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I N T R O D U C T I O N

The Most Overlooked Tool You
Already Have
The breath is the only autonomic function we can consciously control. Your heart beats, your digestive system

moves, your immune responses fire — all without a thought. But the breath sits at the intersection of the voluntary

and involuntary, which makes it a direct lever on the nervous system itself. To work with the breath intentionally is

to influence your physiology, your emotional state, and your energetic field within minutes — without medication,

without equipment, and without cost.

Across traditions spanning thousands of years — from the pranayama of ancient India to Taoist breathing

exercises, Sufi zikr practices, and modern clinical protocols — every major wisdom culture discovered the same

truth: the quality of the breath is a direct reflection of the quality of the inner state, and by changing one, you

change the other.

"Breathwork has emerged as one of the most cost-effective, fast-acting tools for

addressing widespread physical and mental health challenges."

— Stanford University School of Medicine, Cell Reports Medicine, 2023

The Science of Conscious Breathing
Modern neuroscience has begun to catch up with what ancient practitioners knew intuitively. Research published

in Cell Reports Medicine (Stanford, 2023) compared three breathwork techniques against mindfulness meditation

over 28 days in a randomised controlled trial. All breathwork groups produced greater improvements in mood and

greater reductions in respiratory rate than meditation alone — with just five minutes of daily practice.

The mechanism is largely understood. Slow, controlled breathing directly stimulates the vagus nerve — the

primary nerve of the parasympathetic nervous system — which governs the 'rest and digest' state. When vagal

tone is high, heart rate variability (HRV) increases, cortisol drops, inflammation reduces, and the prefrontal cortex

— the seat of clear thinking — comes back online. Conversely, fast, shallow breathing keeps the sympathetic

system engaged, maintaining a chronic low-level stress response that erodes health over time.

Prana: The Breath as Life Force
In yogic philosophy, the breath carries more than oxygen. It carries prana — the life force that animates all living

systems. The Sanskrit word pranayama combines prana (life force) with ayama (expansion or extension).

Breathwork is therefore not merely a technique for managing stress — it is a practice for expanding the vital force

available to the body and mind.
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Different pranayama practices were developed to produce different energetic effects: some to calm and cool,

others to heat and energise, others to balance the two hemispheres of the brain. The eight techniques in this

guide draw from this tradition while being fully supported by modern physiological research.

How to Use This Guide
◆  Each chapter covers the history, science, step-by-step technique, benefits, and ritual context for one breathwork

practice.

◆  Start with Box Breathing (Chapter 01) if you are completely new — it is the safest, simplest, and most immediately

effective entry point.

◆  Read the Safety section at the end before attempting Wim Hof Method, Breath of Fire, or Holotropic Breathwork.

◆  Always practise on an empty stomach. Never practise in water, while driving, or anywhere loss of consciousness

would be dangerous.
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R E G U L A T I N G

Box Breathing
Sama Vritti Pranayama · Square Breathing · Four-Square Breathing

Vedic pranayama tradition · Popularised in modern use by US Navy SEALs

Breath Pattern

INHALE HOLD EXHALE HOLD

4 4 4 4
seconds / counts
4 counts in · 4 hold · 4 out · 4 hold

Box breathing — also known as sama vritti ('equal fluctuation') pranayama — is the single most researched and

widely deployed breathwork technique in the world. It is used by US Navy SEALs to maintain composure under

extreme stress, by elite athletes for pre-performance regulation, by surgeons before high-stakes procedures, and

by therapists treating anxiety and PTSD. Its simplicity belies its power: four equal counts — inhale, hold, exhale,

hold — repeated in a loop.

The Science
A 2017 study found significant reductions in cortisol following diaphragmatic breathing including box breathing

patterns. A 2021 study of 30 participants found that twice-daily box breathing improved lung function over 30 days.

A 2024 randomised controlled trial confirmed box breathing's superiority over spontaneous breathing for

cardiovascular recovery after high-intensity exercise, improving heart rate recovery and reducing perceived

exertion. The mechanism involves building carbon dioxide (CO■ ) tolerance during the breath holds, which calms

the autonomic nervous system and improves baroreflex sensitivity — the body's blood pressure regulation system.

