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Swara Yoga in Theory

Swami Satyananda Saraswati
on Swara Yoga

F

or thousands of years mankind has been attempting to
penetrate the realm of inner experience. Every thinking
person has tried his level best to accomplish this great task.
Thus there are many different ways and means to have the
inner experience, and from time to time man has experimented with the various paths. Some talk about karma yoga,
others about bhakti yoga, raja yoga, jnana yoga, kundalini
yoga, etc. Quite a few have also ventured to develop inner
experience through the use of drugs.
Many people say that only those who are perfected can
have inner experience, but yoga says it is the right of
everybody. Perfect or imperfect, theist or atheist, high born
or low born, all can have that experience. Therefore, many
systems of yoga have been devised. Out of all these systems,
tantra can be distinguished separately because it is the path
of total transcendence whereby you can have that experience
in spite of any limitation or barrier. In the tantric tradition
some aspects are widely known while others are almost
forgotten. Amongst the latter is the science of swara yoga.
Swara yoga is the ancient science of pranic body rhythms
which explains how the movement of prana can be controlled
by manipulation of the breath. Recently modern science has
taken great interest in electromagnetic fields and the behaviour
of bioenergy, which is the inherent energy principle of the
body. With exciting developments accelerating in such areas
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as bioenergetics, psychotronics and Kirlian photography, the
science of swara yoga is now in great demand.
Although swara yoga is still practised in India, it is not
well known, either in the East or in the West. Perhaps this is
because it was always regarded as an esoteric science which
could possibly harm people if improperly practised. The
tradition was preserved secretly by experienced yogis who
handed it down in strict accordance with the rules of practice.
Previously, in fact, swara yoga was even more closely
guarded than most of the other tantric traditions. Initiation
was only given by direct transmission or by word of mouth
from guru to disciple. Consequently, little was ever written
down regarding the finer aspects of the theory and practice.
For this reason, we find few references to the subject even in
the yogic and tantric texts, and very little is available in
English translation.
Swara etymologically means 'the sound of one's own
breath'. Yoga means 'union'. Therefore, swara yoga enables
the state of union to be reached by means of one's breath.
Through the practice of swara yoga, one can realize the
breath as being the medium of the cosmic life force. The
breath has so much importance in human existence that the
ancient rishis or seers evolved a complete science around it
just from studying the simple process of respiration.
Swara yoga, however, should not be confused with
pranayama, which involves a different aspect of the breath.
Although both deal with prana, swara yoga emphasizes the
analysis of the breath and the significance of different pranic
rhythms, whereas pranayama involves techniques to redirect,
store and control prana. Swara yoga may therefore be said to
involve the practices of pranayama, but in fact it is a much
more extensive and precise science.
Many of the yogic texts such as Shiva Samhita and Goraksha
Samhita and various Upanishads discuss the functions of
prana. However, the main source of recorded knowledge on
swara yoga comes from the Shiva Swarodaya. Shiva is the
supreme consciousness. Swara is the breath flow and udaya
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means waking or rising. This text extols the significance of
the different types of breath or pranic rhythms as told by
Lord Shiva.
In the tantric tradition Lord Shiva, who is known as
Adinath (the primordial guru), first expounded the knowledge
of swara to his disciple, Parvati or Devi. The Shiva Swarodaya
was the outcome of this dialogue. The very opening of the
Shiva Swarodaya emphasizes the importance of swara yoga.
Shiva implores Devi to make sure that the science is kept
very secret and sacred, and remains the highest of all the
vidyas or forms of knowledge. Lord Shiva further states that
in all the seven lokas he knows no greater wisdom or treasure
than the swara.
According to the swara shastras, by analysis of the breath
deeper understanding of the cosmos is unfolded and the
wisdom revealed within the Vedas can be realized. Through
knowledge of the swara, a sadhaka can become a perfected
yogi.
The physical act of breathing is said to have a very subtle
influence on the level of consciousness and therefore the
effects of swara yoga are also very subtle. It aims at directly
awakening the highest human potential. In other systems a
similar understanding of the swara of the breath is also
expressed. For example, in Taoism it states that, "If one
meditates upon the breath, the cosmic deities or forces can
be seen operating in the physical body. By sustaining oneself
purely on the breath, rather than on coarse food, one's
entire being will be purified and strengthened. Then the
consciousness is able to ascend to the heavens where eternal
life is experienced by the body and soul."
Swara yoga not only helps those who believe in a supreme
reality, but also those who do not have faith and who will
also be surprised to discover many truths pertaining to this
reality. Swara yoga is a path which leads to total experience
and awakening of the entire being.
There are a number of things concerning swara yoga
which need to be understood before the practice can be
5

