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For my dad, Jim Moore, who taught me some very important things, especially to follow my heart.
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While every effort has been made to ensure that the contents of this book are as accurate and up to date as possible, neither the publishers nor the author can be held responsible for any consequence arising from the use of information contained herein.

Always practise with care.

Seek advice from a medical professional or qualified practitioner for any serious or long-term problems which may be contraindicative for the practice of yoga.
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Preface

I am delighted that pregnancy yoga classes are provided here on site at King’s by Sitaram Partnership because it gives women the impression that we are broad-minded and flexible, and that we do not only support a medical model of care, which may make our service appeal to more women. I am very happy that they can attend yoga classes on site where they may become more comfortable as their pregnancies progress and where the hospital may become less of a scary environment.

My observations of women in labour, after they attend pregnancy yoga classes, are that they can focus more on the work they have to do and remain calm and feel in control.

For some there has been a remarkable journey during pregnancy from being fearful of labour to managing the process very well.

Katie Yiannouzis

Head of Midwifery, King’s College Hospital, London SE5
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Author’s preface to the third edition

I was pregnant with my daughter as I wrote Teach Yourself Yoga for Pregnancy and Birth in 2007/8. I knew for certain how very useful this book would be for other expectant mothers, not just from my professional experience of twelve years teaching yoga to pregnant women, but also because the manuscript of Teach Yourself Yoga for Pregnancy and Birth was my own personal handbook for yoga practice throughout my third pregnancy. I was utilizing every practice myself daily as I wrote it.

Nine years later, and the wriggly unborn baby who guided the writing of this book is now a sassy nine-year-old girl. Teach Yourself Yoga for Pregnancy and Birth has been reprinted frequently since it was first published, and it remains the required reference for all my pregnancy and post-natal yoga teacher training courses, and for other courses too. It is a practical, down-to-earth and thoroughly helpful book that I am proud to have sent out into the world at the same time as I birthed my beautiful daughter.

During the nine years since it was first published, yoga for pregnancy has become increasingly popular in many places, and pregnancy yoga teacher training courses have proliferated. I’ve trained hundreds of yoga teachers in these years, and they offer classes far and wide, from Moscow to Galway, and from Kuwait to Rekjavik (for a full listing of teachers please see www.wombyoga.org/​teachers).

For those expectant mothers who would like to practise yoga at home outside of a class, and for those who cannot access a local pregnancy yoga class, then this book is the next best thing to a good pregnancy yoga teacher; it really does support you to teach yourself, and to enjoy, the most helpful and appropriate yoga for pregnancy and birth.

I am delighted to have had the opportunity to correct and update some of the information this book contains, and to offer Teach Yourself Yoga for Pregnancy and Birth out into the world once again, for the benefit of all pregnant women and their yoga teachers. I trust it is now even more useful than it was when it was first published.

Uma Dinsmore-Tuli, Stroud, 2017
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Meet the author

Welcome to Yoga for Pregnancy and Birth!

I was invited to write this book because I had 12 years’ experience teaching yoga to pregnant women, creating resources about yoga for mothers, training pregnancy yoga teachers, and establishing programmes for pregnancy yoga in two major London hospitals. But beyond the professional expertise upon which Yoga for Pregnancy and Birth draws, this book is, in the most personal sense, the vivid result of having practised precisely what I preach; because I wrote every word while I was pregnant with my third child.

Early every morning when I sat to write this book, as my growing baby daughter wriggled inside my belly she would sometimes end up in the most uncomfortable positions. Sitting still at the computer was the last thing I really wanted to be doing. To free up space around the bump, I would have to stand and move, and practise all the yoga poses you can read about in Chapter 3. Later on in the day, when I needed the energy to keep on track with activities for my older sons (aged six and nine at the time), I would re-energize using the breathing practices and revitalizing techniques I describe in Chapters 4 and 6. As the bump grew I found that I needed to utilize on a daily basis everything in the book about the management of pelvic pain and lower backache. Each night, I used the restorative poses in Chapter 3 so that I could rest even if my daughter was kicking about inside the womb, and in the afternoons, the relaxation practices from Chapter 6 would give my mind, spirit and body the deep healing rest it needed.

