
 

Hand mudras are symbolic hand gestures used in yoga, meditation, Ayurveda, and the spiritual 
practices of Hinduism, Buddhism, and Jainism. The Sanskrit word mudra is often translated as 
“seal,” “gesture,” or “attitude,” though it is also said to be derived from the Sanskrit word mudam, 
meaning bliss. 

It is believed that mudras were not simply inventions of the creative mind, but emerged through 
the direct experience and insight of yogic adepts. Tantric and yogic literature describe more than 
one hundred different forms of mudras. Hasta mudras (hand gestures) are only one category. 
There are also Mana Mudras (head gestures), which use the eyes, nose, tongue, lips, and ears; 
Kaya Mudras (postural gestures), which involve the whole body; Bandha Mudras (lock 
gestures), which engage the vocal, respiratory, and pelvic muscles, such as Jalandhara, 
Uddiyana, and Moola Bandha; and Adhara Mudras (perineal gestures), which use the pelvic 
floor muscles. 

Mudras are believed to influence the flow of prana within the body and mind. By positioning the 
fingers in particular ways, they can support physical health, emotional balance, concentration, 
and spiritual development. The following quote describes the more subtle experience of mudra 
as a preparation for deeper meditation: 

“It sustains the flow of thoughts in preparation for recognizing more subtle levels of 
perception. It is at this stage that our mind must assume the quality of sakshi 
bhava, becoming a silent witness to mental activities. Mudra is like a key which 
opens aspects of our mind for us to view. Mudras generate cues of the supreme 
reality, taking the practitioner nearer the final truth... As a mirror reflects what is in 
front but not behind, similarly different mudras reflect different aspects of the 
highest reality. They attempt to preserve the infinite within the finite, as a bowl of 
water attempts to contain the reflection of the sun. In this way, the mudra can be 
seen as a science of connection between the infinite and the finite.” 

In Ayurveda, the body is composed of five elements: fire, air, space, earth, and water. Health is 
considered a balanced state of all five. In yogic philosophy, each finger represents one of these 
elements: 

Thumb – Fire (Agni): governs vitality, eyesight, digestive fire, metabolism (hunger, thirst, sleep, 
temperature); regulates willpower, confidence, ego , passion and self esteem. Connects to 
Manipura (solar plexus)  Chakra 
Index Finger – Air (Vayu): governs movement, breath, circulation, nervous system; regulates 
love, compassion, anxiety and mental flexibility. Connects to Anahata (heart) Chakra  
Middle Finger – Space/Ether (Akasha): overns throat, hearing, vocal chords, thyroid gland; 
regulates communication, wisdom, intuition, creativity, self expression. Connects to Vishuddha 
(throat) Chakra 
Ring Finger – Earth (Prithvi): governs bones, muscles, skin, and hair, stamina; regulates 
stability, grounding, fearlessness, and a sense of security and protection. Connects to 
Muladhara (Root) Chakra 



 

Little Finger – Water (Jala): governs all body fluids such as saliva, blood, sweat, urine, and 
reproductive fluids; regulates emotional fluidity, intuition, adaptability, relationships and creative 
flow. Connects to Svadhisthana (Sacral) Chakra 
 

Prana associated with each element is said to flow through the fingers. By placing the fingers in 
specific positions, we influence these energies, increasing or decreasing particular elements 
within the body. This is one explanation for why mudras are considered seals or locks—we are 
directing and containing prana for a specific purpose. Through these gestures, we communicate 
with the subtle body and help balance energy. One description I came across was that prana is 
the chi flowing like water, the vayu is the river in which it flows. 

The Five Pranas 

Apana – the force required for elimination and excretion 
Samana – the force required for digestion and assimilation 
Prana – the force required for the heart and lungs to function 
Vyana – the force required for circulation and movement 
Udana – the force required for speaking, thinking, hearing, and other upper-body functions 

The five vayus describe the five directions or patterns of movement of life force within the 
body: 

● Prana Vayu – inward and upward 
● Apana Vayu – downward 
● Samana Vayu – inward toward the center 
● Udana Vayu – upward 
● Vyana Vayu – outward and throughout 

In this sense, the vayus are like currents or flows. 

This was confusing to me - what are vayus , what are pranas? Same name different ideas? 
Connected of course but used interchangeably in different articles I read and from what i can 
understand at this point - prana is the chi which flows and vayus are the directions in which they 
flow - like water which flows in a river… 

The five pranas (often called the Pancha Pranas) are the five primary movements of life force 
(prana shakti) within the body. While prana is often translated as "breath" or "energy," in yogic 
philosophy it is considered the vital force that animates all bodily and mental functions (chi). 

Rather than being separate energies, the five pranas are different directions or functions of the 
same life force. 

