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Asana

Sarvangasana
Shoulderstand

Careful, regular practice of this inversion can sootbe the nerves, clear the
sinuses, and restore the unimpeded flow of energy through the body.

By Arthur Kilmurray

The importance of Sarvangasana cannot be
overemphasized. It is one of the greatest boons
conferred on humanity by our ancient sages. Sar
vangasana is the mother of asanas. As a mother
strives for harmony and happiness in the home,
5o this asana strives for the harmony and happr-
ness of the human system. It is a panacea for
most common ailments. . . . Continued practice
of this asana eradicates common colds and other
nasal disturbances. Due to the soothing effect of
the pose on the nerves, those suffering from hyper-
tension, irritation, shortness of temper, nervous
breakdown, and insomnia are relieved. The
change in body gravity also affects the abdomi-
nal organs so that the bowels move freely and
constipation vanishes. . . . It is no overstatement
to say that if a person regularly practices Sarvan-
gasana, he will feel new vigor and strength and
will be happy and confident. New life will flow
into him, his mind will be at peace and he wnll
feel the joy of life.

—B.K.S. Iyengar; Light on Yoga

E very yoga book, teacher, and school
acknowledges that Sarvangasana
(Shoulderstand) is an important pose that
should play a key role in nearly every stu-
dent’s practice. However, it is also one of
the least understood, most difficult, and
most often abused of the asanas. In con-
temporary society, where even the basic
positions of sitting and standing are fre-
quently distorted, the safe and correct prac-
tice of Sarvangasana requires patience,
preparation, and understanding. Forcing
the body into this pose prematurely can
lead to neck, head, and circulatory prob-
lems. But practicing it intelligently will
bring the many benefits listed above, and
more.

To understand the essence of any pos-
ture, including Sarvangasana, we must
return to Tadasana (Mountain Pose), from
which all the other asanas derive. First we
must ask ourselves: What is the natural
action of the bones, muscles, and skin in a

correct Tadasana, and what postural distor-
tions have I accumulated that inhibit this
natural action? Then we need to ask: What
additional distortions might arise as a result
of the new relationship between body and
gravity introduced in Sarvangasana? We
can then determine what we must do to
prepare for the pose, and what props or
adaptations we can use to restore the
Tadasana action in our practice of Sarvan-
gasana.

In a well-balanced Tadasana, each bone
in the body is centered and evenly spaced
in relation to all contiguous bones. This
centering affords the joints maximum
movement and stability and frees the mus-
cles to contract and release efficiently. In a
healthy, undistorted body, the muscular

pushed in the wrong direction by poor pos-
ture (so that muscles are clenched where
they should be releasing or limp where
they should be lifting), pain and pressure
will build.

In this article, I want to examine the
movement of postural prana along the
spinal column. Hlustration A is a side view
of the vertebral column, showing the sacro-
coccygeal curve (1), the lumbar curve (2),
the thoracic curve (3), and the cervical
curve (4). These curves give the spine flexi-
bility and strength, but also complicate our
posture. Illustration B shows how, in a
healthy Tadasana, the postural prana flows
up the front and down the back of the
spine, lullowing its curves. As Mabel Todd
explains in The Thinking Body, this pranic

action follows certain
patterns. In some
areas, the muscles nat-
urally tend to lift; in
other areas, they tend
to pull downward.
When this natural
action of the muscles
is not inhibited, one
can experience it as a
circuit of energy flow-
ing through along the
inner lining of the
skin. For lack of a bet-
ter term, I refer to
this wave of muscular
energy as “postural
prana.”

Postural prana fol-
lows specific pathways,
especially along the
spinal column. As
long as these path-
ways are open and the
prana is moving in
the proper direction.
a pose will be steady
and comfortable.
Whenever the energy
is blocked by mis-
aligned bones or

IMustration A
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Mustration B
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HEART BLOCK

When you lie on a HEART BLOCK, your chest opens
from collarbones to bottom sternum as in Sethu-
bandha (Bridge Pose). Because it’s only four inches
wide, the HEART BLOCK also opens your chest
from side to side as it firmly supports your spine.
Chest opening enlivens your
respiratory and circulatory
systems, lifts depression, and
counteracts the development
- of humpback and hunched
shoulders. Pranayama is deeper, and life is

fuller, when your chest and heart are open.