Benefits
◆  Rapidly reduces cortisol and the physiological stress response

◆  Improves heart rate variability (HRV) — a key marker of resilience

◆  Enhances focus and cognitive performance under pressure

◆  Improves lung capacity and respiratory efficiency with regular practice

◆  Portable: can be used anywhere, including in acute stress situations

How to Practise

01 Find your position

Sit upright with your spine tall, hands resting on your thighs. Close your eyes. Take two or three natural

breaths before beginning.

02 Exhale to empty

Before starting the pattern, exhale fully through the mouth to clear the lungs. This is your starting point.
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03 Inhale for 4

Close the mouth. Breathe in slowly through the nose, filling the lungs from the belly upward, for a mental

count of four.

04 Hold for 4

At full inhalation, gently hold — not forcefully. Relax the jaw, face, and shoulders. Count four silently.

05 Exhale for 4

Release slowly through the nose (or mouth) for four counts. Let the breath go completely — belly

dropping, ribs releasing.

06 Hold for 4

At empty, pause again for four counts. This is the most powerful moment — the empty hold activates the

deepest parasympathetic response.

07 Repeat

Continue for 4–8 cycles. With practice, extend counts to 5 or 6 for a deeper effect.

Duration 5–10 minutes · Effective in as few as 4 cycles for acute stress relief

Altar Tools Optional: Palo Santo or frankincense incense · Grounding crystal in hand

■  If you feel lightheaded, release the holds and breathe normally. Build gradually.
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R E S T O R I N G

4-7-8 Breathing
The Relaxing Breath · Natural Tranquilliser · Dr. Weil's Method

Pranayama tradition · Systematised by Dr. Andrew Weil, Harvard, 2015

Breath Pattern

INHALE HOLD EXHALE

4 7 8
seconds / counts
4 counts in · 7 hold · 8 out (exhale through mouth, whooshing sound)

The 4-7-8 technique was developed by Dr. Andrew Weil, a Harvard-trained physician and founder of the Arizona

Center for Integrative Medicine, as a modern adaptation of ancient pranayama. Dr. Weil describes it simply as a

natural tranquilliser for the nervous system — one that becomes more effective with practice, unlike

pharmaceutical anxiolytics which tend to lose potency over time. The extended exhale is its defining feature: the

8-count release is the longest component, and it is this extended exhalation that drives the technique's calming

effect.

The Science
The physiological mechanism of 4-7-8 is well understood. The extended exhale stimulates the vagus nerve,

lowering heart rate and blood pressure. Research published in PMC (2022) found that 4-7-8 breathing improved

heart rate variability and reduced blood pressure in participants with sleep deprivation. A scoping review of 15

studies (2024) confirmed the technique's effectiveness in reducing anxiety and depression across multiple

populations including COPD patients, post-surgical patients, and nursing students under exam stress. The breath

hold phase builds CO■  tolerance, which paradoxically reduces the urge to breathe and deepens the relaxation

response. Stanford's 2023 study confirmed that exhale-emphasised breathing outperforms other techniques for

mood improvement and anxiety reduction.

Benefits
◆  Fastest-acting technique for acute anxiety and panic

◆  Significantly improves sleep onset — reduces time to fall asleep

◆  Lowers blood pressure and resting heart rate with regular practice

◆  Reduces nightmares and flashbacks in PTSD (research-supported)

◆  Becomes more effective over time — the opposite of medication tolerance

How to Practise

01 Tongue position

Place the tip of your tongue against the ridge of tissue just behind your upper front teeth. Keep it there

throughout the entire practice.
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02 Empty the lungs

Part your lips and exhale completely through your mouth, making a whooshing sound. This clears the

lungs and sets the starting point.

03 Inhale for 4

Close your mouth. Inhale quietly and deeply through the nose for four counts.

04 Hold for 7

Hold the breath for seven counts. Keep the body relaxed — resist the urge to tense. This is where the

deep reset happens.

