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by 
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Yoga Nidra 
Yoga Nidra is Sanskrit for “yogic sleep.” It is an extreme relaxation of conscious 
deep sleep, a state of awareness experienced through a yogic process in which the 
body is progressively and incrementally relaxed until it goes to sleep; however, the 
mind remains alert and awake. This seems contradictory – how can the body go to 
sleep and yet the mind be awake? Yet, it is precisely this contradiction that is 
brought to reality in the experience of Yoga Nidra. It is a very deep experience of 
stillness and mental clarity that is often an experience of the “silent witness,” that 
part of consciousness that is at the core of our being, a still center, where all 
existence is welcomed, reconciled, and at peace. The Yoga Nidra journey, then, is 
from the world of duality and opposites to an experience of peace and wholeness. 
The goal of the practice is to bring back a little bit of that peace and wholeness, day 
by day, until the still, peaceful center becomes a conscious part of our everyday 
lives. At that point, no matter what happens to us, we never lose our inner peace.  
 
The Five Koshas  
Because the body sleeps in Yoga Nidra, but the mind stays awake, there is an 
implication that the mind and the body are separate. But such is not the case. It is 
said that our mind/body complex is composed of five koshas, or energy sheaths. 
(“Kosha” is Sanskrit for “sheath”). They overlap and interpenetrate each other, 
almost like a series of Russian nesting dolls. The difference is that the only doll, or 
energy sheath, that is solid matter is the first, smallest, most innermost sheath. All 
the others are progressively more subtle, larger, spacious, and expansive.  The five 
koshas are 1) annamaya kosha, or the food sheath, 2) pranamaya kosha, or the 
breath sheath, 3) manomaya kosha, or the mental/emotional sheath,  
4) vijnanamaya kosha, or the intellect sheath, and 5) anandamaya kosha, the joy 
or bliss sheath. These five koshas represent the totality of the “you” that is “you,” 
the you that is born, lives, and dies. I like to think of them as progressively larger 
spheres of consciousness. Let’s take a look at them, one by one, and then relate 
the process of Yoga Nidra to what happens with the energy sheaths during the 
process. 
 
Annamaya Kosha 
Annamaya Kosha is the physical body. Literally, it is known as the food sheath, 
because the word “anna” in Sanskrit means “food.” It is the densest of the sheaths, 
the only one that can be touched, and is called the “sheath of food.” It’s the most 
obvious aspect of who we are, and most people identify themselves with their 
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physical form. There’s no denying that it’s there; we can tap it, feel it, and there’s 
also no denying the continual flow of feelings and sensations that we feel in our 
bodies. It is only when we realize that our bodies, like everything else in the world, 
is composed of atoms, electrons, and molecules, and that most of what appears to 
be solid matter is actually empty space surrounded by energy potentialities, that we 
realize the body is compressed energy. It’s the flow of different energies that 
creates feelings of sensation in the body, which is, itself, an energy sheath. 
 
Pranamaya Kosha 
In yoga, prana is the life energy, usually thought of in relation to the breath. 
Curiously, the root of “prana” is “pran” in Sanskrit, which means “to animate.” 
Without pranamaya kosha, the body is just an inanimate lump! The life energy 
sheath, through the breath, is also the connection between the body (annamaya 
kosha) and the mental/emotional sheath (manomaya kosha). And, through 
pranayama, or breath control, this kosha is the only one we can consciously 
manipulate to affect the other two. Still, it’s more subtle than the food sheath. 
 
Manomaya Kosha 
This is the mental/emotional sheath; it’s where we think, feel, dream, and 
daydream. This is where your internal dialogue chatters, this is the part of you that 
creates meaning out of the world you inhabit. But just as the physical body has 
layers of skin, fat, blood, and bones, so the mental body has its own layers. The 
most superficial layer comprises passing thoughts, images, perceptions, and 
emotions that bubble up in your inner world. However, not all of the thoughts in 
the manomaya kosha are superficial. Others are like tides and have a stronger hold. 
The deeper levels of the manomaya kosha contain powerful mental structures 
formed by beliefs, opinions, and assumptions that you've absorbed from your 
family and culture as well as from your accumulated mental patterns. 
Called samskaras in Sanskrit, these deep thought grooves in the mental body cause 
your perceptions of yourself and your life to run in fixed patterns. When you 
examine the contents of the manomaya kosha closely, you can often see these 
patterns, which take the form of repetitive internal dialogue thoughts like "This isn't 
how things should be" or "I'm not good enough." Samskaras not only color your 
experience but also help shape it, which is why one of the most effective practices 
is to notice and question the "stories" that, without conscious prompting, run 
through your mind over and over again. 
 
