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Foreword

One of my great pleasures has come from taking care of pregnant women, watching them grow along with their children. There are so many do’s and don’ts these days, it is a wonder that so many women still approach pregnancy with enthusiasm! There are childbirth classes, and parenting classes, books, and videos. And this is in addition to the tremendous daily inundation from radio, television, newspapers and magazines.

I have referred my patients to Sandra’s classes for the support she offers - the gentle, caring awareness of each pregnant woman’s emerging motherhood, her changing body, and its potential for suppleness. And the delight of these women has been, not only for the control they discover, but also for the contemplative environment which they find so peaceful. Quiet mindfulness is rare and so needed when so much else is changing. It is a welcomed place for the wonder and mystery of growing life and giving birth.

This book provides an easy to follow guide to the postures of Iyengar yoga, with careful attention to their appropriateness for pregnancy. Sandra’s trimester coding is clear. Her postures are chosen to avoid unhealthy stress in late pregnancy. The photographs, along with the concise descriptions, are elegant in their simplicity. It will be a welcomed companion for quiet, self expression.

 


Sandra F. Penn, M.D. 
Family Practice




Introduction

Yoga is an ideal preparation for labor and birth. It is also an excellent way to get back into shape after birth. The reason for this lies in yoga’s approach. To experience yoga you need to be fully involved. The attention of the mind and the awareness of the breath are added to the movements of the body.

The physical positions of yoga are called poses or postures, not exercises. The word exercise conveys a feeling of movement. The word pose expresses a feeling of moving into stillness. In yoga the body is eased into alignment with the awareness of the breath. The pose is then held quietly until the mind and the body are in tune.

Performing yoga poses with awareness creates a state of calmness. When a pregnant women feels inner clarity, her confidence grows. When she feels peaceful, her anxiety concerning the birth process decreases.

The mind becomes involved in the body movements. This focus allows the pregnant woman to tune out distracting forces around her during labor and to respond appropriately to the contractions.

I recently watched one of my pregnant students give birth, and I was impressed by her concentration. She told me as labor progressed she was able to adjust the way she handled the pushing contractions as the baby changed position. She was following the movements of the baby with her body, breath, and mind.

This ability to focus takes practice. Yoga provides a way to refine the movements of the body. When first performing the poses, you may feel slightly awkward and stiff. Continue to do the same poses, and perform them at any pace you choose. After practicing them over and over again, the body will stretch, adapt, and gradually move into alignment.

As you get to know your body through practicing yoga poses, you will be confronted with your physical strengths and weaknesses. This is invaluable training, for labor is a very physical process. Knowing where you are tight or weak, and working on those areas, will help you prepare your body for birth.

As you feel the growth of the baby within, you need also to experience your own inner growth. Therefore yoga is not a type of exercise to be learned. It is an approach to be
understood. The yoga way is a calm, mindful way, not given to extremes. Experiment with the yoga poses not only as physical techniques to be acquired, but also as a mental and emotional preparation for birth.

This approach offers no guarantees for an easier or quicker birth. However, your increased body awareness and enhanced ability to breathe and relax will help you adjust to the physical demands of labor, birth, and motherhood.




Chapter 1

THE PELVIC TILTING POSES

The proper positioning of the pelvis is the key to correct posture. The placement of the pelvis determines the curves of the spine. When the pelvis is correctly placed, the supporting structures above it will move into balance. All in all it is an awareness of good posture which will bring the whole body into alignment.

A normal back has four curves. They form an S shape. The lower back and neck are concave curves - they curve inward toward the front of the body. The tailbone area and the upper back are convex curves - they curve outward away from the back of the body.

The normal curves of the back insure proper spacing between the vertebrae of the back. Nerves branch out from the spinal cord and exit between the vertebrae. If the curves become excessive or flattened, compression of the nerves which pass between the vertebrae may result.

Pregnancy tends to cause compression in the lower back. This compression is due to the weight of the growing uterus and the subsequent lack of abdominal muscle control. As a result, correct posture is distorted. This creates an excessive lower back curve. Reclining pelvic tilting poses will help alleviate this compression. The accompanying lower back pain will be relieved by lengthening the lower back muscles.

Pelvic tilting on hands and knees (Cat Stretch p. 4) may also relieve back pain and sciatica. The emphasis is on working the abdominal muscles against gravity. This hands and knees position may also be used in labor to relieve backache.

Hints And Cautions

Pelvic tilting poses may be performed during all three trimesters of pregnancy. However back-lying pelvic tilts should be limited to the first trimester.

After the fourth or fifth month a pregnant woman lying on her back may become uncomfortable, dizzy, or even
nauseous. This is due to the weight of the uterus pressing down on a vein called the vena cava. The vena cava brings blood back to the heart from the legs and pelvis. When it is compressed, blood volume to the heart decreases, blood pressure drops, and blood flow to the mother’s brain and the placenta is lessened. This causes temporary oxygen deprivation to mother and child. If this should happen, the mother would become light-headed. To stop the dizziness, she would need to roll onto her side and sit up.

The vena cava syndrome is most pronounced in the last trimester of pregnancy. Therefore, all back-lying poses are to be discontinued after the fifth month.

It is important to prevent straining the abdominal muscles during pregnancy.
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