05 Exhale for 8

Exhale fully through the mouth, making the whooshing sound, for eight counts. This is the longest phase

and the most important.

06 Repeat

Complete four cycles to begin. After a month of practice, work up to eight cycles. Practise at least twice

daily — morning and before sleep.

Duration 4 cycles (3 minutes) · Twice daily minimum · Before sleep and on waking

Altar Tools Lavender or vetiver essential oil diffused in the room · Dim lighting

■  Beginners may feel lightheaded — this passes. Do not exceed 4 cycles in the first month.
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H A R M O N I S I N G

Coherence Breathing
Resonance Breathing · Heart Rate Variability Breathing · 6-BPM Breathing

Identified by HeartMath Institute · Developed by Dr. Richard Gevirtz, 1990s

Breath Pattern

INHALE EXHALE

5 5
seconds / counts
5 counts in · 5 counts out · 6 breaths per minute · no holds

Coherence breathing is the most scientifically precise technique in this guide. It targets a specific physiological

state — cardiac coherence — in which the heart, breath, and nervous system enter a state of measurable

synchronisation. The optimal rate is approximately 5.5 breaths per minute (roughly 5 seconds in, 5 seconds out),

which corresponds to the body's natural baroreflex frequency. At this rate, heart rate variability reaches its

maximum amplitude, and the nervous system enters what researchers describe as a state of optimal function.

The Science
The HeartMath Institute has conducted extensive research on cardiac coherence, documenting that slow

breathing at 6 breaths per minute creates measurable synchronisation between the heart's rhythm, the autonomic

nervous system, and brain function. A 2024 randomised controlled trial (Kumar, Das, Sharma) found that 6-BPM

breathing outperformed box breathing for reducing anxiety and perceived stress across physiological indicators

including blood pressure and heart rate. Long-term practice has been shown to reduce hypertension, improve

emotional regulation, and enhance cognitive performance. Unlike techniques that produce altered states,

coherence breathing is safe for daily long-term use and is increasingly being prescribed in clinical settings for

cardiovascular and anxiety disorders.

Benefits
◆  Maximises heart rate variability — the gold standard marker of nervous system health

◆  Reduces blood pressure with consistent practice (clinically documented)

◆  Improves emotional regulation and reduces emotional reactivity

◆  Enhances cognitive performance, focus, and decision-making

◆  No altered states — safe for indefinite daily use at any experience level

How to Practise

01 Find stillness

Sit or lie comfortably. Close your eyes. Allow the body to settle for a minute of natural breathing before

beginning the pattern.



9

ALCHEMY WARES  ·  THE COMPLETE BEGINNER'S GUIDE TO BREATHWORK

02 Establish the count

Inhale slowly through the nose for 5 counts. Exhale slowly through the nose (or gently pursed lips) for 5

counts. No holds. No force.

03 Soften the transition

The aim is a smooth, continuous arc of breath — no sharp pause at top or bottom. The inhale flows into

the exhale, the exhale flows back into the inhale.

04 Bring attention to the heart

After a few minutes, place awareness on the area of the chest around the heart. Some practitioners find it

helpful to imagine breathing through the heart itself.

05 Cultivate positive feeling

Research from HeartMath suggests that pairing coherence breathing with a genuine feeling of gratitude or

appreciation amplifies the physiological coherence state.

06 Practise consistently

20 minutes daily is ideal. Even 5 minutes produces measurable benefits. Morning practice establishes

coherence that persists throughout the day.

