation. Mudras described in this section are:

1. Tadaga Mudra
2. Viparita Karani Mudra



3. Vajroni Mudra

4. Yoga Mudra

5. Nabho Mudra

6. Matsyendra Mudra
7. Bhujangi Mudra

8. Manduka Mudra

9. Matangi Mudra

40 Nauli is a kriya, a purification technique that takes place during external kumbhaka, i.e. a breath
retention after exhaling, yet without count. One of the side effects of Nauli is that it gradually builds
resilience and tolerance towards being in the state of external kumbhaka (breath retention after
exhaling). This is due to the fact that, due to the absence of count, we can abort the kumbhaka

whenever we need to.



Chapter 1

TADAGA MUDRA
(TANK SEAL)

Tadaga Mudra (alternative spelling Tadagi Mudra) means Tank Mudra, and
it is so-called because the abdomen during this mudra is hollowed, or basin-
shaped, like a receptacle for water. The term Tadaga Mudra is also
colloquially used in Ashtanga Yoga for the ten breaths of lying on your
back, after the back-bending sequence, and before the cool-down sequence.
The ten breaths here are utilized for separating the vigorous series of
postures, during which breath is faster, from the finishing asanas, during
which the breath is slowed down. However, the term mudra here is only
justified when kumbhaka is added. The entire cool-down sequence is
supposed to be of mudric®. nature, that is prana mobilized during the
vigorous series is now sealed in the body. For this effect to occur in the
supine position, kumbhaka is necessary. Tadaga Mudra is placed in a very
strategic position in the series and is supposed to signal that all postures
after this point are to be made mudric, i.e. to be used as pranic seals.

Let’s look at the evidence of why external kumbhaka is necessary here.
Tadaga Mudra has been classified by M.V. Bhole M.D., one of the key
researchers at Kaivalyadhama Institute, as a form of Uddiyana Bandha®2.
Dr Bole specifies there are five types of Uddiyana, of which I have
described four in Pranayama The Breath of Yoga, i.e. inhalation Uddiyana
Bandha, internal kumbhaka Uddiyana Bandha, exhalation Uddiyana
Bandha, and external kumbhaka Uddiyana Bandha®2. This last bandha is an
atypical bandha in that regard that it does not constitute a muscular
contraction from which a pranic force rebounds and is projected back into
the body. Instead of that, suction is utilized to suck prana into the desired
direction. Because of its atypicality, this technique is simply often called
Bahya Uddiyana (external-kumbhaka Uddiyana or more colloquially
external-Uddiyana), leaving out the term bandha. Due to its supine position



Tadaga Mudra provides the ideal platform to slowly integrate external-
Uddiyana and external breath retention into one’s practices.

External breath retention (exhaling and then retaining the breath
outside) should always be accompanied external-Uddiyana. The reason for
this is that the exhalation increases tamas? in the mind and at the end of the
exhalation, the mind has reached peak-tamas. To hold the breath at the end
of the exhalation (i.e. to perform external breath retention/kumbhaka)
means to keep the mind as its most tamasic, of itself a very negative state.
However, this can be turned around by engaging external-kumbhaka
Uddiyana. The technique works like this: exhale completely and lock the
throat. This is achieved by swallowing saliva and sustaining the grip of the
throat muscles brought about by the swallowing reflex. Once the permanent
contraction of the throat is achieved, perform a so-called faked or false
inhalation. This means while keeping the throat contracted, you engage the
secondary respiratory muscles as if you would inhale, i.e. lifting and
expanding the ribcage. A vacuum in the thorax is thus created, which sucks
the diaphragm and with it the abdominal contents up in the thoracic cavity,
creating the hollowed-in, tank-like appearance of the abdomen.

The abdominal muscles need to be kept relaxed. If they are contracted,
this will impinge on the ability to suck the abdominal contents into the
thoracic cavity. Students of yoga often mistake the significance of why the
technique is sometimes named Uddiyana Bandha and at other times just
Uddiyana. Even shastras rarely spell out the difference because this was
considered a part of individual, oral instruction. Shrinivasayogi, the author
of the Hatha Ratnavali®2, to my knowledge, initiated the tradition to label
the passive suction-type external-Uddiyana as Bahya Uddiyana. This text
was probably set down during the 17th century, and its author was well
aware of the need to disambiguate external-Uddiyana from Uddiyana
Bandha.

