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For Beginners: Adho Mukha Svanasana

Down Dog teaches you the push-pull dynamics of yoga where movement in one direction is balanced by 
action in the opposite direction.

By Shiva Rea

When I first began studying yoga, I nearly fell out of my seat laughing when I saw a friend’s dog doing the yoga pose 
that I was learning as “Downward-Facing Dog.”

It is natural for canines, dog lovers know—that post-nap stretch with the rump high in the air and paws outstretched 
in what looks like pooch heaven. But it takes awhile for humans to befriend Adho Mukha Svanasana (AW-doh MOO-
ka Shvan-AH-sa-na), a pose in which a lot is happening all at once.

How can you find sukha (comfort or joy) in Down Dog? This is a worthy question, as it is not easy to escape this 
pose. It is part of Suryanamaskar (Sun Salutation) in most systems of hatha yoga and a quintessential pose in  
Iyengar Yoga. If you struggle with Down Dog, be compassionate and patient with yourself; you are not the first  
person with tight hamstrings or weak arms.

On the other hand, be diligent. Ultimately, Down Dog will start to feel so good that you will really empathize with 
the full-body joy that dogs display while doing the pose.

Build a Good Foundation

The first thing about Down Dog is learning to ritualistically place your hands in alignment with your shoulders and 
hips. Typically, new students will have their arms too wide and their feet too close together. If your base is out of 
proportion, the pose becomes unstable, your joints stressed, and organs compressed. Come onto all fours. Place 
your knees right under your hips, making sure first that you have fully extended your spine. When you place your 
hands on your mat, shoulder-width apart, lightly spread your fingers, making sure your middle finger faces directly 
forward. Really study your hands, and without tensing them, connect all of the joints of your fingers and your inner 
and outer palm i nto the earth.

As you lift your pelvis to the ceiling and draw your hips back, look at your feet. They should be hip-distance apart, 
aligned with your pelvis. Beginners will often walk their feet towards their hands to prematurely bring their heels to 
the ground. Have patience, grasshopper. Your heels may or may not touch the ground, but you want to feel that you 
have room to continuously grow in this pose.

Unify Opposites

Down Dog very clearly puts you in touch with the inherent isometric or push-pull dynamics of yoga asanas, where a 
movement in one direction is balanced and enhanced by an action in the opposite direction. This has deep philo-
sophical and spiritual significance, corresponding to the meaning of hatha yoga as the union of the sun and moon, 
the masculine and feminine. The practical benefit of this yogic principle is that in any pose, Down Dog included, 
you are simultaneously creating strength and flexibility, extension and stability.

What is the farthest vertical point from your hands in Down Dog? Your hips. What is the farthest point down from 
your hips? Your heels. Assume your Down Dog now and work those opposite points away from each other. Press 
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into your hands and stretch your hips back from the tops of your thighs. Try to ground your heels. (Even if they don’t 
touch the floor, imagine roots growing from your heels down through the earth.) This movement starts to stretch 
your spine while evenly opening your hamstrings, hips, and shoulders, which leads us to a short tip regarding your 
weight—not how much you weigh but how you distribute what you’ve got.

Shift Your Weight Back

To get the blissful feeling and benefits of Down Dog, you need to shift your weight back into your hips. Again as-
sume your best Down Dog. This time bend your knees so that you can really stretch back into your hips by simulta-
neously pressing into your hands, extending your arms, and drawing your belly slightly in. Imagine that someone 
is pulling back on your hips. When you get that “Aha!” it will feel as if your weight is centered in your pelvis, and 
your arms will feel light. If your hamstrings are very tight, you may need to practice like this for a while, gradually 
straightening your legs as if a strong wind were pressing your thighs and shins back. You can also place a block 
between the middle of your inner thighs to learn how to work your legs and develop the inner rotation of the thighs. 
Grip the block and press it back to feel greater extension in your spine.