Duration 5–20 minutes · Daily · Morning practice recommended

Altar Tools No particular tools needed · Quiet space · Optional: rose quartz on chest

■  No significant contraindications. The safest technique in this guide.
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E N E R G I S I N G

Breath of Fire
Kapalabhati · Agni Pranayama · Skull-Shining Breath

Hatha Yoga · Shatkarma tradition · India · 1,500+ years of use

Breath Pattern

INHALE EXHALE

1 1
seconds / counts
Rapid, equal inhale and exhale · 1–3 pumps per second · passive inhale, sharp exhale

Breath of Fire — known in yogic tradition as kapalabhati — is one of the shatkarmas: six classical purification

practices described in the Hatha Yoga Pradipika. The name translates as 'skull-shining breath', referencing the

clarity of mind it produces. It involves rapid, rhythmic breathing driven by sharp diaphragmatic contractions — a

completely different physiological mechanism to the slow, vagal-stimulating techniques in earlier chapters. Breath

of Fire activates the sympathetic nervous system in a controlled, healthy way — raising energy, burning through

mental fog, and creating a pronounced shift in consciousness within minutes.

The Science
Kapalabhati produces rapid changes in blood CO■  and oxygen levels through controlled hyperventilation. The

rhythmic diaphragmatic contractions massage the abdominal organs, stimulate the digestive fire (agni), and

activate the solar plexus — the energetic centre of willpower and vitality. Research on similar rapid breathing

techniques has documented increases in cognitive alertness, metabolic rate, and parasympathetic rebound (a

powerful relaxation response that follows the activation phase). Kundalini yoga traditions have used kapalabhati

for thousands of years specifically to clear the nadis (energy channels) and prepare the body for deeper

meditation.

Benefits
◆  Rapidly raises energy levels — equivalent to several cups of coffee without the cortisol spike

◆  Clears mental fog and improves alertness and concentration

◆  Strengthens the diaphragm and improves overall respiratory efficiency

◆  Activates digestive fire — supports healthy metabolism

◆  Creates powerful parasympathetic rebound — often followed by deep calm

How to Practise

01 Sit upright

Sit with a straight spine — cross-legged on the floor or in a chair. Place hands on knees, palms up. Take

three deep preparatory breaths.
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02 Understand the mechanism

In Breath of Fire, the exhale is active and sharp — driven by a quick contraction of the lower abdomen.

The inhale is passive and happens naturally as the belly releases.

03 Begin slowly

Start at about one pump per second. Contract the belly sharply inward on the exhale (a puffing sound from

the nostrils). Let the belly spring back for the passive inhale.

04 Find the rhythm

Build to a steady rhythm. The sound should be even — exhale and inhale taking equal time. Beginners: 30

pumps, then rest with a deep inhalation. Intermediate: 60–100 pumps.

05 Rest and observe

After each round, inhale deeply and hold briefly. Then exhale slowly and sit in the stillness that follows.

This rebound state is often profoundly peaceful.

06 Three rounds

Complete 3 rounds of 30–60 pumps with rests between. Over weeks, gradually increase the count as

comfort develops.

Duration 5–10 minutes · Best practised in the morning · Not recommended after meals

Altar Tools Incense to mark the space · Seated on a firm cushion or mat

■  Not suitable during pregnancy, with high blood pressure, heart conditions, epilepsy, or glaucoma. Stop if dizzy.
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A W A K E N I N G

Wim Hof Method
Tummo-inspired · Controlled Hyperventilation with Retention

Developed by Wim Hof (Netherlands) · Informed by Tibetan Tummo practice

Breath Pattern

30 DEEP BREATHS BREATH HOLD RECOVERY BREATH

6 4 2
seconds / counts
30 deep inhales/exhales · hold on empty lungs · recovery breath held 15 sec

The Wim Hof Method (WHM) was developed by Dutch extreme athlete Wim Hof — known as 'The Iceman' —

based on his intuitive exploration of breath, cold, and willpower. He holds over 20 world records including the

longest ice bath and fastest ascent of Mount Kilimanjaro in shorts. The breathing component draws on Tibetan

Tummo ('inner heat') meditation and produces measurable changes in blood chemistry, immune function, and

autonomic nervous system activity that were previously believed to be impossible through voluntary control.