CONTRAINDICATIONS FOR EXTERNAL KUMBHAKAS

External-Uddiyana exerts a powerful suction on the brain and the
cerebrospinal fluid. External-Uddiyana must be learned slowly during
Nauli, Tadaga Mudra and Yoga Mudra. Beginners should initially perform
not over 2 or 3 repetitions per day and then slowly increase the rate over
weeks and months. Due to the intense pressure exchange, External-



Uddiyana, like Nauli, should not be practised by women when they wish to
conceive, during menstruation or pregnancy. However, it is very beneficial
for the female reproductive system at all other times.

The practice of kumbhaka rarely is advised for anyone suffering from
high blood pressure or heart disease. The same must be said about peptic
ulcers. It also should not be practised if hyperacidity occurs and not for at
least six weeks after giving birth. Kumbhaka practice should never be
combined with psychedelic drugs. There are inhibitors in our nervous and
endocrine systems that prevent us from tampering with our respiration and
heart rate. Through years of skilful practice, the yogi learns to suspend
some of these inhibitors and venture into areas not accessible to the
untrained person. There are reasons these areas are inaccessible to the
untrained. However, these very same inhibitors may be suspended through
some psychedelic drugs, and anything can happen if you practise
pranayama under their influence. These contraindications apply for all
external kumbhakas, independent of the mudra during which they occur.

Tadaga Mudra is sometimes also performed in Pashimottanasana, it is
combined with external breath retention and external-Uddiyana. So says T.
Krishnamacharya in Yoga Makaranda that Tadaga Mudra is to pull the
stomach backwards as to make it hollow in Pashimottanasana®®. But a
well-known video depicting T. Krishnamacharya during the 1940s shows
him lying on his back when performing the mudra with external kumbhaka.
He was familiar with both versions. The Pashimottanasana-variation is
more advanced as it demands proficiency in forward-bending and a strong,
supported low back.

Some teachers have misinterpreted the name Tank Mudra by
suggesting expanding the belly tank-like, thus pushing it out?Z. This is an
erroneous description. Neither in external nor internal kumbhaka are yogis
pushing the belly out. Particularly in Pashimottanasana this would
destabilize the low-back, especially if these instructions, as sometimes
observed, are accompanied by suggesting releasing at the same time the
bandhas. This instruction should therefore be ignored.

Nathamuni’s Yoga Rahasya lists Tadaga Mudra in verse I1.13 and
shows it as reclining on your back#8. Yoga Rahasya also states this mudra is
to be practised by brahmacharys (students, the first Vedic ashrama/ stage of



life). This makes this mudra with most asanas a preparation for pranayama.
Pranayama, according to the Yoga Rahasya, is a grhasta practice
(householder, the second Vedic ashrama or stage of life). According to the
Vedic teaching, brahmachary (student) practices are integrated into one’s
life before tackling grhasta (householder) practices.

The Gheranda Sambhita, in stanza III1.50, lists this mudra with the
alternate spelling of Tadagi Mudra, and confirms that the pond-like
appearance is achieved by drawing the belly in and up (i.e. produced by
external-Uddiyana)*2. Sage Gheranda further states that the mudra destroys
decrepitude and death. Bahadur Chandra Vasu’s translation of the Gheranda
Samhita has this stanza at II.61, but also confirms to make the stomach
hollow like a tank, rather than pushing it out2?. Shastras were hand-copied
in days of yore, and modern translations are often based on manuscripts
sometimes differing in their order or number of stanzas.

The Yoga Chudamani Upanishad describes Uddiyana Bandha in
stanza 48-492L, However, after initially quoting the Hatha Yoga Pradipika
verbatim, the Upanishad then says that the drawing back towards the spine
below the navel in Pashimottanasana is called Uddiyana Bandha. This is
an error in the manuscript (because this type of Uddiyana Bandha is
typically practiced when practising pranayama in a sitting posture) or it
does refer to Tadaga Mudra, without mentioning in name. If this were the
case, this fact would provide food for Dr Bhole’s assertion that Tadaga
Mudra must indeed be looked at as the fifth category or type of Uddiyana
Bandha.

