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Asana

Urdhva Dhanurasana
Upward-Facing Bow Pose

To open into this deep backbend, we must be willing
to open up to our deepest fear, pain, and denial.

By Arthur Kilmurray

Those who can tell know
that all pain and suffering
are due lo changes, anxi-
eties, deep-seated rool causes,
and also to the difficulties
caused by the admixture of
the real world.
—-translation of Patajali’s
Yoga Sutra 11:15, from
The Gift, the Prayer, the
Offering by Kofi Busia

he path to heaven

leads through hell.
The path to ecstasy takes
us into the depths of
agony. Between atman,
the individuated soul, and
Brahman, the cosmic
whole, lie all of our fears,
repressed anger, hurt feel-
ings, shame, and confu-
sion.

How much of this
pain are we willing to
experience and explore?
In Urdhva Dhanurasana
(Upward-Facing Bow
Pose), we find-that to [
open the spine intoa "7 8 b
deep backbend, we have
to go beyond the superficial physical action
and confront the deepest levels of fear and
holding in the nervous system. In doing this,
we are able (o locate the real resuictions to
openness. Then we must discover a way to
heal these inner wounds so openness can
become casy and natural. We need to exam-
ine our spiritual practice to see if it is truly
addressing these deep-seated blocks to our
spiritual awakening.

The Eastern forms of practice that have
become popular in the West in recent years,
such as the various schools of Buddhisin and
yoga, have the power to bring unconscious
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forces to the surface of consciousness and
awaken the deepest levels of spiritual experi-
ence. But they sometimes seem to lack the
tools to understand and heal some of the
unique aspects of the Western psyche that
block the awakening of Western students.
The Eastern forms evolved in cultures like
India, China, and Japan, which have rigid
social structures. Males, females, parents,
children, teachers, students—all have a well-
defined role in the society, which they are
pressured to maintain, Traditionally, stu-
dents from these cultures who were accept-
ed into a spiritual discipline knew their place

in the cultural context
and could continue their
spiritual practices secure
in that knowledge. They
never had to deal with
the particular forms of
dysfunctionality, wound-
edness, and confusion
that often characterize
the psyches of modern
Western spiritual seekers.

Many Westerners
who have taken up these
Eastern spiritual disci-
plines were strongly
influenced by the social
revolution of the '60s, in
which traditional values
and relationships were
questioned and often
rejected. Underlying this
process was a tremen-
dous naiveté, and at first
many of us did not apply
much discriminative
intelligence to our
actions. But this revolu-
tion led to experimenta-
tion and study, and we
now have a more sophis-
ticated understanding of
the complex nature of
social relationships and
their effects on the
human psyche. New forms of interpersonal
relationships are being born, and the
pathologies distorting many of these rela-
tonships are being explored and made pub-
lic knowledge. The issues of dysfunctionality
and woundedness in the family are at the
forefront of this work in contemporary psy-
chology.

We in the West are evolving a spirituality
that encompasses not only the absolute,
transcendent state (called samadhi, in wadi-
tional yogic philosophy), but also the
emerging issues of contemporary society.
such as our relationship to the evolving uni-
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Urdhva Dhanurasana |
Upward-Facing Bow Pose

T he first and most important of the more advanced backbending poses. The
opening and toning of the spinal column created in a well-practiced
backbend are essential for the health of the spine.

Use blocks under the hands to help If the groins are tight, elevate Hold a block between the thighs to
open and extend the shoulders. the feet. Keep your weight moving activate the inner legs. Without
This variation is especially useful if toward the chair and use the thighs dropping the pubis, roll the outer
the shoulders are tight. and buttocks to lift the pubis toward thighs and hips toward the ceiling.
the ceiling.
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Asana

verse, Mother Earth, other life forms, and
other human beings. It is in these relation-
ships that we will encounter our restrictions,
pain, and denial, and it is by working
through the issues that arise that we can
become truly open.