The Science
A landmark 2014 study (Radboud University, published in PNAS) demonstrated that Wim Hof practitioners could

voluntarily influence their sympathetic nervous system and immune response — previously considered

impossible. Participants trained in the method showed significantly reduced symptoms when injected with

bacterial endotoxin compared to untrained controls. A 2019 study found reductions in inflammatory markers in

patients with axial spondyloarthritis. A 2023 systematic review (PMC) confirmed the WHM may reduce

inflammation through increased epinephrine and interleukin-10 activity. A 2023 study in Scientific Reports

documented reductions in perceived stress, negative affect, and blood pressure after 15 days. The breathing

works by inducing controlled respiratory alkalosis — temporarily raising blood pH — which triggers a cascade of

hormonal and immunological responses.

Benefits
◆  Voluntary influence on the immune system — documented in peer-reviewed research

◆  Significant anti-inflammatory effects — researched in autoimmune conditions

◆  Increases epinephrine and reduces pro-inflammatory cytokines

◆  Reduces perceived stress and negative affect within days

◆  Builds cold tolerance, mental resilience, and willpower

How to Practise

01 Preparation

Lie down on your back. Never practise seated — dizziness can cause injury. Ensure you are safe and will

not fall. Never practise in or near water.
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02 30 Power Breaths

Inhale deeply through the nose or mouth — belly to chest, fully. Exhale through the mouth — releasing

without forcing. Repeat 30 times at a comfortable but steady pace. You may feel tingling, lightheadedness,

or a sense of warmth.

03 Exhale and Hold

After the 30th breath, exhale fully and hold on empty lungs. Hold for as long as is comfortable without

strain. The urge to breathe will arise — observe it calmly. Most beginners hold for 1–2 minutes;

experienced practitioners 3–4.

04 Recovery Breath

When you need to inhale, take one deep breath and hold it fully for 15 seconds. Then exhale. This

completes one round.

05 Repeat

Complete 3–4 rounds. With each round, the hold on empty typically extends as the nervous system

adapts.

06 Stillness

After your final round, lie in stillness for several minutes. The inner landscape following WHM breathing is

frequently described as profoundly peaceful and expansive.

Duration 15–20 minutes for 3–4 rounds · Morning practice, before food

Altar Tools Comfortable mat · Warm room · Optional: cold shower to follow (not required)

■  NOT suitable for those with epilepsy, heart conditions, high blood pressure, panic disorder, or pregnancy. NEVER

practise in water or alone if new to the technique.
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E X P A N D I N G

Holotropic Breathwork
Integrative Breathwork · Conscious Connected Breathing

Developed by Dr. Stanislav Grof and Christina Grof · 1970s

Breath Pattern

INHALE EXHALE

3 3
seconds / counts
Continuous connected breathing · no pauses · sustained rhythm for 45–90 minutes

Holotropic breathwork was developed by Dr. Stanislav Grof — a Czech-American psychiatrist and one of the

founders of transpersonal psychology — following the restriction of LSD research in the late 1960s. Grof had used

LSD therapeutically to access non-ordinary states of consciousness and found, through experimentation, that

sustained hyperventilation with evocative music could produce comparable states. The word holotropic means

'moving toward wholeness'. The technique is used therapeutically to access and release stored emotional and

somatic material that conventional talk therapy rarely reaches.

The Science
The physiological mechanism involves sustained hyperventilation reducing blood CO■  levels (hypocapnia),

constricting cerebral blood vessels, and shifting the brain into altered states. Simultaneously, the continuous

rhythmic breathing activates the somatic nervous system, and the combination frequently produces spontaneous

emotional release, visionary experiences, and deep bodily awareness. Research is limited due to the difficulty of

double-blind study design, but clinical outcomes reported by practitioners include resolution of trauma, emotional

catharsis, spiritual experiences, and lasting changes in psychological wellbeing. A simplified form — conscious

connected breathing without the full therapeutic container — can be practised safely at home in shorter sessions.

Benefits
◆  Accesses and releases stored emotional and somatic material

◆  Can produce profound states of clarity, insight, and emotional release

◆  Supports processing of grief, trauma, and unexpressed emotion

◆  Often followed by a sense of integration, peace, and expanded perspective

◆  Works with layers of experience that verbal therapy does not reach

How to Practise

01 Create the container

Lie down on a comfortable mat in a private, safe space. You will not be able to control what arises —

ensure you feel fully safe. Soft, evocative music is traditional. A blanket nearby is often needed.
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02 Set your intention

Before beginning, set a clear intention — healing, release, insight, or simply openness. State it aloud or

silently.