Rotation, Rotation, Rotation

Learning how to both internally and externally rotate your arms at the same time to connect to your inner wrist, 
open your shoulders, and broaden your upper back is a key Down Dog trick. Start on your knees again with your 
hands in position. Typically the inner wrists start to peel off the ground, causing stress on your joints and a subtle 
disconnection. To ground through your inner wrist, internally rotate your arms towards each other from your elbows 
down. Thanks to the anatomy of your arms, your upper arms are naturally going to move in the opposite direction 
(external rotation). To witness how this happens naturally, when you press back into Down Dog, bend your elbows 
to the side in a diamond shape. Now rotate your elbows under and straighten your arms, maintaining the internal 
rotation from your elbow to your inner wrist. You should feel your shoulders broadening.

If this seems confusing, just try rotating your arms in the opposite direction and see how compressed the area 
around your neck feels. Are you starting to feel any sukha arising as you find relief in your shoulders and neck?

Support and Release Your Neck

Often humans aren’t sure what to do with their necks in Down Dog. Do you hold your neck up? Do you let it hang 
down to the floor? The general tip is to align the crown of your head with the natural line of your spine. If you tilt the 
crown of your head up, you crunch your cervical vertebrae. Dropping your head forward gives you a nice stretch, but 
over time can stress your neck. When you are in Down Dog, try aligning your ears with your upper arms. That should 
connect your head with your spine, simultaneously supporting your head while lengthening the sides of your neck.

Breathe, Relax, Enjoy the Ride

Now is the time to breathe life and vitality into your Down Dog. On the inhalation, emphasize the broadening of 
your shoulders and extension through your arms to bring more space into your lungs. As you exhale, focus on the 
movement of your legs back and down through your shins and heels. I have found this breath meditation in Down 
Dog to be very relaxing and powerful at the same time. As you relax, you will start to feel how nourishing this stretch 
is. All of the actions of the pose and your strength and flexibility to maintain them will gradually become more and 
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more natural. Dogs have excellent devotion and patience as well as genuine joie de vie. Think of a golden retriever 
in the back of a jeep with its hair blowing in the wind. See if you can bring that kind of receiving quality to Down 
Dog in the midst of its challenges. Most of all, enjoy the ride.

For Beginners: Bhujangasana

Like many backbends, Cobra Pose is a heart opener, subtly releasing held emotions within the rib cage to 
bring greater joy within the body.

By Shiva Rea

“Few of us have lost our minds, but many of us have long ago lost our bodies,” says transpersonal psychologist Ken 
Wilber. It is quite common for human beings to live in a disembodied state—for our thoughts to be separate from 
the experience of our bodies. This loss of the body takes many forms, from not being able to stop the train of think-
ing mind to catching ourselves hunched over or sick because we haven’t paid attention to the many warning signs 
we were given by our bodies. One of yoga’s many benefits is the experience of greater embodiment.

Embodiment is the spreading of one’s consciousness throughout the body, from the crown of the head to the toes, 
the surface to the core. It is learning to listen and understand the language of the body. It is remembering ourselves 
by exploring and excavating who we are in our own skin. When you begin to take a yoga class or learn from a book 
or video, the instructor will invite you to move places in yourself that may have been forgotten or never realized: big 
toes, kneecaps, thigh bones, sternum, and kidneys, as well as places that you may be very aware of due to tight-
ness or pain, such as the lower back or the sides of the neck. The asana that we will explore, Bhujangasana (Cobra 
Pose), is fundamental not only for embodying your spine but for learning to move as an integrated whole. Bhujan-
gasana is an essential pose for developing the strength and flexibility of the entire back, while toning the legs and 
buttocks, increasing circulation, and assisting in kidney function. Like many backbends, it is a “heart opener,” 
subtly releasing held emotions within the rib cage to bring greater joy within the body.

Familiar Landmarks

Before we begin to do the pose, let’s trace some of the important landmarks within the body that are key to acti-
vating not only Cobra but many of the asanas. Sitting comfortably in a chair, wrap your hand around the nape of 
your neck and rest the side of your hand along your occipital ridge, where your spine and skull meet. You will feel 
two bony points with a hollow space between them. Collapse the back of your head into your hand. This crunch-
ing of the neck is something to watch out for in Cobra as well as other poses. Try to extend the back of your neck in 
alignment with your spine (your chin will drop slightly). Now bring the other hand to your lower back and touch your 
tailbone, the base of your spine. Turn your tailbone up as if to sway your back like a duck. Feel how this jams your 
sacrum (the triangular bone of which the tailbone is the base). Then, notice how turning your tailbone towards the 
earth creates space there. Pause and feel the whole line of your spine—from your tailbone up your vertebrae and 
nape of your neck all the way to the crown of your head.