applied correctly. It involves many aspects of the breathing
process. You have to know about the movement of prana in
the body and its relationship with the mind. Prana manifests
in different ways and has particular effects on each organ
and part of the system. When you understand this, you can
predict forthcoming events or cure your illnesses.
There are many techniques for controlling the swara so
that during the day the left nostril remains active and prana
moves in a particular direction. Or by making the prana
flow through the right nostril during the night you can
create another type of energy movement and stimulus, so
that you can have a good sleep without tranquillizers, work
the whole day without becoming fatigued, or you can digest
food without taking appetisers or digestives. These are all
different aspects of swara yoga.
In fact, if someone comes to you with a question which
you cannot answer, you will be able to answer it correctly by
studying the particular flow of the swara. Of course, you
must be careful as you may make a wrong calculation if the
breath is disturbed. But just as an example, if the person
who is questioning approaches from the side opposite to the
flowing swara, the answer has to be no, and if he approaches
on the side of the active swara, the answer has to be yes.
This is only to give you an idea of the diverse field of the
science; it is not the most important part of swara yoga. This
aspect relates to mundane life, and ultimately it must be
transcended. You must be able to realize how prana manifests
in all forms and that everything in creation is due to pranic
movement. For example, you may practise hatha yoga to
improve your strength and vitality, but that is not the
ultimate purpose, it is only a side effect. Likewise, the various
techniques of swara yoga can be useful in mundane affairs;
however, the actual purpose is to enable you to realize the
true essence of your being and to unfold the inner
experience.
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1
Swara Yoga in Brief