 



 

We use both hands in mudra practice to balance the energy channels (nadis) on both sides of 
the body: the right side, associated with solar energy (Surya) - Pingala Nadi, and the left side, 
associated with lunar energy (Chandra) - Ida Nadi. Mudras help direct the flow of prana in a 
rhythmic manner. The longer a mudra is maintained, the smoother this flow is believed to 
become. This rhythmic movement of energy can induce a serene and focused state of mind. In 
my own exploration of mudras, this was something I clearly experienced. 

I began this project by selecting several mudras and incorporating them into my “just sitting” 
meditation practice. Most sessions lasted about fifteen minutes, though occasionally I held a 
mudra longer during class. I would first experience the mudra and then take notes on what I 
noticed physically, energetically, mentally, and spiritually. Only after several months did I begin 
studying the traditional qualities and meanings associated with each mudra. 

I am sorry I did not start with the theory. From my understanding, practicing the hand gesture 
alone is not enough; the intention must accompany the gesture. Body and mind work together to 
create movement in the energy system. Once again, it is a union of the infinite within the finite. I 
now continue to explore mudras with both experience and intention. 

Vayu Mudra – Gesture of Air 

Vayu Mudra is created by folding the index finger into the base of the thumb and gently pressing 
it with the thumb while the other fingers remain extended.  

This mudra is believed to reduce excess air (Vata) energy within the body. Excess Vata is 
associated with restlessness, anxiety, dryness, bloating, and digestive discomfort. Benefits 
attributed to Vayu Mudra include calming the nervous system, reducing joint pain, easing 
anxiety and overthinking, and promoting stability and grounding. It is also associated with the 
Heart Chakra (Anahata), helping one connect more deeply to the Self and overcome 
indecisiveness. 

What I noticed: 
I tried this mudra one morning and immediately felt a sense of openness in the chest, along with 
peace and inner strength. On other occasions it brought a deep sense of quiet and stillness. I 
found it very centering and effective at calming mental activity. I practiced it several times for 
periods of 10–20 minutes. 

Kubera Mudra – Gesture of Intention and Manifestation 

Kubera Mudra is formed by bringing the thumb, index finger, and middle finger together while 
the ring and little fingers fold into the palm. It is named after Kubera, the Hindu deity associated 
with abundance and prosperity. Beyond material wealth, this mudra is understood as a gesture 
of focused intention. 

Benefits traditionally associated with Kubera Mudra include strengthening concentration and 
determination, clarifying goals and intentions, enhancing confidence and motivation, and 



 

cultivating a sense of abundance. Some practitioners use it in visualization and manifestation 
practices. It is also believed to support circulation and may help with blood pressure, 
congestion, sinus issues, headaches, and facial pain. 

What I noticed: 
The energy felt subtle and soothing. Initially I felt grounded, and then the sensation seemed to 
travel upward toward the third eye, creating a sense of focus. It quickly quieted the mind and 
often sustained that stillness for a long time. On another occasion I felt an immediate activation 
of Apana and Samana, along with a lengthening of the spine. There were also times when it 
made me feel somewhat nervous, perhaps because of its tendency to increase Vata. I practiced 
this mudra several times for 10–30 minutes. 

Gyan Mudra – Gesture of Knowledge 

Gyan Mudra is formed by lightly touching the thumb and index finger together while the 
remaining fingers are extended and the palms face upward. This gesture symbolizes the union 
of individual consciousness with universal consciousness. 

Traditionally, Gyan Mudra is associated with improved concentration, memory, mental clarity, 
enhanced meditation, and reduced stress and anxiety.  It is widely regarded as a mudra of 
wisdom and awareness. 

In addition, it is known to open the root chakra, giving a sense of grounding and stability. It is 
moving the body’s air element (second finger) which improves the nervous system;s function 
and the pituitary glands function, this explains its effect on improved mental clarity and memory. 
It is considered a valuable tool in decreasing depression and improving overall mental 
wellbeing. 

What I noticed: 
I experienced a strong, bold energy rising up the spine. My awareness was often centered in the 
heart chakra and crown chakra. The mudra created a sense of calm, openness, and inner 
strength, while frequently bringing the mind into a state of quiet. My breath became steady and 
the body felt grounded and supported. I practiced it several times for periods ranging from 
10–30 minutes. 

Dhyana Mudra – Gesture of Meditation 

In Dhyana Mudra, the right hand rests inside the left hand, with the thumbs lightly touching. 
Through the connection of the thumbs, the fire element is activated while the other elements 
remain at rest. This mudra engages the intellect while calming the mind. 

It is perhaps one of the most recognizable meditation mudras and is frequently depicted in 
Buddha statues and yogic art. Dhyana Mudra is associated with the Crown Chakra (Sahasrara) 
and is believed to deepen meditation, promote inner peace, and harmonize the left and right 
hemispheres of the brain. 