Now release your hands and bring your awareness to your shoulders, drawing them up by your ears. This is the 
consummate tension pattern that we might go into at our desks, in traffic, under stress, out of habit. Bring your 
awareness to your shoulder blades, those wings that slide up and down your back with the movement of your 
shoulders. Now rotate your shoulders, consciously drawing your shoulder blades (scapulae) down your back. Main-
tain the downward grounding of your shoulder blades and feel the space between your neck and shoulders. Touch 
your sternum (the bony plate between and below your collarbones) with one hand. Feel it spreading open as you 
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move your shoulder blades further into the body. Finally, straighten your right leg, lift it slightly off the floor, and put 
your right hand on the top of your right thigh. Now point your toes, firm your kneecap, and feel how your entire leg 
comes alive. The ability to work your legs is essential for supporting the spine in backbends. Press your thigh bone 
back and activate your right leg even more. Remember the sensations of these landmarks in the body to assist you 
in greater embodiment in Cobra, other asanas, and life in general.

Coming into Cobra

Let’s come to the floor and find the pathways between these landmarks within Bhujangasana. Lying flat on your 
belly, bring your hands under your shoulders with your forehead touching the floor. Begin some of the actions 
of the full pose while you are still in the starting position: Draw your shoulder blades down your back, lifting the 
shoulders off the floor and creating space around your neck. Hug your elbows back and into your body. Now acti-
vate your legs by pointing your toes away from you and pressing the tops of your feet into the floor. As you firm the 
tops of your thighs and ground your feet, let only your knees lift off the floor slightly. Then press your pubic bone 
(the bony point several inches below your navel) into the floor to stabilize your lower back and broaden the sacrum. 
Pause for a moment and feel your awareness spread throughout your body.

On an inhalation, begin to lift your chest off the floor while maintaining your connection through your pubic bone 
to your legs. Coming into Cobra, it’s tempting to go for height and push the torso up with the strength of the arms, 
but height isn’t the goal; the goal is extension in the spine and opening in the chest. To find the height at which you 
can work comfortably and strengthen the back instead of straining it, take your hands off the floor for a moment, so 
that the height you find will be through extension. Replace your hands under your shoulders, squeeze your elbows 
in, breathe into your chest, and on an exhalation lower down. Try several rounds of inhaling slowly up into this 
basic Cobra and then exhaling down to the starting position. As you do this, see if you can feel all of the alignment 
landmarks coming alive—sternum to pubis, crown of the head to your toes, until it feels as if there is one current 
running up the front of your spine and down the back of your legs. You can also stay for five to 10 breaths in this 
basic backbend, strengthening your back, opening your heart, and relaxing more deeply into the pose even though 
it is quite active.

Eventually, with the guidance of a teacher, you can begin to press down through your hands, straighten your arms, 
and extend up into a full Cobra. But beware: It is easy to get drawn into the allure of height in a backbend before 
the necessary strength and flexibility are in place, and to jam the lower back. So be patient. Think of creating exten-
sion within your spine first and foremost. When you are done with the pose, rest on your belly with your head to the 
side and enjoy the positive residuals of Bhujangasana, when the entire body is like a dry field freshly irrigated.

For Beginners: Janu Sirsasana

Head-to-Knee Forward Bend brings flexibility to the hamstrings and spine while calming the nervous sys-
tem.

By Shiva Rea

If you are reading this in November or December, you are probably beginning to feel the transition of the seasons 
within your body. Underneath the bustle of the holidays, the Earth is preparing in the northern hemisphere for a 
long period of inner stillness before the rebirth of spring. The closing of the year elicits contemplation: What has 
transpired? Where are we headed? What is left undone?
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Within yoga, self-reflection is called svadhyaya: “study” (adhyaya) of the “self” (sva). As one of the eight limbs of 
Patanjali’s ashtanga yoga described in the Yoga Sutra, this practice of self-study refers to both the understanding of 
the Self through the study of sacred texts as well as the skill of self-observation that leads to yoga or unification.