Vijnanamaya Kosha 
This is the sheath of the intellect and wisdom, part of the mind but more subtle 
than manomaya kosha. As you explore your inner world, you may begin to notice 
that along with your thoughts there are things that come from a deeper and subtler 
level of your being. This sense of inner knowing comes from the intellect, or 
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wisdom sheath, the layer composed of intuition and awareness. The wisdom sheath 
is also responsible for insight. If you become engrossed in a project like writing, 
painting, math, or problem solving, you're accessing the wisdom sheath. 
 
The author Ernest Hemingway often sharpened pencils until his ordinary mind 
(his manomaya kosha) stepped back, making room for his writing to spontaneously 
arise from deep within, so it became a flow. A friend told me that when he's stuck 
on a problem, he'll formulate a question about it, and then sit for meditation. At 
some point, as his thinking mind gets quiet, wisdom will arise. The wisdom sheath, 
at its subtlest level, is simply awareness–the objective, observing part of the self. 
It's where you can stop identifying with your powerful thoughts and self-
descriptions, emotions and feelings, and just witness your mind and your life. 
 
Anandamaya Kosha 
The fifth kosha is the sheath of joy. “Ananda” is Sanskrit for “bliss,” and it’s said 
that bliss and joy are your natural birthrights as human beings. It’s being blissful 
and joyful for no reason at all. If you’re living in awareness of anandamaya kosha, 
your everyday life is full of joy. 
 
Yoga Nidra and the Koshas 
Ultimately, Yoga Nidra is an exploration – and maybe the discovery – of the 
experience of who we are at the most expansive level.  
 
Most folks identify with their bodies. They say, “I’m sick, I’m cold, I’m hungry,” but 
yoga says this is a misidentification of who we really are. We are not our food 
sheath – we are greater than that. However, the sheath can be sick, sometimes 
feels cold, and gets hungry regularly. 
 
When people aren’t identifying with their bodies, they often identify with their 
emotions, or their thoughts, or their preferences; sometimes their desires. There is 
nothing wrong with this; but, mistaking the food sheath for the bliss sheath is like 
mistaking a light bulb for the electricity that lights it. To a greater or lesser extent, 
we all commit this error.  
 
The function of all the spiritual traditions in the world, of which yoga is one, is to 
point us toward our true selves, selves that are informed by the peace and love 
that passes all understanding. This is why yoga differentiates between the self (say, 
the personality), and the Self (the core experience of yourself as Peace, and Love). 
Indeed, the goal of yoga is to uncover this awareness and bring it into everyday life 
– not to escape from life, but to live it more fully. After all, it is through the body 
that we interact with the world, that we bring our talents to it and others. Why not 
aim for a self that acts from a core awareness of our highest energies?  Why 
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practice yoga nidra? Because it is a powerful yogic technique designed to facilitate 
the experience of these fields of awareness. Starting with the body, we consciously 
activate and experience all the energy sheaths. 
 
Yoga nidra starts much like the final relaxation yoga pose of savasana. We lie 
comfortably on our backs, or sit comfortably erect in a chair, set an intention for 
the practice, and then are led through a thorough scan of the body. We 
progressively relax the body, but aim at staying awake, encouraging a restful 
alertness. In this stage we are working with annamaya kosha, releasing tensions 
from the food sheath. As we relax, the activity in pranamaya and manomaya 
koshas also slows. Then we move into an ascending breath practice, using 
pranamaya and manomaya koshas to create an experience of stillness; we progress 
to a healing visualization of light technique, expanding our awareness of ourselves 
and others. In the next stage, we are led to an experience of stillness and peace, 
accessing vijnanamaya kosha. Finally, we bring our original intention back to 
awareness as we reintegrate with waking consciousness. This can be a powerful 
mindfulness process that transforms our awareness. 
  
That said, it’s important to realize that virtually anything can happen in yoga nidra. 
It may be, as you start the practice, that you are tired and your alertness is at low 
ebb; you may fall asleep. This is OK. The body takes what it needs, and if it needs 
sleep, that is what it takes. But you will still gain benefits from the practice; studies 
have shown that thirty minutes of sleep while practicing yoga nidra translates to 
the equivalence of two hours of normal sleep, in terms of the physical restoration 
processes that happen in sleep. 
 
Also, the yoga nidra process described above can be “tweaked” in a number of 
ways. It may be that we want to work with a particular one of our samskaras, 
perhaps an emotion like habitual anger, or the feeling of fear. Yoga nidra can be 
very helpful in alleviating emotions like this, or eliminating bad habits. The 
important thing to remember is this: be persistent! If the experience of clarity or 
stillness does not come at once, it will come later. If you’re too tired today, 
tomorrow or the next day you’ll be awake. This process works. Take advantage of 
it! 