Our HEART BLOCK is crafted from solid
mahogany, then beautifully finished with a
non-toxic compound derived from tree and
plant resins. It contains neither petrochemi-
cals, plywood nor metal components.

$185

includes tax and shipping (U.5. mainland
only; inquire for other rates)

To be placed on our mailing list, and to receive a
copy of the 32 page YOGA PROPS Guidebook and
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October 16,1990 - April 4. 1991
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STRUCTURAL BODYWORK:
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Lee Joseph MS. RMT - Director
Former Dir. of Fla. School of Massage 1980-1988

For info. and catalog: (808) 826 -9596
PO Box 3345 * Hanalei, Kauai, H1 96722

Asana

movement is a kinesiological legacy from
humanity’s transition to an upright pos-
ture—it is the muscular action that must
occur in order to stand up from a stooped
position. However, notice that as it passes
over the head, the prana flows up the back
and down the front. (The pranic flow over
the head is subtler, and harder to explain
physiologically, than the flow in the spinal
column. However, my own subjective expe-
rience has confirmed that this is its natural
path.)

When we look at the flow of the postu-
ral prana in the context of the shape of the
spine, we can see some potential problems.
At the four regions where the curves
reverse, there is a tendency for the pranic
flow to get stuck—in other words, for the
muscles to harden or go limp so they fzil to
lift the bones up or draw them down in the
proper places. This failure leads to distort-
ed posture, which in turn blocks the pranic
flow even more.

The sacrolumbar junction, at the base
of the lower back, is the first of these prob-
lem spots. An inability to elongate the pos-
terior sacrum and coccyx downward (the
correct direction for the postural prana at
this point) can lead to an overarched lum-
bar spine and compression at the juncture
between the sacroiliac joint and the fifth
lumbar vertebra. Another common prob-
lem in this region is an inability to lift the
anterior coccyx and sacrum up out of the
groins. Years and years of poor sitting
habits contribute to this situation.

At the thoracolumbar junction, we find
more potential for confusion. Tight ilio-
psoas muscles and poor posture lead to a
sinking of the front lumbar spine, instead
of the lifting that is appropriate. The solar
plexus hardens, the breathing is disturbed,
and the abdominal and pelvic organs are
compressed. Yoga students will often com-
pensate for this collapse by lifting the back
lumbar spine up into the thoracic (mid-
back) region. causing further distortion:
The kidneys and the back diaphragm hard-
en, and the back of the lungs cannot
expand. .

Where the thoracic spine joins the cer-
vical spine at the base of the neck, two com-
mon and related postural distortions com-
bine to seriously disturb the energy flow for
most people. In the first, the shoulders,
shoulder blades, and upper thoracic verte-
brae are drawn toward the ears, blocking
the downward flow of prana. The resultant
freezing of the upper thoracic and lower
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cervical vertebrae and overuse of the mid-
dle and upper cervical vertebrae can cause
serious neck problems. In the complemen-
tary distortion, the anterior cervical and
thoracic regions collapse, putting further
strain on the neck. As we shall see, these
habits make it difficult to do a healthy Sar-
vangasana.

Finally, we come to the tricky transition
zone between the cervical spine and the
skull, where the neck meets the head. In
the cervical spine, the prana continues to
flow up the front and down the back. How-
ever, in the head, the prana flows up the
back of the skull and down over the fore-
head toward the bridge of the nose and the
cheek bones. Thus this region must be
explored with great subtlety to discover
where the energy is moving freely and
where it is restricted.

In Sarvangasana, exploring the proper
flow of postural prana through these four
problem points becomes even more com-
plex. First of all, the body is upside down,
reversing the pull of gravity. Secondly, the
neck and skull are flexed onto the torso,
and the skull, neck, and shoulders become
the foundation of the pose.

The legs must work completely and
intelligently in Sarvangasana to lift the
weight of the body away from the neck and
keep the prana moving properly at the
sacrolumbar juncture. Training the legs in
the standing poses is a prerequisite for Sar-
vangasana, for when the legs are awake,
they can help create the correct action
through the sacrococcygeal region. In a
sloppy Sarvangasana, the gluteus maximus
muscles are limp, the anterior sacrum and
hip joints do not lifi, and the legs fall for-
ward. Instead, the gluteus maximus must
work to lift the posterior coccyx and open
the hip joints, and the anterior coccyx and
sacrum must lengthen as the legs reach
toward the ceiling.