 

What I noticed: 
I often experienced a circular flow of energy moving from the hands through the shoulders. 
There was a sense of lightness and activity in Prana Vayu, accompanied by a quieting of the 
mind. I practiced this mudra several times for 10–20 minutes. 

Yoni Mudra 

Yoni Mudra is formed by joining the thumbs and index fingers into a diamond shape while the 
remaining fingers are interlaced beneath. The hands are held with the thumbs pointing upward. 
Traditionally, this mudra is associated with fertility, relaxation, and the reduction of stress and 
fatigue. It is often recommended as a calming practice before sleep. 

What I noticed: 
I found this mudra especially calming when practiced before bed. On another occasion it 
created a feeling of openness in the heart chakra, while the spine felt long, strong, and 
supported. I practiced it several times for 10–15 minutes. 

Bhairava Mudra 

Bhairava Mudra is formed by placing the right hand on top of the left hand while resting them 
comfortably in the lap. Traditionally, it is said to have an immediate soothing effect on anxiety, 
stress, and mood fluctuations. 

What I noticed: 
My awareness immediately settled into the lower belly. Spontaneous activation of Samana Vayu 
arose several times while practicing this mudra. Eventually I felt the energy begin to move 
upward through the spine. On another occasion there was a strong sensation of energy 
radiating from the chest into the arms, accompanied by a feeling of length and strength 
throughout the spine. I practiced this mudra several times for periods of 10–30 minutes. 

 

Looking back at my notes, I was struck by how often similar themes emerged, regardless of 
which mudra I was practicing. While each mudra had its own unique qualities and energetic 
effects, many consistently brought a quieting of the mind, a sense of steadiness in the chest and 
spine, and an increased awareness of particular energy centers, especially the lower belly, 
heart, and crown chakras. I also noticed that the experience of the mudra was not fixed; the 
same mudra could feel different on different days, depending on my physical, mental, or 
emotional state. This taught me to approach the practice with curiosity rather than expectation, 
allowing the mudra to reveal its effects in its own way and in its own time. 

 

When I was first introduced to meditation by a friend and teacher, he had me hold my hands in a 
mudra. He would also encourage me to look at classical religious art in churches and museums 



 

and notice that angels and saints were often depicted holding gestures that resembled hasta 
mudras. 

My initial exploration of meditation was challenging. On one hand, I experienced an expansive 
feeling in my third eye and a sense that my consciousness was leaving my body. On the other 
hand, it was accompanied by an electric jolt moving up my spine. It would begin at my tailbone, 
travel to my crown chakra, and cause my body to jump every time it happened. This would 
occur several times during a single sitting. I could not get my body to remain still. 

Eventually, I gave up seated meditation and began practicing qigong, which I have continued for 
more than twenty years. Moving meditation was something my body could do. When I returned 
to sitting practice during teacher training, I noticed that my hands would often spontaneously 
return to the mudras I had been taught almost forty years earlier. 

I enjoyed exploring mudras and experiencing them for myself. I found that using mudras during 
sitting meditation was often calming, quieted the mind, activated specific energy centers—most 
commonly the belly, heart, or crown chakras—and created a strong sense of steadiness through 
the chest and spine, beyond what I experienced when simply resting my hands on my thighs. 

There were also times when using a mudra felt like an extra chore. It could be distracting or 
even irritating. Sometimes the energetic effects felt too intense, creating movement and 
activation when all I wanted was to rest quietly in the sitting. At other times, my fingers simply 
became tired and wanted to relax. This surprised me. I had not expected that holding a mudra 
could fatigue the fingers so easily. 

I also noticed a connection between stiff, tired, or shaky fingers and tension in my shoulders and 
jaw. As one area relaxed, the other often seemed to soften as well. 

Over time, I appreciated that my hands seemed to know what to do without my having to 
consciously choose a mudra. I think my favorites were Vayu Mudra and Dhyana Mudra. Both 
consistently brought a sense of stillness, steadiness, and ease to my practice. 

I continue to explore and use mudras. I believe they can be powerful tools, and I have also 
learned that knowing when not to use them is equally important. There are times when they feel 
supportive and times when they feel too intense. 

I have found myself spontaneously using mudras outside of formal practice as well—while 
listening to a lecture, listening to music, or simply waiting quietly. 

Another place where I have experienced hand positions and gestures as powerful tools is in the 
Paula Method. I have been practicing Paula for several years and have found that certain hand 
placements can trigger spontaneous energy and movement throughout the body, leading to 
intuitive release and healing. Comparing the Paula “mudras” and the Yogic Hasta Mudras may 
be a topic for further exploration in the future.  Even the Vayus are very similar in Paula! 
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