W

hen we use the word 'swara', we are talking
about something more than the air which flows from
the nostrils, we are also talking about the flow of prana, a very
subtle and vital aspect of the breath. Up to now, knowledge of
the swara has only been sought by a small minority of people.
In fact, breathing is a process which is generally ignored,
although it is the most important function of the body.
Breathing continues twenty-four hours a day, whether
one is aware of it or not. The breath is man's most valuable
treasure because without it he cannot exist for more than
three minutes. There is a saying that man is born alone and
dies alone, but this is incorrect. Man is born with his breath,
and with his subtle prana, which is the essence of the breath,
he departs. Breath is man's 'soul' companion. Therefore,
the Upanishads refer to swara as atmaswaroopa or brahmaswaroopa, thus inferring that man is a part of Brahman or
the universal consciousness. If you can realize the true
reality of the breath, you can realize the atma or soul.
Breathing is therefore more than a simple physical action.
Each breath has an underlying significance and a particular
'coded message'. For the spiritual aspirant the breath
provides a vehicle by which he can reach the ultimate goal.
Ordinary breathing is a mechanical function performed by
the physical body, but in swara yoga breathing is a process
which can be manipulated and controlled.
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The alternating breath
If you ever take the time to observe the breath and the
manner in which the air flows in and out of the nostrils, you
will notice that most of the time respiration takes place
through one nostril only. It appears that respiration occurs
through both nostrils simultaneously, but this is not so.
When you observe the breath, you will find that one nostril
usually remains open for a certain duration of time and the
breath comes and goes through that side only. Later this
nostril closes and the alternate nostril opens.
What does this mean? Physiologically, it has a particular
effect on the nervous system, producing a certain type of
stimulus. Furthermore, it has a specific influence on the
brain which requires very systematic regulation. Swara yoga
is the science which reveals this previously unknown process.
Swara yoga explains how the flow of the swara changes at
regular intervals; it is not at all erratic. Every hour or every
hour and twenty minutes the active nostril changes. This
rhythm regulates all the psychological and physiological
processes. If the swara is irregular, it is a clear indication
that something is not functioning properly in the body.
The three swaras
The fact that we breathe alternately is very significant in
swara yoga because it allows different swaras to flow at
different times. One swara flows through the left nostril,
another flows through the right, and the third flows through
both nostrils together. The different swaras influence us in
various ways by stimulating different energy centres and
aspects of the nervous system.
In fact, it is not just by chance that the swara flows
sometimes through the right nostril and at other times
through the left. The rhythm of the body is based on the
biorhythms, the energy rhythms of the body, and it also
relates to the two hemispheres of the brain.
In the human body the three swaras correspond to the
three major systems, which can be termed as a trinity. Mind
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is one aspect, life force is another and spirit or soul is the
(bird. Mind, life force and spirit combined constitute the
human being. In swara yoga, mind is known as chitta, life
force as prana and spirit as atma. Chitta controls the sensory
nerves: the eyes, nose, tongue, ears and skin. Prana controls
the five organs of action: speech, hands, feet, reproductive
and urinary/excretory organs. Atma is the overall witness or
controller.
When the left nostril flows, it indicates that the mental
energy, chitta, is predominant, and the pranic energy is
weak. When the right nostril flows, the pranic forces are
stronger and the mental aspect is weak. When both nostrils
operate together, it indicates that the spiritual energy, the
force of the atma, is in power.
Action in relation to swara
Swara yoga enables us to understand the nature of the
breath and its influence on the body because the different
swaras lead to different types of action, mental, physical and
spiritual. When you are meditating, praying or contemplating
the truth, it is spiritual action. When you are walking, talking,
urinating or eating, it is physical action. When digestion is
going on and the enzymes are flowing in the body, it is
physical action. But when you are worried or have many
thoughts on your mind, or when you are memorizing a
poem or song, or planning something, it is mental action.
Whether you have compassion in your mind or you are
angry with somebody, it is all mental action. These are just a
lew examples of the three categories of action.
All of our actions can be classified into three main
categories, and each type of action is presided over by a
specific flow of the swara The left swara presides over
mental actions, the right swara over physical actions, and
both swaras together preside over spiritual actions. This
means that if the right nostril flows whe n you are meditating,
you will have physical difficulties. The body will be restless.
If the left nostril is flowing, you may not be physically
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disturbed, but the mind will wander. However, when both
nostrils are open, the mind becomes one-pointed. Then you
can easily become absorbed in the process of meditation.
Therefore, in swara yoga the first rule is correct action
for the appropriate swara. For this purpose you will have to
train yourself to maintain control over the swara according
to the action you are performing, or you should adjust your
action to suit the swara. Thus, swara yoga aims at harmonizing the mind and body by adjusting the actions with the
swara.
Ida, pingala and sushumna
We have been talking about the flow of the breath, which
creates a flow of energy in the body. The word for flow in
yoga is nadi. In the nostrils three different flows of energy
are created. These are known as ida, pingala and sushumna.
The left nostril is connected to the ida network of nadis, the
right nostril to pingala, and when both nostrils function
together, the main channel or sushumna network is
stimulated.
The energy flows created by the left and right swaras act
something like the positive and negative currents in an
electrical circuit. The left swara is the negative line, while
the right is the positive. When the right nostril is flowing, it
is said that pingala stimulates the body. When the left nostril
is flowing, ida stimulates the mental faculties. During the
time when the swara is alternating, both nostrils become
active simultaneously. Then sushumna nadi is said to
stimulate the atma or spiritual potential. But this usually
occurs only during the period of changeover for a couple of
minutes.
Sushumna nadi is the cause of spiritual actions and it is
the purpose of every yogic and tantric system to activate it.
Sushumna runs straight up the centre of the spine and
merges with ida and pingala a little above the nasal root at
ajna chakra, the point behind the eyebrow centre. It is
through sushumna that the kundalini shakti, the high10

powered spiritual force, has to be channelled. When both
nostrils are active, it is an indication that the sushumna
passage is open. Therefore, equalizing the breath is important for it is associated with the opening of sushumna nadi.
When sushumna flows, the mental and physical energy
patterns become even and rhythmic, the thoughts are stilled
and the mind is calm. Therefore, it is also known as the
shoonya swara. Shoonya means void. For the yogi this is the
most significant type of swara because it aids in the practice
of dhyana or meditation. The aim of swara yoga is therefore
to develop the shoonya swara by reducing the activities of
the alternating breath.
Breathing goes deeper than the Lungs
What is the significance of the flow of each swara and why
does it change? This is what swara yoga aims to answer. In
the swara shastras it says that personal and detailed knowledge
of one's swara can only be had from the guru. But the
shastras do give us some hints. They say that swara is prana,
the vital energy force. It is the medium for transmission of
prana shakti throughout the whole body. Therefore, it affects
more than just the gross plane of existence. It is most
important in the subtle and spiritual realms.
T h e Mundaka Upanishad compares, the swara to a
bowstring on which the consciousness can be raised to
pierce the atman or universal spirit. Breathing not only
maintains the physical body, it is a direct medium for the
evolution of consciousness. As far as medical science is
concerned, it is connected with the purely organic function
of the respiratory system. That is correct, but swara yoga
offers a deeper insight than this, because man's existence
does not begin and end with the physical body. Beyond I the
physical body exists energy; beyond energy, mind; beyond
mind, consciousness; beyond consciousness, superconsciousness. Swara yoga, therefore, studies the flow of energy
in order to enable us to come closer to realizing the depth
and immensity of the mind, consciousness and cosmos.
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2
Prana: Vital Energy