The thoracolumbar junction, often con-
stricted in Tadasana, becomes totally col-
lapsed and frozen in Sarvangasana. It is dif-
ficult to lift the back spine through this
region, because the leverage coming from
the foundation, the neck and shoulders, is
usually poor. Supporting the pelvis on a
chair or on a wall makes it easier to feel the
correct lifting action.

The foundation of Sarvangasana is the
arms, shoulders, and cervothoracic junc-
tion, which, as I have already discussed, is
usually the site of severe postural distor-
tions. Thus all the weight of the body
comes to bear on an area that is already
congested and confused. These problems
are compounded by the difficult transition
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Dr. Evarts Loomis, M.D.
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Sarvangasana
Shoulderstand

he mother of the asanas. When practiced safely and
intelligently, it is one of the most therapeutic poses.
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PHOTOS BY FRED STIMSON MODELS: KATE BISHOP & ARTHUR KILMURRAY

Supported Shoulderstand with a Especially useful for students A folded mat under the elbows
1 chair. Place the folded hlankets in 2 with tight shoulders. The elbows 3 allows the weight to be more
front of the chair legs. Sit facing remain shoulder-width apart, grounded, creating freedom for
the back of the chair, hook vour legs while the hands hold the pole outside the shoulders and neck.
over it to stabilize the chair and your the elbows.

body, and slowly lower vour shoulders
onto the edge of the blankets. You can
also begin from
Halasana (Plow

Pose), pulling the BENI:FITS
Strengthens the thyroid and parathyroid glands
Aids venous blood return to the heart
Helps to alleviate chest and throat problems
Soothes the nervous system
Alleviates constipation

Aids recovery from urinary and menstrual disorders and

other abdominal difficulties

chair into your
back, and lifting
the legs using the
seat of the chair
as a fulcrum.
Keeping the legs
vertical, as shown
here, is one
variaton. CONTRAINDICATIONS
N |
Those with high blood pressure should not practice Sarvangasana unless they
do Halasana (Plough Pose) first and can hold it for at least three minutes.
Persons with low blood pressure, eye problems, or ear problems should consult
an cxperienced teacher before practicing Sarvangasana.
Women should not practice inversions during their menstrual period.
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Feet: alive.

In this variation, the knees are

lowered below the groins to help

lift the coccyx and lengthen the
posterior lumbar spine. This position
strengthens the lumbar area and creates
better leverage in the midthoracic spine.
The groins continue to lift so the front
lumbar spine also opens.

Legs: vertical and fully
lengthening.

Top femurs: move back
as groins open.

Front chest: opens.

. / Front throat: rclcases to-
Coccyx: lifts. ward back of cars.
Forehead: soltens,
frontal brain releases to-
ward lower cye sockets,
and consciousness drops
into back brain.

Hands: lift back body.

Back armpit: chest lifts.

Outer elbows: grounded.

Base of skull and back of
neck: lengthen in oppo-
site directions.
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Open the Heart
Know the Self.

SIX DAY SILENT RETREAT
¢ Santa Barbara, California
* December 26 - January 1st
® $295 ($315 after Dec. 1st)

For more information please contact:
Integral Yoga Institute
770 Dolores Street
San Francisco, CA 94110
415/821-1117

Add
comfort
and
freedom
to your
yoga with
our
cotton
shorts.

XS, S, M, L.
Four colors.

$18.95 ppd.

Sticky Mats ($16.00 ppd)
Cotton Straps ® Sandbags e
Blankets ® Pillows e More

FREE CATALOG

WE'VE MOVED

'g. " Hugger-Mugger
v 1814 N. Woodside Dr.
TN

Salt Lake City, UT 84124
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that the postural prana makes between the
top of the neck and the base of the skull.

How. then, does a student begin to
unravel the confusion, congestion, and
compression in the delicate head and neck
region so that Sarvangasana can be prac-
ticed safely? 1 suggest practicing the pose
on a chair—frequently in the beginning,
and periodically as your pose improves
(Figure 1). Stack three or four folded blan-
kets on the floor in front of the chair and
spread a towel or thin blanket in front of
them. Sit on the chair facing the back,
hook your lower legs and knees over the
back of the chair to hold it still, and lower
vour shoulders onto the blankets, an inch
or two from the edge. The center of the
sacrum should be balanced on the edge of
the chair, and your shoulders should be
securely grounded. (Depending on your
height, you may need to use more blankets
so vour shoulders can reach.) Hold the legs
of the chair with vour arms, adjust the
pelvis so the sacrum is centered on the
edge of the chair, and adjust your shoul-
ders and head so that vour shoulders are
almost to the edyge of the blankets and your
skull rests comfortably on the towel.
Straighten the legs one at a time.