03 Begin connected breathing

Inhale through the mouth, filling from the belly upward. Exhale immediately, without any pause. The breath

is continuous — inhale flows directly into exhale, exhale flows directly into inhale. No gaps.

04 Sustain the rhythm

Maintain the rhythm for 20–45 minutes for a home practice. Breathe more deeply if you feel nothing; slow

slightly if you feel overwhelmed. Follow the body.

05 Allow what comes

Emotion, imagery, physical sensation, tears, laughter — allow everything without analysis or suppression.

This is the practice working. The breath carries what it carries.

06 Integration

After the active phase, breathe naturally and lie in stillness for at least 20 minutes. Do not rush. Journalling

after the session is valuable.

Duration 45–90 minutes in full therapeutic setting · 20–30 minutes for home practice

Altar Tools Blanket and pillow · Evocative music playlist · Journal for integration

■  Not suitable for cardiovascular conditions, epilepsy, glaucoma, pregnancy, or severe psychiatric conditions. For deep

trauma work, practise with a trained facilitator.
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B A L A N C I N G

Alternate Nostril Breathing
Nadi Shodhana · Channel Purification · Anulom Vilom

Classical Hatha Yoga · Upanishads · 800 BCE onwards

Breath Pattern

INHALE L HOLD EXHALE R INHALE R HOLD EXHALE L

4 2 4 4 2 4
seconds / counts
Inhale left · hold · exhale right · inhale right · hold · exhale left · repeat

Nadi shodhana — literally 'channel purification' — is one of the most revered practices in classical yoga. The nadis

are the subtle energy channels described in yogic anatomy; of the 72,000 said to exist, three are primary: ida

(lunar, left side, cooling), pingala (solar, right side, heating), and sushumna (central, the path of awakening).

Alternate nostril breathing works by systematically alternating the breath between left and right nostrils, purifying

both channels and bringing them into balance. The result is a uniquely balanced state — simultaneously calm and

alert — that is distinct from any other technique.

The Science
Modern research has confirmed a fascinating physiological basis for this ancient practice. The two nostrils are

controlled by different branches of the autonomic nervous system — the right nostril activates the sympathetic

branch (energy, heat, left hemisphere activity) while the left nostril activates the parasympathetic branch (calm,

cool, right hemisphere activity). The body naturally alternates dominance between nostrils on a 90-minute

ultradian cycle. Nadi shodhana interrupts and balances this cycle deliberately. Studies have shown it reduces

blood pressure, improves spatial memory, balances hemispheric brain activity as measured by EEG, and reduces

anxiety in pre-surgical patients.

Benefits
◆  Uniquely balances both hemispheres of the brain — simultaneously activating and calming

◆  Reduces blood pressure and heart rate

◆  Improves spatial memory and cognitive performance

◆  Excellent preparation for meditation — settles the mind without dulling awareness

◆  Suitable for daily long-term practice with no contraindications for healthy adults

How to Practise

01 Hand position

Bring your right hand to your face. Rest the index and middle fingers between your eyebrows (or fold them

to the palm). You will use the thumb to close the right nostril and the ring finger to close the left.
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02 Begin left

Close the right nostril with your thumb. Inhale slowly through the left nostril for 4 counts.

03 Hold at the top

Close both nostrils gently. Hold for 2–4 counts.

04 Exhale right

Release the thumb, keeping the left closed. Exhale slowly through the right nostril for 4 counts.

05 Inhale right

Without changing the hand, inhale through the right nostril for 4 counts.

06 Hold, then exhale left

Close both nostrils. Hold. Then release the ring finger and exhale through the left for 4 counts. This

completes one cycle. Repeat for 5–10 cycles.