In yoga practice, svadhyaya helps you observe moment-to-moment changes in your body-mind. How are you feeling 
in your body? Is your mind present? What subject matter draws your mind away? Applying svadhyaya to the yoga 
postures is one way of connecting to the truth within yourself. As we head into the new year, let’s apply svadhyaya 
within a subtle twisting forward bend, Janu Sirsasana (pronounced JAH-noo sheer-SHASH-annah), to cultivate the 
quality of balance, introspection, and connectedness that we long for during the changing of the seasons.

Embrace the Asymmetry

To begin, you may benefit from the use of a yoga blanket and belt. Although I am trained in the Ashtanga-vinyasa 
system where props are used minimally, if at all, I also appreciate the Iyengar approach, which uses props as tools 
for finding the integrity of the form.

Let’s work with props first. With a strap nearby, sit on a yoga blanket or flat pillow to elevate your hips. Take your 
right hand to the inside of your right knee and draw your right knee back so that you are consciously opening from 
your hip. Place your bent leg on the ground, with your right heel in front of your pubic bone and your toes touching 
your left inner thigh. For the moment, let your arms relax by your sides. Pause. Notice how your torso is no longer 
facing your left leg. Here is where you begin to activate the pose with awareness and observation. Start by getting 
the foundation through your pelvis, legs, and feet. Take a look at your left foot. Flex your foot and feel the sensa-
tions come alive in the back of your leg.

Now push through the ball of your foot as if you were stepping on a gas pedal, but keep your toes spread and drawn 
back. Observe how both your front and back leg are activated. Extend evenly through the inner and outer edges of 
your feet. Press the back of your left knee into the ground and root your left sitting bone into the earth. Now bring 
your awareness to your right thigh—your other anchor. Keep the right thigh grounded by pressing your outer thigh 
down, further opening your hip. Try to maintain this connection through your legs and hips to strengthen and open 
your lower body and flex the inner muscle of your concentration.

Now let’s embrace the asymmetry of Janu Sirsasana and begin to twist, working with the breath to gradually shift 
the torso to face straight ahead. Place your hands on the floor inside and outside of the left leg and pause. On an 
inhalation, ground through your sitting bones and lengthen your spine out of the pelvis, using your arms as an-
chors. As you exhale, gently contract your belly towards your spine and twist the core of your body towards your left 
leg. This is a gradual, continuous process.

Working with your hands on the floor can help you find your balance within this twisting action. Place a strap 
around the ball of your left foot and take up the slack of the strap so that your arms are fully extended. Using the 
strap helps you avoid doing forward bends with a hunchback and stay out of what I call “Quasimodo Land.” It is 
easy for the chest to cave in during forward bends and twists. Maintaining the actions of the lower body described 
above, lengthen your spine evenly through the front, back, and sides of your torso. As you ground your sitting 
bones into the earth, feel as if your spine moves in towards the front of your body. Your shoulder blades should 
slide down your back and towards your heart. Lift your navel towards your spine and let your sternum lightly rise.
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As you twist with the breath, see if you can stretch evenly through your torso. On an inhalation, lengthen your 
spine. As you exhale this time, begin to fold forward, twisting to the left to center the torso over the left leg, keep-
ing the spine long. Repeat this action until you reach your edge—the point where you are stretching the back of 
your left leg without losing the length of your spine.

Explore Janu Sirsasana within your body anywhere from five breaths to several minutes (on each side). As you 
extend your spine forward, observe how one side of the body shortens. Can you try to move with both sides of your 
torso even and extended? When you hinge forward, do you lose your ground? Try to keep the pelvis connected to 
the earth (your right sitting bone may come off the ground). Where do you feel your breath in the pose? Feel the 
flow of your breath in the back of your body. Does it touch your entire back, sides, and front? Allow your face to 
relax as you deepen your forward bend. As the pose takes you inward, what do you feel inside? Are you aware of 
an emotional tone? And behind that feeling what is there? Like the sage Ramana Maharshi—who came to the joy 
of his Self by meditating on the question, “Who am I?”—allow your natural observation of your Self within yoga 
practice to lead you to the truth within each moment.

For Beginners: Utkatasana

Though it looks like you’re sitting in an imaginary chair, this is definitely not a passive pose.