When the book was finished and I went into labour, I put into practice everything in Chapter 8, on yoga and birth, and followed through with the programmes for nurturing, stabilizing and revitalizing during the period of post-natal recovery. As I wrote, I had the remarkable opportunity to ensure that everything in the book was of immediate and practical use to me as a pregnant woman, as a birthing woman, and as a mother of a new baby girl. As I reviewed all the hundreds of yoga techniques which I had learned to be of use during pregnancy, and which had already been tried and tested in my yoga classes and training courses over the years, I filtered each one through the mesh of my own current needs, and chose to include only those practices which had truly proved to be of real value. As my own test reader, I certainly knew that the only practices worth sharing were the ones that nurtured my own pregnancy.

So you can be sure when you read this book, that everything in it is not just safe and accessible, but also really useful. As a source of comfort and support to all mothers during pregnancy, birth and the months with their baby (and years beyond), I am very pleased to be able to include the text of a blessing poem for mothers-to-be by the late John O’Donohue. My first meeting with this very special poet philosopher priest and his remarkable teachings in Celtic spirituality marked the beginning of my journey as a wife and mother 11 years ago; and his sudden passing from this life in 2007 occurred shortly before my family returned to Ireland for the naming of our daughter in the abbey where John O’Donohue had helped us to celebrate our marriage blessing some ten years earlier. The words of his Blessing for a Mother-to-be are profound, touching and full of insight. I am grateful to have permission to include the whole blessing below, and pleased to present it in the context of this new edition of Yoga for Pregnancy and Birth because all or part of the blessing makes a perfect focus for meditation at the start or end of your yoga practice.

BLESSING FOR A MOTHER-TO-BE

Nothing could have prepared

Your heart to open like this.

From beyond the skies and stars

The echo arrived inside you

And started to pulse with life;

Each beat a tiny act of growth,

Traversing all our ancient shapes

On its way home to itself

Once it began, you were no longer your own.

A new more courageous you, offering itself

In a new way to a presence you can sense

But you have not seen or known.

It has made you feel alone

In a way you never knew before;

Everyone else sees only from the outside

What you feel and feed

With every fibre of your being.

Never have you travelled further inward

Where words and thoughts become half-light

Unable to reach the fund of brightness,

strengthening inside the night of your womb.

Like some primeval moon,

Your soul brightens

The tides of essence

That flow to your child.

You know that your life has changed for ever,

For in all the days and years to come,

Distance will never be able to cut you off

From the one you now carry

For nine months under your heart.

May you be blessed with quiet confidence

That destiny will guide you and mind you.

May the emerging spirit of your child

Imbibe encouragement and joy

From the continuous music of your heart,

So that it can grow with ease.

Expectant of wonder and welcome

When its form is fully filled

And it makes its journey out

To see you and settle at last

Relieved, and glad in your arms.

From Benedictus by John O’Donohue (Bantam Press, London 2007: pp. 72–3)


[image: image]

[image: image]

Only got a minute?

Adaptation of classical yoga for pregnancy, birth and post-natal recovery offers a holistic path of self-care and nurture appropriate for women who are new to yoga, as well as for those who already have experience of yoga practice. Doing yoga during pregnancy is an effective system of self-care because it acknowledges and develops the integration of the mind, breath and body.

As you read this paragraph let out a really huge sigh: Aaaaah! Notice how the body settles into a more relaxed and quiet place at the end of the sigh. Repeat once again, and notice how the mind and body respond to the sound and feel of the breath leaving the body. It is from this integration of breath, mind and body that all the benefits of yoga flow, and it is why it can provide such helpful support during pregnancy, labour, birth and post-natal recovery.