Duration 5–15 minutes · Ideal immediately before meditation

Altar Tools Quiet space · Seated on a cushion · Optional: sandalwood or cedarwood oil

■  If one nostril is severely blocked, breathe gently through the mouth on that side. Do not force.
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L I F T I N G

Cyclic Sighing
Physiological Sigh · Double Inhale-Exhale · Exhale-Emphasised Breathing

Identified by physiologists in 1930s · Researched by Stanford University, 2023

Breath Pattern

INHALE 1 INHALE 2 LONG EXHALE

2 1 6
seconds / counts
Double inhale through nose (short sniff added at top) · long slow exhale · repeat

Cyclic sighing is the newest technique in this guide and the one with the most compelling recent clinical evidence.

The physiological sigh is a pattern the body performs spontaneously — typically once every few minutes — to

re-inflate collapsed alveoli (the tiny air sacs in the lungs) and offload excess CO■ . When performed deliberately

and cyclically, the double-inhale followed by an extended exhale produces faster and greater reductions in anxiety

and improvements in mood than any other technique tested in recent comparative research.

The Science
A landmark randomised controlled trial published in Cell Reports Medicine (Stanford, 2023) compared cyclic

sighing, box breathing, cyclic hyperventilation, and mindfulness meditation over 28 days. Cyclic sighing produced

statistically greater improvements in positive mood and greater reductions in anxiety and resting respiratory rate

than all other conditions — including the other breathwork techniques. Just five minutes per day was sufficient to

produce these effects. The mechanism centres on the extended exhale: as exhalation lengthens, the heart slows

and vagal tone increases. The double inhale maximally inflates the lungs, ensuring CO■  is optimally offloaded in

the following exhale.

Benefits
◆  Greatest mood improvement of any breathwork technique tested in RCTs — Stanford, 2023

◆  Fastest reduction in physiological arousal (anxiety, respiratory rate, heart rate)

◆  Benefits compound with daily practice — more effective with each passing day

◆  Simplest technique in this guide — no counting, no holds, no equipment

◆  Suitable for any experience level, including complete beginners

How to Practise

01 Find a comfortable position

Sit or lie down. Allow the body to soften. Take one natural breath before beginning.

02 First inhale

Inhale through the nose to about 80% capacity — a full, comfortable breath into the belly and chest.
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03 Second inhale (the sniff)

Without exhaling, take one more sharp sniff through the nose — a short addition that fills the lungs to

maximum capacity. You may feel the chest and ribcage expand fully.

04 Long exhale

Now exhale slowly and completely through the mouth — taking as long as feels natural. The exhale should

be significantly longer than both inhales combined. Let everything go.

05 No holds, no counts

Unlike most techniques, cyclic sighing has no specific counts. Simply ensure the exhale is long, slow, and

complete. The body finds its own rhythm naturally.

06 5 minutes daily

Practise for five continuous minutes. Research used exactly this protocol. Regularity matters more than

duration.

Duration 5 minutes daily · Any time · Before sleep is particularly effective

Altar Tools No specific tools needed · Can be practised anywhere

■  No significant contraindications. The gentlest and most evidence-based technique in this guide.



20

ALCHEMY WARES  ·  THE COMPLETE BEGINNER'S GUIDE TO BREATHWORK

B U I L D I N G Y O U R P R A C T I C E

Match Technique to Intention
Not all breathwork produces the same effect — and practising the wrong technique at the wrong time can work

against you. The table below maps each technique to its primary use case so you can build an intelligent,

responsive practice.

Intention Best Technique Duration

Morning energy & clarity Breath of Fire 5–10 min

Acute stress or anxiety Box Breathing or Cyclic Sighing 5 min

Sleep onset 4-7-8 Breathing 5 min (before bed)

Daily nervous system maintenance Coherence Breathing 10–20 min

Deep emotional release Holotropic Breathwork 30–60 min

Immune & cold resilience Wim Hof Method 15–20 min

Pre-meditation centering Alternate Nostril 5–10 min

Mood uplift, ongoing Cyclic Sighing 5 min daily

A Simple Daily Ritual
The most powerful breathwork practice is a consistent one. Five minutes daily outperforms an hour practised

occasionally. Here is a simple framework for building breathwork into your day:

Morning (5–10 min) Breath of Fire to raise energy and clear mental fog, followed by 2 minutes of natural

breathing. Or, if the day ahead feels demanding, 5 minutes of box breathing to

establish regulation before demands arrive.