By Shiva Rea

Yoga postures are good teachers.	Some	of	the	asanas	are	gentle	and	nurturing,	showing	you	how	to	relax	into	your	be-
ing. Other asanas are strong and direct—the kind that don’t pussyfoot around. Meet Utkatasana (OOT-kah-tah-sah-
nah), one of those vibrant asana teachers that you’ll likely never forget.

Utkatasana is often called “Chair Pose.” To the external eye, it looks like a yogi sitting in an imaginary chair. When 
you do the pose, however, it is definitely not a cushy, passive ride. A deep squat, Utkatasana immediately engages 
the strength of your legs, back, and ankles. The literal translation of the word “utkatasana” from Sanskrit is “power-
ful pose.” Here power is not about domination or control over someone else so much as it is about aligning with the 
life energy within and around you. At the core level, Utkatasana teaches you how to find your seat of power within 
your pelvis, at the center of your body.

From the yogic view of the body, your pelvic region (from the navel to the pelvis floor) not only houses the organs of 
procreation, digestion, and elimination, but also controls the flow of energy along the spine. If the pelvis is  
misaligned, the rest of the spine, and by extension, the pose, will be out of balance, often resulting in lower back 
pain and overworking the knee and ankle joints. When your pelvis is centered and aligned with gravity, there is a 
feeling of stamina and vitality within the pose, as if you’ve tapped into a geyser of energy.

Pelvis Power

Let’s begin to explore Utkatasana. We will start by finding the optimum position of the pelvis—a good seat, if you 
will. If you are familiar with Utkatasana as part of an Ashtanga practice, you may already be doing the pose with 
your feet together as it is done within Suryanamaskar B (Sun Salutation B). If you are new to this pose, however, 
practice with your feet apart to steady your balance.

From a standing position, step your feet hip-width apart so you feel grounded and connected to the width of your 
pelvis. On an exhalation, squat down from here as if to sit in a chair, keeping your heels on the floor.
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Explore the range of motion in your pelvis by bringing your hands to your hips, tilting your tailbone up (into a sway-
back) and then tucking it under. Notice the effect of both extremes. When you lift the tailbone, tipping the top of the 
pelvis forward, you jam your lower back. When the tailbone is tucked under, your abdomen is restricted.

Now find the balance. Reach back and feel your sitting bones (those bony points at the base of your buttocks). Take 
your hands and sweep your sitting bones back as if dusting off your bottom—this is the direction you want to move 
your sit bones. Keep releasing your sitting bones back while turning your tailbone down, so the sacrum moves 
forward into the body. You should feel a release in the lower back as your pelvis is stabilized (neither tucked nor 
swaybacked) and your sacrum broadens.

On an inhalation, come up to standing (whew!) and take a few cycles of breath to rest your thighs and integrate 
what you have experienced.

Now let’s add another layer to the pose—the power of gravity. Start again from a standing position and squat down 
while meditating on those two opposing movements (sitting bones back, tailbone down) so that your pelvis is bal-
anced. Imagine that your friend gravity is standing on the tops of your femurs (thigh bones).

Shift and center your weight so that your knees come over your ankles. Now extend your arms directly out in front of 
you with your palms facing each other, and then take them overhead in direct alignment with your shoulders. Allow 
your hips to dangle from your spine with the weight of gravity.

Rather than holding all your weight up, use this powerful pull towards the earth to relax your pelvis more deeply. 
This should again bring ease to your lower back and take any strain off your quadriceps. On an inhalation, come 
back up to standing.

Now we can harness the power of the pelvis through the lower belly. Let’s explore the dynamics of the abdominal 
action from a standing position first. Take one hand to your lower belly and the other hand above the navel at your 
lower ribs and diaphragm. Lift your lower belly in and up towards your spine, keeping your lower ribs soft.

This subtle movement lengthens the spine upwards from the base of the pelvis while supporting your lower back. 
Be aware of creating tension with this movement, as we are often conditioned to “suck up” our gut.

Now sit down into Utkatasana again, this time raising your arms overhead with an inhalation as you begin to squat. 
As you exhale, position your pelvis and let your hips drop with gravity.