As we open to our own pain, denial, and
repression, we find that they directly relate
to the release of tension deep in our ner-
vous system. At the core of the body, in the
solar plexus, is what Geeta Iyengar, daughter
of BK.S. lyengar, refers to as the center of
the fear complex. We have all experienced
the knotting up of the stomach and
intestines that accompanies anxiety and fear.
As we seck to open this area physically, we
must confront the sources of our fear.

In my own case, for example, I am begin-
ning to see that much of my subtle holding
in this area stems from my earliest child-
hood experiences, which continue to
influence all my actions and interactions
and have lasting reverberations throughout
the deeper planes of consciousness. My prac-
tice now is to uncover my early sources of
fear and insecurity and unleash the energy
that is bound up in maintaining them.

This kind of opening, which is required
for total freedom in Urdhva Dhanurasana, is
an ongoing process that is developed and
refined in all aspects of life. The practice of
the asana makes a powerful, unique contri-
bution to this process, by honoring the wis-
dom of the physical plane and allowing the
student to connect tangibly to the unfolding
of consciousness as it manifests in the ner-
vous system. In Urdhva Dhanurasana, this
unfolding eventually must take place in the
fear complex and center spine.

How To Practice

An intermediate pose, Urdhva Dha-
nurasana is not recommended for most
beginning students. The openness and
awareness required in the shoulders and
upper body can be learned through the
practice of Adho Mukha Svanasana (Down-
ward-Facing Dog); the openness of the hips
and groins can be developed through the
standing poses and simple groin openers;
and the lengthening of the spinal column
can be learned in Tadasana (Mountain
Pose), some of the inversions, and begin-
ning backbends such as Urdhva Mukha
Svanasana (Upward-Facing Dog).

When enough strength and flexibility in
the armpits and groins have been attained,
you can begin the practice of the pose. Lie
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on your back. Bend the knees and bring the
feet toward the buttocks, keeping them par-
alle! or slightly turned inwards. Place the
hands on the floor just below the shoulders,
fingers pointing toward the feet with the
elbows shoulderwidth apart. Musclebound
students should minimize strain by widening
the distance between the hands and feet to
lessen the intensity of the arch.

Activate the pelvis and legs, strongly
extend the buttocks and coccyx toward the
heels, and lift the pelvis off the floor. Stabi-
lize the hands and elbows and use the shoul-
derblades to lift the chest uniil the top of the
head rests on the floor. Wait a breath or two.
Then, pressing strongly and evenly into the
legs and arms, lift the pelvis, rib cage, and
spine into the completed position (Figure
5). The leg muscles must work powerfully,
but use them to lift the pelvis, not to push
the weight onto the arms. To release lower
back compression, lift the heels, widen the
sacrum, and lift the outer pelvis. Maintain
this height and width as you lower the heels.

To come down, slowly relax the grip of
the muscles to release the body to the floor.
Keep the lumbar and cervical spine length-
ening as you come down. Rest for several
breaths. Repeat five to 10 times. The first few
times, hold the pose for only one or two
breaths. When the body is warm, you can stay
in the pose for longer periods. Do not stay in
Urdhva Dhanurasana if it hurts and you can-
not adjust your body to alleviate the pain.

Many students have restricted mobility,
making the completed position painful or
impossible. To overcome restrictions in the
shoulders, elevate the hands onto blocks
(Figure 1). Place the blocks against the wall
for support, using as much height as neces-
sary, and extend the rib cage away from the
shoulders. Lengthen through the armpits as
much as possible, without jamming the tho-
racic vertebrae into the body.

Similarly, elevating the feet on a chair
can help with tightness in the groins and
pelvis (Figure 2). Elevating the feet reduces
the strain in the lumbar region, permitting
the correct action of the coccyx, buttocks,
and groins. This variation challenges the
arms, which must work strongly to create
enough lift. To lighten the load on the arms,
keep the pelvis close to the chair when press-
ing up from the floor. As you lift up, move
the pelvis, coccyx, and torso toward the chair
and lift the weight vertically with the legs
and buttocks. (Using the legs to push the
pelvis away from the chair, which drives the
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Asana

weight of the body onto the arms, is a bad
habit that will make this lift difficult.) Use
the extra freedom in the groins to further
lengthen out of the shoulder joints.