Midday reset (3–5

min)

Box breathing or 4 cycles of 4-7-8. Particularly powerful before a difficult

conversation, presentation, or decision.

Evening (5–10 min) Coherence breathing or cyclic sighing to wind down the nervous system. Followed by

4-7-8 directly before sleep for fastest sleep onset.

Weekly (30–60 min) One longer session — holotropic, Wim Hof, or a full coherence practice — to go

deeper and support emotional processing and integration.

"The quality of your breath is a direct reflection of the quality of your inner state. Change

one and you change the other."
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S A F E T Y & C O N T R A I N D I C A T I O N S

Who Should Take Care
Most breathwork techniques are safe for healthy adults. However, some practices — particularly those involving

hyperventilation, breath holds, or extended sessions — require care. Always consult a healthcare professional

before beginning if any of the following apply:

◆  Cardiovascular disease, heart conditions, or irregular heart rhythm

◆  Epilepsy or seizure disorder

◆  High or low blood pressure

◆  Pregnancy (all trimesters)

◆  Severe anxiety, panic disorder, or history of psychosis

◆  Glaucoma or elevated intraocular pressure

◆  Recent surgery or significant physical injury

◆  Asthma or serious respiratory conditions (seek medical guidance)

Universal Precautions

Never practise in water Breath holds and altered states carry risk of unconsciousness. This includes

baths, pools, and cold showers when alone.

Never practise while

driving

Any technique that could alter consciousness or induce lightheadedness is

unsafe while operating a vehicle.

Practise on an empty

stomach

Most techniques, especially activating ones like Breath of Fire and WHM,

should be performed at least 2 hours after eating.

Lightheadedness is

normal initially

Tingling, warmth, and mild dizziness are common at first, particularly with box

breathing and WHM. These pass. Reduce intensity if they are uncomfortable.

Build gradually Start with 3–5 minutes and build over weeks. The nervous system adapts —

rushing the process produces diminishing returns.

T H E A L C H E M Y W A R E S C O L L E C T I O N

Tools That Deepen the Practice
Breathwork requires nothing but your body. But certain ritual objects create the conditions for deeper practice —

signalling to the nervous system that this time is different, building associative cues that strengthen over time, and

creating an environment in which the body feels safe to open.
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◆ Frankincense Resin or Incense

Used for millennia in sacred practice across Egypt, India, and the Middle East. The active compound

boswellic acid has documented psychoactive properties — it opens the airways and quiets the analytical

mind, making it the ideal companion for any breathwork session.

◆ Eucalyptus or Peppermint Essential Oil

Apply a drop to the chest or diffuse in the room before practice. Both open the upper respiratory tract,

deepen nasal breathing, and signal to the body that conscious breathing is beginning. Ideal for morning

practices and Wim Hof sessions.

◆ Vetiver or Cedarwood Grounding Oil

Applied to wrists and temples before slow, calming practices. Vetiver has a profoundly settling effect on

scattered energy and is one of the most effective oils for activating the parasympathetic response through

the olfactory system — the direct route to the limbic brain.

◆ Selenite or Black Tourmaline Crystal

Placed on the chest or held during practice. Selenite is associated with clarity and energetic purification —

many practitioners report it enhances the quality of stillness in the space. Black tourmaline provides

grounding and energetic protection, particularly valuable during deeper practices.

◆ Palo Santo or White Sage

Burned before practice to clear the space and mark the transition from ordinary activity into sacred time.

The scent becomes a powerful ritual cue — over time, the simple act of lighting Palo Santo begins to shift

the nervous system into the appropriate state before practice even begins.

Explore the full collection at alchemywares.com

Ethically sourced · Beautifully packaged · UK delivery · Ritual tools for the modern mystic


