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Ashtanga Yoga: The Practice Manual by David Swenson

Ashtanga Yoga has long been revered as a rigorous, dynamic practice that blends physical postures, breathwork, 

and a disciplined mindset into a single, flowing experience. While many students turn to the foundational texts of 

Pattabhi Jois or modern online tutorials, a lesser �known yet profoundly insightful guide has emerged in recent years: 

Ashtanga Yoga: The Practice Manual by David Swenson . This manual offers a comprehensive, step �by �step

roadmap for mastering the six series of Ashtanga, enriched with Swenson’s unique teaching philosophy and

practical wisdom.

In this article, we’ll explore the manual’s structure, its core teachings, and how it can transform your practice.

Whether you’re a beginner eager to start Ashtanga or an experienced practitioner looking to deepen your

understanding, the manual provides a clear, systematic approach that can elevate your practice to new heights.

Why Ashtanga Yoga Stands Out

Ashtanga Yoga, as codified by Sri K. Pattabhi Jois, is a system of postures that are performed in a specific order.

The practice is known for its:

•  Dynamic Flow: Each sequence follows a precise, flowing pattern that encourages continuous movement.

•  Breath Control (Ujjayi): Breath is synchronized with each movement, creating a meditative rhythm.

•  Self �discipline: The practice demands consistency, patience, and a disciplined mindset.

•  Physical and Mental Benefits: Strength, flexibility, detoxification, and mental clarity are hallmarks of the 

practice.

Because of its intensity, many practitioners find it challenging to navigate the six series—Primary, Intermediate,

Advanced 1, Advanced 2, Advanced 3, and Advanced 4—without guidance. That’s where David Swenson’s manual

shines.

Meet David Swenson: A Modern Ashtanga Authority

David Swenson is a seasoned Ashtanga teacher who has studied under the legendary K. Pattabhi Jois in Mysore,

India, for over a decade. He has also spent years teaching in the United States, bridging Eastern traditions with

Western sensibilities. Swenson’s approach is characterized by:

•  Clear Instruction: He breaks down complex poses into manageable steps.

•  Holistic Perspective: He emphasizes the interconnection between body, breath, and mind.

•  Practical Adaptations: He offers modifications for various levels, making the practice accessible.

•  Community Focus: He encourages a supportive, respectful environment for all practitioners.

His manual reflects these values, providing an approachable yet thorough guide for students at all stages.

The Manual’s Structure: A Roadmap to Mastery

The practice manual is organized into several key sections, each designed to build upon the previous one. Below is

an overview of its main components:



1. Introduction to Ashtanga Philosophy

Before diving into the physical sequences, Swenson sets the stage by discussing:

•  The eight limbs of Ashtanga (Yamas, Niyamas, Asanas, Pranayama, Pratyahara, Dharana, Dhyana, Samadhi).

•  The role of Ujjayi breath and bandhas (energy locks).

•  The importance of mindful intention and dedication in each practice.

2. Detailed Series Breakdown

Each of the six series is presented in its own chapter, with the following structure:

1.  Series Overview: History, key principles, and what to expect.

2.  Sequence Flow: Step �by �step instructions for the full sequence, including:

3.  Warm �up poses

4.  Main sequence (standing, seated, and backbends)

5.  Cool �down and closing poses

3. Breathwork and Meditation Techniques

Swenson devotes a whole section to:

•  Ujjayi breath patterns for each pose.

•  Breath retention (kumbhaka) techniques.

•  Guided meditations to cultivate presence before and after the sequence.

4. Lifestyle and Diet Recommendations

Recognizing that Ashtanga is a holistic practice, the manual includes:

•  Vegan and plant �based diet suggestions.

•  Detoxification strategies.

•  Sleep hygiene and stress �management tips.

5. Community and Resources

Swenson encourages building a supportive network by:

•  Recommending reputable Ashtanga teachers.

•  Listing online forums and local practice groups.

•  Providing a list of recommended reading and videos.

Key Themes and Techniques Explained

Below we delve deeper into some of the manual’s most valuable insights, highlighting how they can be applied in

everyday practice.