Yoga for Pregnancy and Birth includes:

•  a full range of adapted yoga postures (asanas) intended to provide comfort, build stability, and support the physical changes characteristic of maternal adaptation. They can be performed individually, in groups around shared base positions, or in flowing sequences for special purposes − boosting energy or relief of pelvic pain

•  breathing practices (pranayama) to promote calm, boost vitality and to assist women to accommodate with grace to the emotional and spiritual adjustments required during pregnancy, birth and the immediate post-natal periods

•  yogic pelvic floor practices (mudra and bandha) to promote healthy tone and flexibility in the muscles lining the floor of the pelvis, to assist in birth, and in healing after birth

•  physical movements including subtle hand gestures (mudra) and profound but simple meditations that nurture the emotional and spiritual life of pregnant and post-natal women

•  deep relaxation and healing practices (yoga nidra) to relieve exhaustion and lift the spirits.
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Only got five minutes?

The heart of yoga is an awareness of the link between breath, mind and body. This connection benefits the physical, emotional, mental and spiritual wellbeing at all stages of life, but very noticeably during pregnancy.
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During pregnancy

As you are reading this, become aware of the sound, feeling and movement of your breath as it enters your nostrils – travelling up the nostrils towards the bridge of the nose down into the lungs. Wait until you feel ready to exhale, and then watch, feel and listen as the breath leaves your body – either through the nose or lips, whichever you prefer. This is the first but most vitally important step in the practice of all the core breaths of yoga.

Once you learn to bring your attention to your breath, body and mind you can begin to explore the healing and energizing effects of integrated yoga practice.

Moving in rhythm with the natural breath cycles during the cat-based figure of eight pose, or the standing pelvic circles and spirals, you can release tension and pain from the lower back and hips, which can often feel congested during pregnancy.

Moving each joint of the body in time with the breath, as in the joint freeing series increases freedom of movement in stiff or swollen joints, as well as liberating energy throughout the body, to boost vitality.

More complex series of movements, such as the sun salutation modification, the moon sequence or the standing flow involve simple, simultaneous sequences using major muscle groups of the body to promote grace and joy throughout all stages of pregnancy as they free energy, build strength and promote mobility in harmony with the natural flow of an easy breath.

Voiced exhalations (Bhramari) help to relieve physical and emotional tension by drawing the mental focus within the body. Humming, yawns, sighs, vowel sounds and pre-natal sonic massage help to dispel physical and emotional congestion, slow breathing, and create a sense of calm that resonates to the baby.
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During labour

Gaining familiarity with a range of yoga breathing and movement practices during pregnancy helps a woman to build her own intuitive connection with the natural rhythm and power of her breath and body, and it is this connection to the breath that gives a woman an impressive personal repertoire of helpful responses to the intense experience of labour.

The golden thread breath places mental focus on the end of the exhaling breath and provides the most powerful antidote to the pain of contractions during the first stage of labour.

In the second stage of labour, birthing breath provides a more directive connection of breath with the physical sensations of bearing down which is of valuable assistance when birthing the baby.

By accessing our deep wisdom we have the power to respond to the moment-to-moment changes during pregnancy and birth. This is immensely reassuring when so much of what happens to us is clearly out of our conscious control.
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Post-natally

Post-natally, when there are so many unpredictable variables that can affect a woman’s adaptation to motherhood, and life with a newborn can feel overwhelmingly out of control, yoga can have a particularly helpful role to play. The primary benefits of yoga in this vulnerable and magical time are its ability to promote deep rest and healing in breath, mind and body.

Yoga nidra can help to direct mental attention around the body, bringing relaxation, restoration and healing to every cell.

The healing breath combines gentle breath and muscular contractions to recover, re-energize, and eventually strengthen the pelvic floor post birth.

Above all, yoga helps mother and baby to connect and deepen their new relationship. Prenatal sonic massage can be transposed to the post-natal sonic massage which promotes comfort and joy as it reminds the baby of their womb life.

By connecting to the very heart of yoga through the very simplest of yoga practices (notice you are breathing in, notice you are breathing out) you gain access to a wealth of powerful techniques that actively promote your physical, emotional and spiritual well-being, empowering you to take delight in the experience of pregnancy, encounter the challenge of labour and birth with confidence in your own intuitive ability to cope, and enter into motherhood with an ability to adapt, adjust and accommodate to life with your new baby with ease and grace. You have already taken the first and most important step: you have noticed the connection between breath, mind and body. Everything else in yoga follows from this awareness.
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