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SAVASANA AND YOGA NIDRA 

PART 1 

SAVASANA = CORPSE POSE 

SAVA = CORPSE 

SHAH - VAHS - ANNA 

YOGA NIDRA = SLEEP OF THE YOGI 

NIDRA = SLEEP 

A yoga class is not complete without Savasana.  It should always be done after asana at the end 

of the class. 

It recharges, restores and rejuvenates.  During Savasana, when the body and mind are 

completely relaxed, we assimilate the benefits of asana practice. 

In Savasana, the teacher guides the student through the relaxation process.  This consists of 

awareness rotation through the body, usually starting at the feet and working up to the crown of 

the head.  This is a mindful practice where we are fully conscious and is the beginning of 

Pratyahara or sense withdrawal. See Patanjali’s 8 Limbs of Yoga. 

The difference between Savasana and Yoga Nidra 

Technically, Savasana is the pose or body posture and Yoga Nidra is the meditative state of 

consciousness experienced in Savasana. 
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Nidra means sleep but there is more to it than that. It is a deep, conscious relaxation in the space 

between wakefulness and sleep.  

The Hatha Yoga Pradipika defines Yoga Nidra as ‘when the conscious mind is asleep and the 

awareness remains active’.  In the International Journal of Yoga Therapy, Swami Veda Bharati 

defines Yoga Nidra as ‘a state in which an individual demonstrates all the symptoms of deep, 

non-REM sleep, including delta brain waves, while simultaneously remaining fully conscious’. 

Swami Satyananda, from the Bihar School of Yoga, formulated his own version of Yoga Nidra in 

the 1940s and 1950s when he was studying under Swami Sivananda.  This version became very 

popular and still is today. 

The Savasana posture, for most, is a very easy position to achieve but to master it, takes 

practice.  True relaxation is a skill which needs to be learned.  The art of deep relaxation is to 

remain awake and alert yet completely relaxed.  Many students say they love Savasana because 

they have a sleep.  This is not Savasana, it is simply going to sleep! 

The Autonomic Nervous System 

Many people find it hard to switch off and lie absolutely still, particularly new students.  Inability 

to relax can be an imbalance in the autonomic nervous system. 

The autonomic nervous system controls involuntary functions of the body like the heartbeat, 

digestion and respiration.  It consists of the sympathetic nervous system or the ‘flight or fight’ 

mode and the parasympathetic nervous system or ‘rest and digest’ mode.  As previously said, 

the balance of these 2 systems are the foundation of hatha yoga. 

People who cannot relax are mostly in sympathetic dominance.  This means we are in a constant 

state of stress.  We all go through periods of stress but some people cannot release it because 

the sympathetic system is constantly switched on.  This builds up over time, until stress becomes 

chronic and eventually leads to stress related conditions. 

Therefore, to release stress and relax properly we need to shift the sympathetic dominance to 

parasympathetic dominance.  When this happens, the body automatically relaxes, the mind 

becomes calm and we experience a conscious surrender. 
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Savasana is extremely helpful in this process because it allows the body to release tension by 

slowing the heart rate while we are awake.  Regular practice is the key - the more we can allow 

ourselves the time to relax, the better our ability to switch on the parasympathetic.  The body and 

mind develop a habit of experiencing a quiet and healing state. 

Everybody enjoys Savasana.  It is the time when we can let go completely and experience the 

blissful peace of total relaxation in every single part of the body.  However, as in all aspects of 

yoga it is not just about the body, it is about experiencing deeper levels of ourselves. 

Subtle body awareness 

In Savasana, we can have the experience of having 

‘been somewhere’, but we are not sure how to define 

it. 

As we go deeper into Savasana, we may have 

sensations that are not from the physical, but from the 

subtle body.  We may see colours, light or even hear 

music.  

At this point, our awareness gently expands and we rest in the space between wakefulness and 

sleep or between the conscious and the unconscious.  This blissful and sacred space is our 

natural source of healing from where the benefits of Savasana originate.  

Visualisations are also used to assist subtle body awareness.  Usually they are of colours, light 

or aspects of nature. 
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SAVASANA AND YOGA NIDRA 

PART 2 

PRACTICING SAVASANA 

Set up 

Make sure the room is warm. 20 degrees celsius is a good temperature.  

The body temperature drops a few degrees in relaxation so put socks on and a warm top. 

Covering yourself up with a light blanket is also recommended. 

Hopefully your relaxation space is quiet, but don’t worry if you can hear noises from outside the 

room, life carries on around us no matter what. 

Body Alignment 

Alignment is essential in Savasana not only for comfort and balance of the body but for the free 

flow of prana through the nadis.  Prana cannot flow optimally if the body is not aligned properly. 

Lie down in the supine position on your yoga mat.  Draw the knees up to the chest to lengthen 

through the lumbar and sacral spine.  You can do a gentle spinal rock to prepare the lower back 

for lying on the floor. 

Place the feet to the floor and slowly slide away the heels until the legs are straight. 

Take the feet to about shoulder width apart.  If this is not comfortable then adjust to suit your 

body. 

Make sure your pelvis feels balanced, equal weight on both sides. 

To find the correct position for the arms, place the hands on the hip bones and keeping the 

elbows grounded, release the hips and straighten the arms.  The arms will then form a triangle 
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shape between the sides of the torso and inner arms.  The upper arms should not touch the 

sides of the body.  Make sure your shoulder blade area feels balanced, weight rests evenly on 

both sides. 