Ujjayi Breath: The Engine of Flow

Ujjayi, often described as the “ocean breath,” creates a subtle sound that helps maintain focus and generates 

internal heat. Swenson’s manual outlines a simple mantra: “Soo, soo, soo”—a rhythmic inhalation and exhalation

that keeps the breath steady throughout the sequence.

•  Inhale: Deeply through the nose, expanding the ribcage.

•  Exhale: Controlled, with a slight constriction at the back of the throat.

By mastering Ujjayi, you’ll notice increased endurance and a deeper sense of calm during the practice.

Bandhas: The Energy Locks



Bandhas are subtle muscular contractions that help direct prana (life energy) throughout the body. Swenson

identifies three primary bandhas:

1.  Abdominal Lock (Mula Bandha): Engaging the lower abdomen.

2.  Throat Lock (Uddiyana Bandha): Pulling the abdomen upward and inward.

3.  Jaw Lock (Jalandhara Bandha): Slightly tucking the chin.

Incorporating bandhas in poses like Utkatasana (Chair Pose) and Virabhadrasana II(Warrior II) can stabilize the

spine and intensify the flow.

Progression Through the Series

Swenson’s manual emphasizes that the six series are not merely a ladder of difficulty but a holistic system that

each builds on the last. Key takeaways include:

•  Mastering the Primary Series before moving to the Intermediate Series ensures a solid foundation.

•  Using transitional practices (like a 10 �minute meditation) between series helps maintain mental clarity.

•  Focusing on alignment over depth—especially in Advanced Series—prevents injury and promotes longevity.

How to Use the Manual for Daily Practice

Many Ashtanga practitioners struggle with consistency. The manual offers practical strategies for integrating the

practice into your daily routine.

1. Set a Dedicated Practice Time

Choose a consistent time each day—ideally in the morning before the day’s distractions. Swenson suggests a

45 �minute window: 20 minutes for the sequence, 15 minutes for breathwork, and 10 minutes for meditation.

2. Create a Practice Environment

Swenson advises setting up a calm, clutter �free space. Include:

•  A sturdy mat.

•  A small water bottle.

•  A subtle incense or essential oil (lavender or sandalwood).

•  Soft background music (if it helps you focus).

3. Follow the Manual’s Step �by �Step Guidance

Start with the Primary Series. Use the manual’s stepwise instructionsto ensure proper alignment. Pay attention

to:

•  Breath cues.

•  Key points for each pose.

•  Common mistakes to avoid.

4. Keep a Practice Journal

Document your daily practice, noting:

•  Which poses felt challenging.

•  Any sensations or insights.

•  Progression over weeks.

Swenson recommends reviewing your journal monthly to identify patterns and celebrate growth.



Benefits of Following the Manual

Adhering to the structured approach in Swenson’s manual offers a range of benefits, both physical and mental:

•  Improved Flexibility: Systematic progression increases joint mobility.

•  Enhanced Strength: Core and upper body muscles are strengthened through consistent practice.

•  Detoxification: The sequence’s twisting and inversions stimulate lymphatic flow.

•  Calm Mind: Breathwork and meditation reduce anxiety and promote focus.

•  Community Connection: Engaging with the recommended resources fosters a sense of belonging.

Common Mistakes and How to Avoid Them

Even seasoned practitioners can fall into pitfalls. Swenson’s manual highlights several common errors:

1. Neglecting Breath

Many people focus solely on the physical aspect, forgetting that breath is the bridge between body and mind.

Remember to:

•  Keep Ujjayi breath consistent.

•  Use breath to deepen or release a pose.

2. Over �extending in Advanced Poses

Attempting deep backbends or inversions before the body is ready can lead to injury. Swenson advises:

•  Listening to your body’s signals.

•  Using modifications (e.g., props or partial range).

•  Gradual progression.

3. Skipping Warm �up and Cool �down

These phases are critical for preparing the body and aiding recovery. Ensure you:

•  Do gentle stretches before the main sequence.
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