TECHNIQUE

After completing the backbending sequence, lie down on your back to
perform Tadaga Mudra. Completely exhale and then contract and lock your
throat. Now perform a faked inhalation by expanding your chest. A faked or
false inhalation means to execute the muscular actions to inhale. Due to the
contracted and locked throat, however, no air can enter the lungs. A vacuum
is created, and this vacuum will now suck the abdominal contents into the
thoracic cavity. You are now in the state of external kumbhaka with
external-Uddiyana. Hold this state to capacity, i.e. as long as you are
comfortable. Then release your throat and gently inhale. Do so before the



breath-holding becomes uncomfortable. You can repeat this several times
but for somebody proficient in external kumbhaka, once or twice is
sufficient.

Tadaga Mudra, supine

Once you are comfortable with the supine version of Tadaga Mudra,
perform it in Pashimottanasana as well. In the Ashtanga method, you
would do so only in your second Pashimottanasana, which takes place after
your backbending sequence. Tadaga Mudra is not performed during the
first Pashimottanasana early in the Primary Series, as we are not properly
warmed up yet. When performing Tadaga Mudra in Pashimottanasana, you
need to be well progressed in forward bending (i.e. reasonably flexible),
and your low back must have gained support strength. This is so because
during forward bending you are to contract your abdominal muscles to
support the low back. You are using your transverse abdominis muscles to
tuck the lower abdomen inwards towards the spine. Because the fluid-filled
abdominal cavity cannot be compressed, it will compensate by elongating
in the longitudinal direction, pulling your lumber vertebrae apart from each,
thus protecting the intravertebral discs of the lumbar spine. While this
sounds complicated, it is what every competent weightlifter or athlete
would automatically do.

During the Pashimottanasana-version of Tadaga Mudra we cannot
contract the transverse abdominis. We cannot do this because it needs to be
relaxed to allow the vacuum action of Bahya Uddiyana, which sucks the
abdominal contents into the thoracic cavity. The Pashimottanasana-version
of Tadaga Mudra is therefore not suitable for beginners, but only for those



who already are very competent forward benders. If you experience any
strain in your low back discontinue the posture.

Once you held the external kumbhaka in Pashimottanasana to
capacity, release the contraction of your throat and gently inhale. Do not
gasp for air but release the breath retention before the need for gasping to
occur. In either case, whether you are performing Tadaga Mudra supine or
in Pashimottanasana, it is a signal to the body that now the mudra phase of
your asana practice has commenced. From Tadaga Mudra onwards, all
remaining postures, i.e. those of the cool-down or finishing sequence, are to
be made mudric. This is the connecting theme of the descriptions of the
next three mudras.

Tadaga Mudra in Pashimottanasana

41 Anglification, meaning “of mudra-like nature”
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Chapter 2

VIPARITA KARANI MUDRA
(Inverted-Action Seal)

For whatever reason this fashion started, Viparita Karani Mudra is often
taught as a watered-down, mellow version of the shoulder stand. This is an
error. Viparita Karani refers to conferring on all inversions a mudric nature,
i.e. turning them into energetic seals. The siddha Gorakhnath explains in
Yoga Gorakshataka, stanza 55, that pratyahara (the 5 limb of yoga,
independence from external stimulus) is achieved by placing the sun in the
navel on top of the moon, which is above the palate. This so-called moon, a
pranic storehouse in the centre of the cranium, is the repository of the so-
called lunar prana, prana that powers introversion and everything that
comes with it. In the normal, day-to-day order of things, the navel (seat of
gastric fire) is below the moon, so amrita (another name for lunar prana)
oozing from the moon is burnt by the sun. Saving this nectar of the moon
from being burnt by the sun is, according to Gorakhnath, pralyaharai, and
Viparita Karani is how to achieve it>2, The Gheranda Samhita, in stanzas
I11.33-35, confirms that the moon has to be placed below the sun (by
inverting the body) and this is called Viparita Karani Mudra. According to
sage Gheranda, it is done by placing the head on the floor with hands
supporting, and then raising the legs up while remaining steady, i.e. by
performing the headstand22,

Similarly, in the Yoga Makaranda T. Krishnamacharya describes this
mudra as placing the head on the ground and the lifting of the legs into an
inverted position®. He emphasises that the body must be absolutely
straight, i.e. the spine perfectly aligned against gravitation, for the mudra to
be worthy of this name. Here we are getting a picture of Viparita Karani
Mudra as a high-class headstand, an understanding of this mudra radically
different from the often-taught, watered-down, half-inversion or legs-up-

the-wall posture. A.G. Mohan confirms® that T. Krishnamacharya taught



that the headstand (Shirshasana) was not just an asana but a mudra, and to
do justice to that name, the breath needed to be substantially slowed down,
ideally to only two breaths per minute2Z. The notable Western yoga pioneer
Theos Bernard, in his 1950 publication Hatha Yoga agrees that Shirshasana
is not a true asana but indeed the mudra known as Viparita Karani
Mudra®.

