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Cleansing Breath

From the Kum Nye Tibetan Yoga, and Joy of Being texts

This breathing is best done immediately on arising in the morning, although it can be done at

other times of the day as well. It is meant traditionally to rid the physical system of the impurities

that accumulate during the night and to renew the body energies in preparation for the new day.

While doing the exercise, imagine blowing out from the left nostril all the attitudes with which

you push things away from you, including aversion, dissatisfaction, and fear. Imagine you are

blowing out from the right nostril all the attitudes and emotions with which you hold onto things,

including desire, attachment, and anger; and imagine that you are blowing out from both nostrils

the dull and confused quality of your everyday mind. Sit cross-legged on a mat or cushion,

holding your right hand in the position indicated in the drawing, with the thumb held under

curled fingers, and the index finger straight. Rest the left hand lightly on the left knee. Inhale very,

very deeply, taking in as much air as possible, filling your belly and chest, and even the spaces at

the top of the rib cage. Imagine that this breath fills every cell in your body. Then place the

middle joint of your right index finger against the right nostril, closing it tightly. Close your mouth,

exhaling slowly through the left nostril as deeply as possible, pushing the very last bit of air out.

Keep exhaling until your stomach begins to quake. Then rest for a moment or two, breathing

normally through both nostrils. Repeat twice. Do the exercise three times on the right side,

closing the left nostril with the middle joint of the left index finger. Rest briefly after each

exhalation. Finally exhale from both nostrils three times as fully as possible. When you think that

you have pushed the last bit of breath out, try to expel more. Then sit for a few minutes,

breathing normally and enjoying the sensations in your body. You can visualize the impurities
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coming out of your body as a dull white stream emerging from the left nostril, a dark red stream

from the right nostril, and a deep blue stream emerging from both nostrils.

Take your seat on a pillow, with legs in the lotus or half-lotus position. If you prefer, the knee of

one leg can be raised, with the foot of that leg flat on the floor and facing forward, or you can sit

on a chair. Keeping the back straight, with hands palms down on your knees, perform a series of

strong exhalations: nine in all, grouped into three sets of three, allowing time to rest in between.

Inhale normally, then exhale strongly through both nose and mouth. In each set, do the first two

exhalations slowly and the third faster and more heavily. On the final three, exhale as forcibly as

you can, as if you were emptying the stomach. Seated in the same posture, you may vary this

exercise as follows: Inhale, then exhale forcefully through both nose and mouth, projecting both

arms straight in front of you as you exclaim the syllable, AH! Repeat these movements nine times.

As you perform this exercise, reflect on the residues that are being expelled from your body. You

can visualize them as colors carried outward on the breath: dark red, dark black, and a dull

muddy color. These residues have feeling tones: dark red carries the feeling tones of anger and

revulsion; dark black carries anxiety, grasping, and neediness, and the muddy color carries

sluggishness, dullness, and apathy. All these residues – qualities that you feel pressured to

express verbally but are emotionally hard to release can be cleared away on the exhaling breath.

With this in mind, exhale strongly and breathe them out completely.
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Kum Nye is based on comprehensive understanding of the body: how its inner systems operate,

how they are interconnected, and how they are activated by energy (vayu) circulating through

them. Five distinct kinds of energy condition the overall environment of the body. Some circulate

in muscle, blood vessels, nerves, and other types of tissues; some are specific to the six sensory

organs, and others sustain the functions of our digestive, renal, and autonomic systems. The

primary vayu is the energy of breath, which stimulates all of the vital organs, including liver,

heart, lungs, and kidneys, and supports our entire physical system. Exercises based on

mindfulness of breath can improve circulation of energy throughout the body and promote the

health of our vital organs. Masters of yoga know how energy flows throughout the body; like

skilled travelers directing their mounts through complex terrain, they can direct the movement

of their energy properly to accomplish their spiritual practices. Although we are not at this level,

we can make good use of this knowledge to relax body, mind, and senses.
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