On an inhalation, lift your lower belly in and up. Allow your chest and arms to rise from this subtle lift at your core, 
bringing lightness to the strength of this pose. As you open your chest, make sure your lower ribs are not poking 
out, subtly breaking the upward flow of energy from your pelvis at your midback.

Refine your arms by stretching from your outer shoulders while keeping your inner shoulders grounded. This will 
free your neck so you can look up at your fingertips (don’t collapse your neck back) or slightly down to calm the 
mind. On an inhalation, rise to standing.

Inside the Chair

Let’s go down in the pose once more, this time listening to the inner teachings of Utkatasana. Try to release any at-
titude about the pose or yourself before you go into the pose. Let your body/mind/spirit be receptive while you are 
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in the pose; adjust the alignment by your sensation of balance rather than by thoughts about whether it is right or 
wrong.

As you sit down, feel the consolidation of your energy in your pelvis, your center, your seat of power. Try not to fight 
or resist the strength of the pose. Go into this fire in the belly but keep your mind cool. Radiate your energy from 
your center out through your limbs.

Take a few more cycles of breath here, sinking a little deeper with the exhalation, rising from your roots with the 
inhalation. When you are ready, come up out of the pose on an inhalation and bring your palms together at your 
center.

Feel what Utkatasana has given you, beyond the sensation in your thighs. The effects of a good teacher are often 
felt much later, as seeds of confidence, courage, faith, and self-knowledge manifest in other areas of our lives. At 
the very least, your legs will have the strength and stability of trees. 

For Beginners: Virabhadrasana II

Warrior Pose can teach you how to act with wisdom, courage, and unwavering focus.

By Shiva Rea

Over two millennia ago, one of the most essential teachings of yoga was given on a battlefield, of all places. As 
recounted in the Bhagavad Gita, Arjuna, the consummate warrior, becomes paralyzed with doubt and fear just as 
he is about to be called to action. Luckily for him, his chariot driver happens to be none other than the god Krishna, 
who proceeds to reveal to Arjuna the teachings of yoga to liberate him from his confusion.

In my favorite translation of the Gita, by the late scholar/teacher Eknath Easwaran (Nilgiri Press, 1985), Krishna 
defines yoga as “wisdom in action”—yogah karmasu kausalam (II.50). He guides Arjuna to reflect upon the source 
of his actions and find his internal center, where he is free from the fluctuations of the mind.

Many centuries later Mahatma Gandhi would take these teachings of the Gita as guiding principles for his life.

Gandhi saw the battlefield as a metaphor for our internal conflicts and Arjuna as the archetypal warrior within—one 
who sees through illusions to the truth and is able to act with courage and unwavering focus. Perhaps as a begin-
ning yoga student, you have already encountered a glimpse of this warrior spirit in the standing pose Virabha-
drasana II (or Vira II for short). In the deep lunge and open arms of this Warrior Pose variation, there is a challenging 
intensity—a marked contrast to the images of yoga as a passive practice intended for relaxation.

You may ask, “Why is there a Warrior Pose, when yoga is a practice of nonviolence?”

As a strong pose, Virabhadrasana II can teach modern yogis a lot about the dynamics of bringing wisdom into the 
actions of our everyday lives. It is a powerful pose, no doubt, but as you explore the pose’s alignment and inner 
attitude, the heart of the peaceful warrior begins to reveal itself.

Finding Center

As we go about our daily lives, we often speak of feeling “off-centered” or of needing to “get centered.” Being “cen-
tered” is a feeling of being balanced and at ease on all levels—physically, emotionally, mentally, spiritually.
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It is the clear space of awareness from which the wise action within any moment can be found.

To find your center in Virabhadrasana II—the place where your energy is distributed evenly, without bias—start by 
grounding yourself within Tadasana (Mountain Pose). The training of a spiritual warrior begins here as you let go of 
any external distractions and bring your awareness to your core.

When you feel your mind settle within the relaxed steadiness of Tadasana, then prepare to begin Virabhadrasana II. 
Consciously step your feet apart in a wide stance (4 to 5 feet), with your heels aligned parallel to one another. Pivot 
your left foot out to a 90-degree angle and pivot your right foot in to a 45-degree angle. Plant your feet like roots, 
connecting through all of the corners of your feet while lifting through the arches.