The advaniage of a supported Sarvan-
gasana is that vou can take all the weight
off the neck. The shoulders release down,
hanging from the chair. while the back rib
cage easily lifts (Figure 1). In this support-
cd Shoulderstand, you can explore the
relationship between the shoulder girdle
and rib cage. Tightness of the shoulder gir-
dle muscles frequently prevents beginning
students from properly positioning the
arms. To swretch these muscles, the shoul-
der girdle must move vertically away from
the ribs, while the shoulders move laterally
away from cach other. When the weight of
the torso is cirried by the chair, gravity
assists in the vertical stretch by drawing the
shoulders away from the rihs. Holding the
arms inside the legs of the chair (as shown
in Figure 1) helps create a lateral stretch in
the front shoulders. However, this position
can also compress the back shoulders, ribs,
and neck. If vou feel compression, do not
take the arms inside the chair legs, but
rather stretch them diagonally outside the
chair legs to create a lateral opening at the
back as well as the front of the shoulders.

Once the shoulder girdle is properly
placed, with sufficient vertical and lateral
opening, the upper ribs must be adjusted.
Intermediate students tend to overstreich

the shoulder girdle by pulling the collar-
bones too far back and jamming them into
the frontal ribs. Instead, through the action
of the anterior cervical and intercostal mus-
cles, the first and second ribs should roll
under the collarbones and around into the
back body. The posterior cervical and
upper thoracic muscles then continue the
lift up the back body. (Note that this move-
ment tollows the flow of the postural prana
at this point—toward the head in the front,
away from the head in the back.) As the
frontal ribs roll toward the back body, the
front cervical muscles must not be dragged
toward the ribs, but must move toward the
back of the ears, to release the throat.

Once you learn to open the shoulders
and to create and maintain lift with the
support of a chair, you can practice the
pose without it, with the hands supporting
the midback and the legs stretching
upward (Figure 2). However, even experi-
enced students should continue to use
blankets under the shoulders to protect the
cervical spine. Even when the cervical
spine is in its deepest flexion relative to the
torso, it does not form a 90-degree angle
with the thoracic spine. (To verify this for
yourself, stand up, drop your chin, and
observe the angle between your neck and
torso.) By placing folded blankets under
the shoulders and resting the head on the
floor, vou are retaining the natural relation-
ship hetween the cervical and thoracic
spines. By not using blankets, you are forc-
ing the cervical spine beyond its natural
range of motion and straining the soft tis-
sues of the neck and throat. In addition,
the vagus nerve, one of the key links in the
parasympathetic system, runs through the
center of the neck and must be protected if
the benefits of Shoulderstand are to be
realized.

In an unsupported Sarvangasana, the
full body weight is taken onto the shoulder
region, so shoulder restrictions again inter-
fere with the proper flow of postural prana.
Because of front chest restrictions, the
elbows often flare outward, the outer shoul-
ders cannot ground, and the back body
sinks. To counteract these tendencies, a
pole can be used to align the shoulders.
Figure 2 shows the hands holding the pole
in a way that allows the outer shoulders to
drop and the elbows and upper arms to
remain parallel.

Another way to overcome the shoulder
restrictions is to use a belt to hold the
upper arms parallel. The upper arms
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JEAN COUCH IS BACK!

THE RUNNER’S YOGA BOOK

A Balanced Approach to Fitness

“When I want to be accurate about yoga
postures, 1 always refer to this book.
—Lilias Folan, host of Lilias, Yoga & You (PBS)

In this completely revised edition Jean Couch pre-
sents an easy-to-follow guide to Iyengar-style yoga.
With over 400 photographs, The Runner’s Yoga Book
shows both beginning and more experienced
students how 10 practice safely and
effectively. The book features:

*hasic principles of alignment
«use of props and variations for each pose
sguidelines for developing a home practice
sspiral binding for convenient use
224 pages, 8%2x 10, $17.95, plus $3.00
shipping (add 75¢ for each additional
book). CA residents add 7% sales tax.
Send check or money order (U.S.) to:
RODMELL PRESS
2550 Shattuck Ave., Suite 18
Berkeley, CA 94704 115-841-3123
Quantity discounts available.
Write for free catalog.