Other texts rightfully claim that Shirshasana (headstand) and
Sarvangasana (shoulder stand) constitute Viparita Karani. This means that
both inversions, the headstand and the shoulder stand, need to be
transformed into mudras. So states Brahmananda’s commentary Jyotsna on
the Hatha Yoga Pradipika in stanza 6 that before practising kumbhaka
(breath retention) one needs to perform Viparita Karani Mudra so
Jalandhara Bandha can be executed properly22. Jalandhara Bandha (to be
described in painstaking detail later) constitutes an extreme neck-flexion, to
which the neck must be warmed up and prepared using the shoulder stand.
T. Krishnamacharya agreed that the practice of the shoulder stand should
precede the execution of kumbhakas, the rationale here being that a
kumbhaka proper needs to be accommodated by Jalandhara Bandha.
Sahajananda’s Hathayoga Manjari states that one needs to enter Viparita
Karani Mudra from the supine position and raise the legs vertically. The
arms are then used to support the torso, raised until the chest touches the
chin®. If more clarity was needed, then this passage makes it clear that
Viparita Karani Mudra can indeed take place in the shoulder stand, too.
Sahajananda follows this with a description of the headstand, which he also
considers Viparita Karani Mudra.

Jayatarama’s Jogapradipyaka treats Viparita Karani Mudra in stanzas
561- 57751, The shastra suggests placing the shoulders and head on the
floor, raising the legs up to the sky and placing the chin at the jugular notch.
It thus clearly refers to the shoulder stand rather than the headstand.
Jayatarama considers gazing to the navel important, which is possible only
in the shoulder stand and not in the headstand. Yogeshvaranand
Paramahansa argues in First Steps to Higher Yoga that both Shirshasana
and Sarvangasana constitute Viparita Karani®2. This view may be taken
from the Hatha Yoga Pradipika, a Shaivite shastra, which states that the
Viparita Karani concept can be extended to any inversion®2, We find this



view that Viparita Karani is a principle applicable to all inversions, also in
Dattatreya’s Yogashastra, a Vaishnavite text®®. This position, that Viparita
Karani is a principle, is also espoused here in this book. The Viparita
Karani principle can also be extended to a handstand. The handstand,
however, following the convention established by sage Gheranda, I have
described under Vajroni Mudra.

DURATION OF VIPARITA KARANI

Brahmananda, in his commentary Jyotsna on Hatha Yoga Pradipika, states
that Viparita Karani should be practised before kumbhakas®. T.
Krishnamacharya also held this view. Every avid yogi can easily ascertain
that extended inversions increase the pranic retention rate, i.e. they make
breath retentions easier to manage and their duration easier to extend. Many
yogic texts emphasise the length of time that one has to spend in Viparita
Karani. Hatha Yoga Pradipika holds that the time spent practising this
mudra should be increased daily until it can be held for three hours®®. The
Jyotsna commentary to the same text suggests holding it only for a moment

during the first day and then increase it daily®Z. Sundaradeva’s Hathatatva
Kaumudi concurs that one should start slowly and work up to three hours,
The Kaumudi promises that using such practice within six months, one will
have overcome death. Shrinivasayogi’s Hatharatnavali is supportive by
suggesting that three hours per day prevents premature death®. The Shiva
Samhita, in stanza IV. 46, goes even further by promising not only the
conquering of death but that holding the mudra for three hours per day
would fortify one even against pralaya (Armageddon)ZZ.

It is clearly unreasonable to expect such results, and their mentioning
in yogic texts simply reflects the tendency to exaggeration (stuti). Authors
of yogic texts were held to exaggerate the positive effects of yogic
techniques to make it more likely that students would take up their practice.
Unfortunately, the exaggeration also crept into the descrip