I

n swara yoga, as in all other yogas, importance is given to
the theoretical as well as the practical aspects of the
breath. According to the Shiva Swarodaya: "One has to know
about prana and its variations, the nadis or energy pathways,
and the different tattwas or elements of the macrocosmos.
Through the application of such knowledge, the swara yogi
can know all the events of the universe which are both
auspicious and inauspicious. He will come to realize that
the shakti of the swara, inherent prana, is functioning
throughout the whole of creation, and that ultimately even
the form of Lord Shiva is the swara, the breath and the
prana."

Individual and cosmic prana
In most of the yogic texts the term prana is associated with
life force or bioenergy. Many people even use the word
prana for oxygen, confusing it with the subdivision of prana
vayu which regulates the heart and lungs. But when we
speak of prana in the higher sense, we are referring to the
cosmic concept rather than the physical breath or the
atmospheric ions. Life in itself is not a gross concept, and
just because something exists does not mean it represents
prana.
Prana is a Sanskrit word derived from two roots: pra is a
prefix used to denote constancy and na means 'movement'.
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Therefore, prana is a force in constant motion, like a
vibration moving to and fro without any interception. We
have to be very precise when we use the word prana, because
it has two aspects - cosmic and individual. Cosmic prana is
very subtle and can only be perceived by the infinite mind,
but individual prana related to the body is grosser and more
tangible. In the order of creation, prana emanates from the
unmanifest reality known as hiranyagarbha, the golden womb
or egg. On the physical level it manifests as individual
existence. Swara yoga develops awareness of the manifestation and existence of prana within our own being so that we
can come to realize its cosmic propensity.
The inherent energy of the breath
In yoga, breathing is considered to be a very important
process because it is the most vital means of absorbing
prana into the body. The shastras explain how prana gives
consciousness and life to every creature which breathes. In
the Taittiriya, Brahmana and Maitri Upanishads and Shiva
Swarodaya, the breath is referred to as the vehicle of Brahman
or cosmic consciousness. In fact, the Prashnopanishad, which
specifically aims at clarifying the nature of creation, explains
that, "Prana springs from the atman and is as inseparable
from the self as the shadow is from he who casts the shadow."
(Ch. 3)
Even the Bible implies that man was given consciousness
and life through the breath: "The Lord God formed man
out of the dust of the ground and breathing into his nostrils
the breath of life, he became a living soul." (Gen. 2:10) This
is a symbolic expression of the process of materialization of
matter and life together through prana and consciousness.
'Dust' is symbolic of matter and 'blowing the life' means the
emergence of prana in matter. The breath itself, being
imparted from the cosmic self, contains the cosmic force
therein. Thus through the practice of Swara yoga, we are
attempting to experience the grosser aspect of prana in
order to trace it back to its original source.
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Matter has many stages of existence and manifestation.
At one level it is inert. In the process of evolution it manifests
life. Later it manifests consciousness, then energy emerges
and the final manifestation is knowledge and experience.
This is the truth about both physics and metaphysics, about
science, tantra and swara yoga.
Energy in matter
According to swara yoga the body is a storehouse of vital
energy, a dynamo with infinite electrical currents flowing
throughout. T h e ordinary man sees this body as a
combination of flesh, blood and bone. But the yogis and
scientists have perceived a greater force behind the physical
elements, and that is the force of energy or prana. The
prana which motivates the body of man is more subtle than
the nucleus of an atom and technology has not yet been able
to harness it.
Most people consider the pranic system within the body
to be purely physiological, but scientific investigations are
coming closer to the truth of swara yoga. Researchers are
discovering what the yogis found, that there is an energy
link between the physical and psychic bodies. Furthermore,
they have arrived at the conclusion that energy or pranic
force is convertible into material force and that material
force is convertible into pranic force. You know the famous
equation of Albert Einstein, E=mc 2 , that matter is energy in
its potential state. This is an ancient truth contained in the
Vedas.
There is a small scientific experiment we can use to
illustrate this more clearly. If you look at a piece of bone
with your naked eye, all you see is a bone. But if you look at
a piece of bone under a super microscope, what do you see?
First you see living cells, then molecules, then atoms, and
later the nucleus of the atom. Ultimately you discover the
fantastic behaviour of energy. The piece of bone which
appeared to be lifeless matter was not really dead at all, only
your eyes were incapable of detecting the living energy
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within. Therefore, we utilize the practices of swara yoga to
make our perception subtle enough to perceive this inherent
energy.
Now, even scientists who have gone into the study of
energy fields maintain that so-called motionless matter is
also permeated with this subtle energy. Therefore prana not
only means life, it means existence as well. Where mobility
and stability are combined, there is prana. If an object is
devoid of prana, it will disintegrate. So science has come to
the conclusion that every existing thing is a composite
structure of energy and matter. Swara yoga is a means to
develop deeper understanding of our own energy structure
and to know how to keep it functioning harmoniously.
Photographing the vital energy
Modern science has come across an important discovery
which seems to have shown that the energy in the body
emits an aura of light. The Vedas clearly state that every
object has a pranic field which appears as an encompassing
mass of light. In early paintings of great saints, sadhus and
gurus, an aura often surrounds the head and sometimes the
hands. Some call this light a halo and it can be seen in
pictures of Rama, Krishna, Christ, Mohammed, Zarathustra
and others. Before the advance of modern science, it was
thought that this was created by the imagination of the
artist. But the halo or aura is not imaginary, nor is it only
peculiar to great and evolved saints.
With the aid of modern scientific equipment, such as
Kirlian photography, researchers have shown an aura like
an electromagnetic field which can be measured and
photographed. Measurements of the changing frequency
and amplitude of the electronic field seem to confirm
observation of the activities and changing colours of the
aura. 1 This is very significant to swara yoga because it
correlates with the varying pranic fields emanating from the
body and how prana manifests in the body in particular
colours depending on the frequency of vibration. By testing
15