AYURVEDA

The Mother of All Healing

Study Ayurveda with Dr. Vasant Lad at the Ayurvedic
Institute. We are a non-profit, membership organization
which promotes the knowledge of Ayurveda, the Science of
Life. Many new courses are being offered this year.

Eleven Week Courses taught by Dr. Vasant Lad

Ayurvedic Studies I — October 8th—December 19th
The Foundation Course. Covers the philosophy as well as
practical aspects of Ayurveda. Pulse, tongue, the tastes,
chakras, srotas, psychology. No pre-requisite.

Ayurvedic Studies IT —

January 7th—March 20th

Ancient Arts of Healing. Covers dhatus,
theory of Agni, techniques of determining
and managing imbalanced conditions,
herbology. No pre-requisite.

The Certificate Program in Ayurvedic Studies — Ayurvedic Studies 1, I1, IT1.
Weekend Intensives with Dr. Lad:

November 9th—11th  The Five Barometers of Disease.
December 7th—9th Arthritis, Diabetes, Obesity, Hypertension, Heart Problems

Dr. Vasant Lad, Director

Ayurvedic Studies I1I — April 1st-25th
The Graduate Program. Examination of
clients (Rugna Pariksha), case histories,
clinical evaluation of physical and mental
imbalances. Pre-requisite for this course

is either Ayurvedic Studies I or IL.

February Ist-3rd Herbology I

February 8th—10th  Herbology Il (no pre-requisite)

March Ist—3rd Psychology 1

March 8th-10th  Psychology Il (no pre-requisite)

April Sth-T7th Theory and Practice of Pancha Karmal

April 12th~ 14th  Theory and Practice of Pancha Karma Ii (no pre-requisite)

Also available: Correspondence course, Ayurvedic books, tapes,
products, quarterly journal.

THE AYURVEDIC INSTITUTE

Dept. Y, 11311 Menaul N.E., Albuquerque, NM 87112 » (505) 291-9698

AYURVEDA
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should press outward into the belt to widen
the back body (Figure 3). If the shoulders
are very tight, the tension on the belt can
be lessened somewhat, letting the elbows
spread a little wider apart. The belt must
never compress the posterior thoracic
region between the scapulae.

Another problem resulting from tight
shoulders is the inability to ground the
elbows. When the elbows float in the air, it
is difficult to lift the back body, and the
pranic flow becomes stuck. If a rolled-up
mat is placed under the elbows (Figure 3),
they can be pressed firmly downward,
ensuring lift.

As I have mentioned previously, the pos-
terior mid and lower thoracic vertebrae are
difficult to lift. In the squatting shoulder-
stand (Figure 4), the femurs are dropped
down from the groins to lift the coccyx up.
This action in turn improves the leverage
on the midspine, making it easier to lift,
and strengthens the sacrolumbar region.
Even though the knees are down, the
groins should lift up away from the anterior
torso, so as not to collapse onto the abdom-
inal organs. A variation for those with weak
sacrolumbar regions is to place the feet in
Baddha Konasana (Bound Angle Pose),
soles of the [eet together, with the heels
over the perincum. Both of these variations
prevent the prana from being blocked in
the middle and lower spine.

In the completed, classical Sarvan-
gasana (Figure 5), the legs and torso lully
lengthen, the shoulder girdle grounds, the
neck remains free of constriction, and the
brain rests quictly in the skull. The eyes rest
on the lower lids, the frontal brain is pas-
sive, and the consciousness is turned
inward. It is through this state of inner
quictness and Ireedom that Sarvangasana
leads 1o bealing.

In our highly stressed culture, such heal-
ing is essential if we are to do the necessary
work of restoring our planet. As BKS. Iyen-
gar has said, in Sarvangasana the ancient
sages have bequeathed us a powerful heal-
ing practice. If we can use it wisely, plane-
tary healing will be facilitated as well. Q

Arthur Kilmurray is a student of B.K.S. Iyengar.
Ramanand Patel, and Thomas Berry. He teaches at
the Iyengar Yoga Institute of San Irancisco and gives
workshops nationally.
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