Because tight groins limit the opening of
the anterior spine, beginners often compro-
mise by turning the feet out and allowing
the legs to splay. These habits will create two
obvious problems. First, the posterior sacral
region will be compressed from both sides.
Second, the adductor groins (the upper
inner thighs) will be pulled up away from
the hamstrings (where they belong) and will
fuse with the front groins, locking the pelvic
floor and disturbing the breath. To correct
these problems, use a block between the
thighs to hold the adductors in and down
(Figure 3). Grip the block firmly and roll it
toward the floor, without losing the exten-

We need to examine our
spiritual practice to see if it
is truly addressing these
deep-seated blocks to our
spiritual awakening.

sion of the anterior spine or the grounding
action of the buttocks, coccyx, and heels.

In the completed position, the arms and
legs gradually (sometimes over a period of
years) move toward vertical. The armpits
and groins must extend maximally. The cen-
ter spine can only begin to open when the
arms feel connected with the lower torso
and the legs feel connected with the upper
torso. In Figure 4, the legs and pelvis are lift-
ing and the armpits are extending some-
what, but there is no connection between
the upper and lower torso. So the center
body sinks and locks, giving the pose a table-
like flatness across the abdomen. In Figure
5, the anterior spine opens more, the
diaphragm releases, and a rounded dome
shape begins to appear. To create this dome,
the posterior muscles in the midspine must
be activated and drawn down toward the
coccyx and heels. The psoas must release
and lengthen into the arms. Inhale the
diaphragm down into the pelvis, maintain-
ing the height and length of the spine as you
exhale and the diaphragm releases.

Refining and Deepening the Pose
In all backbends, we tend to overwork
those parts of the spine that normally are in
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a backbend (the inward curves in the lum-
bar and cervical sections) and avoid opening
those areas of the spine that do not have a
natural backbend (the outward curves of the
thorax and sacrococcygeal areas). The first
of these problem areas we can examine in
Urdhva Dhanurasana is the sacrolumbar
spine, where the lower back meets the
sacrum. In Urdhva Dhanurasana, as in all
the asanas I have written about this year, the
postural prana (the natural movement of
the muscular energy) should flow up the
front of the spine and down the back. But in
this pose, the posterior portion of the
sacrum and coccyx often cannot maintain
the downward movement because of weak-
ness in the gluteus maximus and hamstrings;
and the anterior portion, restricted by tight
front groins and iliopsoas muscles, cannot
release upward and open. Thus, the pelvic
spine remains tight and closed, the lumbar
spine overarches, the back muscles harden,
and pain rather than opening results.

To solve this problem, the gluteus max-
imus, hamstrings, and legs must work strong-
ly to widen and elongate the posterior sacral
coceyx region, extending it toward the heel
bones. The groin and anterior spinal mus-
cles must release and lengthen upwards.
These synchronous actions allow the back-
bending curve to be distributed evenly along
the vertebrae. (To tighten the posterior mus-
cles without releasing the anterior muscles
upward leads to further compression and
back pain.)

Another difficult region is the cervical-
thoracic junction, where the neck meets the
upper back. As in the sacrolumbar region,
the cervical spine tends to overarch and the
thoracic spine tends to remain tight and
closed. If not corrected, this habit will lead
to headaches and neck problems. In this
area, the shoulder girdle and arms must
contribute to the correct action. In Urdhva
Dhanurasana, the full extension of the arms
begins from the shoulder girdle (the collar-
bones and shoulder blades). The inner
shoulder blades must release away from the
neck (following the downward action of the
back body) and stabilize by pressing firmly
into the back ribs. The collarbones should
widen away from the sternum. From the
achromioclavicular joint (where the collar-
bones connect with the shoulders) the arms
should extend into the ground. When the
arms are stable and grounded, the rib cage
can lift away from the shoulders, and the
upper vertebrae can release and extend,
opening the cervical region safely. This
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action can be learned in the Downward-Fac-
ing Dog Pose and refined and strengthened
in the Full Arm Balance to facilitate the
practice of Urdhva Dhanurasana.