To focus on the leg work of Virabhadrasana II first, keep your arms relaxed at your sides. Slowly bend your left knee 
until it comes directly over your ankle. Now explore the feeling of your weight. Is all of your weight in your front leg? 
Lunge deeper into your left leg and then shift your weight into your back leg to feel the extremes, and then try to 
find the balance point.

Let your left hip sink to draw you deeper into the lunge, but keep your right leg firm, inner thigh lifting, and outer 
edge of your right foot reaching into the ground. As your legs develop stamina and your hips open, you can begin to 
explore coming into a right angle with your front leg as if you are balancing something on your thigh.

Once you find the place where your weight is evenly distributed through your legs and hips, bring your awareness 
to your torso. Are you collapsing into your lower back? Find your vertical center by turning your tailbone toward the 
earth. Without tension, lift your lower belly, the seat of your power, towards the spine. This action will awaken your 
center, so you can begin to extend out of your lower back and spread your chest open. Now balance your rib cage 
directly over your pelvis. Is your torso turning towards the left leg? Draw your right side and the top of your right 
thigh back to feel yourself opening out from the center.

Keep scanning your body to feel where you are losing awareness and balance. Change sides and explore Virabha-
drasana II to find that even flow of energy—north, south, east, and west—throughout the pose.

Face Your Fears

As a metaphor for living, yoga can help us see how unnecessary tension within our actions shifts us off-center. To 
maintain Warrior Pose, we often harden our eyes, hold our breath, or shrug our shoulders. Try Virabhadrasana II 
again on the left side, setting up your foundation from your center. Slowly raise your arms up to shoulder height, 
keeping your shoulder blades pressing into and down your back. Now, turn your gaze (drishti) to the middle finger 
of your left hand.

Like a Zen archer spotting a bull’s-eye, who practices just holding a bow for two years before ever releasing an ar-
row, find balance within your focus by becoming inwardly detached.

Let the backs of your eyes look inside while you stay totally present. Feel the power of your energy radiating freely 
from your center. Find the balance between working to your full potential and completely relaxing, mirroring the ef-
fortless stillness of an eagle hovering over a current of wind.

As you explore this dance between being active and receptive, you can contemplate Krishna’s paradoxical teaching, 
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“One who can see action within inaction and inaction within action is the wisest among all beings.”

As you look out from this still point and open your inner ears, you may hear your internal warrior teacher giving you 
insights to bring you into balance not only in this moment, but in your life as a whole. Like Arjuna as Krishna whis-
pered over his shoulder, you may be given confidence to face your fears, courage to move forward, compassion to 
embrace another, and wisdom to surrender to the one who holds the reins.

For Beginners: Anjali Mudra

Anjali means “offering,” and in India this mudra is often accompanied by the word “namaste.”

By Shiva Rea

If you have attended even one yoga class, it is a familiar gesture: the drawing together of one’s palms at the heart. 
Your teacher may bring his or her hands together while saying “Namaste” at the beginning or end of a class. You 
may find this gesture within certain asanas—in Tadasana (Mountain Pose), before you begin Sun Salutations, or in 
balance poses such as Vrksasana (Tree Pose). This sacred hand position, called anjali mudra (AHN-jah-lee MOO-
dra), is found throughout Asia and has become synonymous with our images of the East, from the smiling face of 
the Dalai Lama peering over his fingertips to images of devotees before a Hindu or Buddhist altar.