people with this equipment the Kirlians have found that
every living being has an aura. This aura does not indicate
the degree of spiritual attainment, although it is definitely
expanded by higher aspirations and sattwic qualities. Even a
criminal has an aura, and a murderer or thief can be detected
by his specific type of aura and pranic emanations.
Some people have the capacity of mind to perceive and
see the aura. They can read it through a subtle faculty of
mind. It requires a certain angle of perception and state of
mind which can be developed. Swara yoga specifically
develops this subtlety of mind and it starts by making the
practitioner aware of the pranic vibration in the body and
breath.
Kirlian photography and prana
One of the major scientific discoveries which brought the
subject of prana to public awareness, as we have already
mentioned, was Kirlian photography. The inventors, a
husband and wife team called the Kirlians, came across the
phenomena in 1939, and since then researchers have been
photographing many different types of objects. They found
that all life forms emit a particular aura, and that insentient
objects can also have an aura for some time. This is relevant
to swara yoga, especially as it involves concentration on
certain symbols to enable one to perceive the pranic flow in
the body.
Hundreds of experiments have been done in Kirlian
photography to show differences in auras, for example, in
coins held by different people, or in leaves that have fallen
naturally and those cut down by a knife. Photographs were
made of the thumbs of different people who were healthy
and unhealthy, depressed and elated, etc. Separate
photographs were taken of a man's hand and a woman's
hand and then again when they held hands. It was found
that the man's aura had contracted while the woman's had
expanded. Experiments have brought researchers to the
conclusion that the aura, or electromagnetic radiation of
16

the body, is constantly changing. It can expand and diminish,
and it can influence as well as be influenced by others.
In swara yoga the same conclusions were also reached.
Here it says that our thoughts and state of mind influence
our pranic rhythms, which is what researchers in Kirlian
photography also found in relation to the aura. According
to one's mental and emotional responses, the aura expands
or contracts. 2 For example, when a person is calm and
relaxed, the pranic emanations are steady and elongated.
But when the person becomes anxious, the aura becomes
flared and jagged. After arousing different emotions and
thoughts at will, Kirlian photographs showed that the aura
automatically changes. By concentrating on the aura itself,
it can also be altered. Similarly, by concentrating on his
prana, the swara yogi changes the active flow at will.
Researchers also observed that just before death the
aura completely vanishes. In swara yoga it is said that when
there is no longer any indication of prana, death will ensue.
There is a practice whereby the adept can predict death or
sickness by gazing at his shadow and then looking into the
sky where he can see a duplicate form of the shadow. If
there is no reflection in the sky, death can be expected, and
if only some areas are reflected, sickness. This is because
just before death the pranas and electromagnetic fields
withdraw, and therefore the aura diminishes. At the. time of
death there is no prana, no aura and no life.
So the swara yogis devised different practices to increase
the pranic capacity and pranic field or aura. These practices
enable us to perceive the subtlety of our existence in relation
to the universe. Prana is the basis of life, and in swara yoga
we develop the conscious capacity to control it and see that
it is not wasted.
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