Building the Dome

The thoracolumbar junction is the area
of the center spine and the fear complex.
B.K.S. lyengar refers to the opening of this
region through backbending asanas as
“building the dome.”

Building the dome is not easy. The spinal
vertebrae in the center of the torso are
extremely difficult to access with conscious
intelligence. It is easy for us to move the
upper spine using the arms, and that move-
ment helps us feel that area more easily.
Likewise, the pelvis and legs help us move

As we open to our own pain,
denial, and repression, we
Jind that they directly relate
to the release of tension deep
in our nervous system.

and feel the lower spinal column. But the
center spine cannot be reached by such
direct leverage.

In addition, the diaphragm (the large
respiratory muscle) attaches at the center
spine, carrying psychological baggage in the
form of physical tension. Our thoughts and
emotions immediately affect our breathing.

To open this region and build the dome,
several simultaneous actions must take place.
The posterior erector muscles in the mid-
spine must continue the correct downward
action, receiving the movement from the
shoulder blades and upper body and feed-
ing itinto the coccyx and heels. The upward
release of the psoas on the anterior verte-
brae must continue from the inner groins
and pelvis, through the upper tumbar and
lower thoracic spine, and into the arms.

Although it attaches to the anterior spine,
and although the anterior spinal muscles
release upwards into and through the tho-
racic cavity, the diaphragin moves downward
toward the pelvis with each inhalaton. The
pelvic floor must breathe along with the
diaphragm. The correct action through the
groins and sacrococcygeal spine allows the
pelvic floor and respiratory diaphragm to
move in synchrony. The building of the dome
releases the diaphragm from its confusion
with other muscle fibres of the mid anterior
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spine, allowing the vertebrae in the lumbar-
thoracic junction to release and breathe. Thus
the nerves emerging from the vertebrae are
soothed and deeper areas can be awakened.

As this happens, deeply held fear and
tension will inevitably be released. There are
many sources of fear in our lives, but they all
manifest similarly in the nervous system: The
breath and the organs of the midbody con-
strict, and the muscles in this region tighten.
As we liberate the breath and the muscles of
the midbody, we must be prepared to work
with this fear.

Sometimes the source of the fear is obvi-
ous, such as confronting a new and difficult
situation. When learning Urdhva Dha-
nurasana, for example, there is a real possi-
bility of being hurt. But by preparing the
body ahead of time with more basic poses,
using props for support, and approaching
the pose with patience and persistence, you
can overcome this fear.

" At other times the fear comes from the
deeper levels of the unconscious. Much
more self-awareness and self-analysis are nec-
essary to work with these fears. Many of the
supported abdominal opening positions,
such as Supta Baddha Konasana (Reclining
Bound Angle Pose), Supta Virasana (Reclin-
ing Hero's Pose), or a simple supported
backbend over a bolster, will give support to
the body and allow these deeper fears to
come to the surface more slowly, so they can
be examined. You may experience flashes of
emotion and insight, linking the physical
blocks to past events.

The energy that is thus released in the
asana can be used to further examine one’s
own consciousness. Stuck in the physical
plane. our culture denies our psvchological
and emotional pain, and we escape into
intense activity to hide from our own reality.
Some of us escape into conspicuous con-
sumption. Others escape into a spiritual
practice—whether it be meditation or an
intense hatha voga practice—that never
examines our underlying psvchological
drives and motivations. We are now evolving
the tools and insights necessary to ransform
these more subtle blockages into construc-
tive growth. It is important for Western spiri-
tual practitioners to participate in this very
important phase in our development. Q

Arthur Kilmurray is a student of B.K.S. Iyengar,
Rumanand Patel, and Thomas Berry. He teaches at the
hengar Yoga Institute of San Franciseo and gives work-
shops nationalb.