Lengthen the neck by gently drawing the chin down then relaxing it.  Turn the head gently and 

slowly from side to side ensuring there is no tension in the neck.  Bring the head to rest back to 

centre.  The skull should be perfectly balanced on top of the spine, not turning to the left or right. 

Feel the contact of the back of the head with the floor.  Ensure this contact is in the centre of the 

back of the skull. 

If the face feels tense, open the mouth wide and extend the tongue whilst exhaling. 

Breathe in deeply and sigh through the mouth 3 times.  This helps to release tension. 

Remain alert and try not to sleep.  Listen to the instructions given as the awareness is rotated 

through the body and into the subtle body. 

Recommendations 

Try to avoid arching the neck (chin lifting upwards), a small cushion or yoga block can be used 

under the back of the head.  This elongates the neck and brings the jaw parallel to the shoulder 

girdle. 

Some people like to use eye pillows but they can put pressure on the eyes if they are too heavy. 

Small cushions or a bolster can be placed 

under the back of the knees.  This is particularly 

beneficial if there are back problems or if the 

hamstring or psoas muscles are tight. 

Alternatively, bend the knees and place the feet 

flat on the floor, knees falling in towards each 

other. 

If lying on your back is still uncomfortable, then either lie on your right side or prone in 

Makarasana. 
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The Six Stages of Savasana 

Preparation for Savasana  

Stage 1 

Spend a few moments getting comfortable following the instructions given for body alignment.  

Focus on the natural breath and feel the body deepening its connection with the earth on each 

exhale.  Relax into your mat.  Feel the contact points of body to mat. 

Stage 2 

Awareness rotation 

Work your way through the body by taking your awareness to each body part and consciously 

relaxing it.  Begin by feeling the big toes and relaxing them, then relax each toe one by one. 

Move into the soles of the feet, heels, insteps, ankles, calves, knees, front, back, outer and inner 

thighs. Relax each part of the body as your awareness moves upwards.  Slowly move your 

awareness to the groin, pelvis, abdomen, chest, collar bones, top of shoulders, armpits, sides of 

ribcage, waist, outer hips, buttocks, pelvis, lumbar back, thoracic back and shoulder blades, 

upper back, back of neck, back of head, thumbs, fingers, palms, backs of hands, wrists, 

forearms, elbows, upper arms, shoulders, sides of neck, throat and larynx, inside of the mouth, 

tongue resting behind lower teeth, bottom lip, top lip, lower jaw, upper jaw, nose, cheeks, temple 

area, eyes, eye lids, eye brows, eyebrow centre, forehead and finally, the crown. 

Be aware of the whole body relaxing. 

Stage 3 

Entering the healing space 

Feel the space above the crown and all around you.  

Acknowledge this peaceful spaciousness. 

Visualise a beautiful, radiant light around the body.  You could also visualise colours, an aspect 

of nature like a calm ocean or a clear sky or anything that gives you a feeling of peace and 

expansiveness.  Stay in this space for as long as you like. 
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Stage 4 

Recharging 

Here, we direct pure, healing energy into the whole body.  This is the recharging, revitalising and 

rejuvenating part of Savasana. 

Visualise light flowing in through the crown and moving down through the head, face, neck, 

shoulders, arms, hands, chest, abdomen, pelvis, back, buttocks, legs to the feet and big toes. 

Visualise every cell of the body immersed in healing light.  Stay in this space for a few minutes. 

Stage 5 

Centering the energy 

Finally, draw this light into Anahata chakra.  If your students don’t know about chakras, tell them 

to visualise light within the heart space or centre of the chest.  

Stage 6 

Returning  

Don’t ‘come back’ too quickly.  Gradually become aware of the body again and slowly move your 

fingers and toes. 

Bring the knees up to the chest, hands holding the knees or shins and slowly rock for side to side 

Turn over onto your right side and slowly come to sitting when you are ready. 

Note: as yoga teachers it is important to practice Savasana regularly, when you are familiar with 

the process you will become more sensitive to experiences your students may have. 
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Benefits: 

Physical  

Helps with stress and all psychosomatic disease 

Lowers high blood pressure 

Helps with heart problems 

Removes muscular fatigue 

Relieves insomnia  

Relaxes the nervous system 

Creates a parasympathetic dominance 

Allows the body systems controlled by the autonomic nervous system to rest 

Improves digestion 

Helpful for pain relief 

Mental  

Destresses and calms the mind 

Brings mind to meditative state  

Improves concentration and memory 

Encourages achievement of personal goals 

Releases fears 

Re-programmes the mind 

Releases negativity 

A good preparation for meditation 

Helpful for treatment of PTSD 

Spiritual 

Expands the awareness and gives subtle body awareness 

A connection with the self is experienced 
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Considerations and cautions 

Take care not to come out of relaxation too quickly as it can lead to irritability if the energy hasn’t 

settled. 

Pregnancy – in 2nd and 3rd trimester lie on left side. 

Back problems – bend knees and let them fall together 

Depression – keep eyes open  

Make sure you are completely comfortable otherwise the mind will continually be drawn back to 

the point of discomfort. 

If you find you are sleepy then breathe a little deeper 

If there are any stubborn areas of tension in the body, send the exhale to that area. 
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