In the West, we translate this gesture as a posture of prayer. Because we have grown up with this gesture as part of 
our culture, each of us probably has our own personal connection to this mudra—positive or negative. Some of us 
may find a subconscious resistance to bringing our hands together as if it were a sign of submission. However, the 
beauty of this gesture, which positions us right at the core of our being, is timeless and universal. I know a 3-year-
old who is delighted to greet people this way and an actor who prepares himself with this gesture before entering 
the stage. As we explore the significance and potential of this mudra, be open to your own experience and ways 
that this simple yet powerful hand position can be a practical tool in your practice and daily life. In Sanskrit, mudra 
means “seal” or “sign” and refers not only to sacred hand gestures but also whole body positions that elicit a 
certain inner state or symbolize a particular meaning. Anjali mudra is but one of thousands of types of mudras that 
are used in Hindu rituals, classical dance, and yoga. Anjali itself means “offering,” and in India this mudra is often 
accompanied by the word “namaste” (or “namaskar,” depending on one’s dialect). As the consummate Indian 
greeting, like a sacred hello, namaste is often translated as “I bow to the divinity within you from the divinity within 
me.” This salutation is at the essence of the yogic practice of seeing the Divine within all of creation. Hence, this 
gesture is offered equally to temple deities, teachers, family, friends, strangers, and before sacred rivers and trees. 
Anjali mudra is used as a posture of composure, of returning to one’s heart, whether you are greeting someone or 
saying goodbye, initiating or completing an action. As you bring your hands together at your center, you are literally 
connecting the right and left hemispheres of your brain. This is the yogic process of unification, the yoking of our 
active and receptive natures. In the yogic view of the body, the energetic or spiritual heart is visualized as a lotus 
at the center of the chest. Anjali mudra nourishes this lotus heart with awareness, gently encouraging it to open as 
water and light do a flower.

Begin by coming into a comfortable sitting position like Sukhasana (Easy Pose). Lengthen your spine out of your 
pelvis and extend the back of your neck by dropping your chin slightly in. Now, with open palms, slowly draw your 
hands together at the center of your chest as if to gather all of your resources into your heart. Repeat that move-
ment several times, contemplating your own metaphors for bringing the right and left side of yourself—masculine 
and feminine, logic and intuition, strength and tenderness—into wholeness. Now, to reveal how potent the place-
ment of your hands at your heart can be, try shifting your hands to one side or the other of your midline and pause 
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there for a moment. Don’t you feel slightly off kilter? Now shift back to center and notice how satisfying the center 
line is, like a magnet pulling you into your core. Gently touch your thumbs into your sternum (the bony plate at the 
center of the rib cage) as if you were ringing the bell to open the door to your heart. Broaden your shoulder blades 
to spread your chest open from the inside. Feel space under your armpits as you bring your elbows into alignment 
with your wrists. Stay here for some time and take in your experience. What initial shifts of consciousness do you 
experience? Is there a change in your mood?

Now imagine that you are beginning your yoga practice—or any activity in which you want to be centered and 
conscious of how your inner state will affect the outcome of your experience. Take anjali mudra again, but this time 
slightly part your palms as if to make a cup, so that your hands resemble the bud of a lotus flower. Depending on 
your spiritual orientation, you can metaphorically plant a seed prayer, affirmation, or quality such as “peace,” “clar-
ity,” or “vitality” within your anjali mudra. Drop your chin towards your chest and awaken a sense of humility and 
awe with which to begin your practice, as if waiting to receive a blessing of good things to come. It is important that 
this anjali or offering be true to your Self as that will be the most effective and uplifting for you. Traditionally, yogis 
might visualize their ishta devata or personal connection to God within the shrine of their hands. For some people 
this may be a sacred mountain, for others, Jesus, Krishna, or the Mother Goddess. Align your mind (awareness), 
feeling (heart), and actions (body) within this gesture. When you feel your invocation is complete, draw your finger-
tips to the center of your forehead, ajna chakra, and pause there feeling the calming effect of your touch. Bring your 
hands back to your center to ground your intention within your heart.

From here you can begin your yoga asanas, meditation, or any activity from a place of connectedness. Notice how 
much easier it is to be present and joyous with whatever you are doing. Look for other times to integrate anjali 
mudra into your practice and life. Besides the beginning and end of your yoga sessions, anjali mudra can be used 
within the Sun Salutations and many other asanas as a way to come back to and maintain your center. When your 
hands come together overhead in Virabhadrasana I (Warrior I) or in Tree Pose, this is still anjali mudra. Consciously 
connecting this upward movement of your hands through an invisible line of energy to your heart will help your 
posture and your inner attitude.

In daily life, this prayerful gesture can be used as a way of bridging inner and outer experience, when saying grace 
before meals, communicating our truth within a relationship, or as a means of cooling the fires of stress when feel-
ing rushed or reactionary. Anjali mudra is an age-old means of helping human beings to remember the gift of life 
and to use it wisely.


