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he internal awareness that de-
velops through yoga is the
most important tool for learn-
ing to release the psoas. And
releasing the psoas wil l bring
new freedom, ease, and struc-

tural integrity to your yoga practice.
It can be diff icult at f irst to access

the subt le sensat ions of  the psoas.
Buried in the body, engaged in habit-
ual  pat terns of  holding (especial ly
when you're sitt ing or standing), and
deeply l inked to your emot ions, the
psoas is best approached with quiet
attention, patience, and perseverance.
Awareness is the first key. Like a flash-
l ight  that  i l luminates the contents of
a dark closet, you can use your atten-
tion to clarify and define each sensa-
tion in your core.

Constructive Rest
Position

Rather than trying to instantly correct
all the imbalances and habitual com-
pensations you've developed through-
out your life, we'll begin by simply re-
leasing the psoas in a posture called
constructive rest position. ln this pose,
you don't need to perform any mus-
cular action to release the psoas. Crav-
ity will do the work.

To take constructive rest position, lie
on your back, bend your knees to
about 90 degrees, and place your feet
on the floor in line with your hip sock-
ets, 12 to 16 inches from your buttocla
(Figure 1). Be careful not to flatten or
exaggerate the curves in either your
lumbar (lower back) or cervical (neck)
spine. Rest your hands and forearms on
your rib cage, on your pelvis, or by

bringing them to the floor as
in Savasana.

Now that you're in
position, shift your

awareness to the
support of your

bones. Begin by sensing the weight of
your bones sinking down toward the
floor. Take note of any part of your
skeleton that feels as though it is sus-
pended, any place where the muscu-
lar contraction prevents the bones from
surrendering to the pull of gravity. fu
your psoas continues to release, the dis-
tribution of weight will start to feel in-
creasingly even throughout your body.

Active Supine Stretch
Once you've begun to understand the
skeletal position and internal sensations
that accompany releasing the psoas,
you can move on to more actively
lengthening the muscle. Starting from
constructive rest position and keeping
both knees benf bring your right up-
per thigh toward your chest. Cently
hug your right leg toward your trunk.

Be very careful not to curl your pelvis
up off the floor as you move your right
leg; the pelvis should remain aligned
with the trunk. Sensing into your flexed
right hip and softening in the hip sock-
et will help free the right thighbone.

You're now ready to stretch your left

I cousrRucrrvE REsr
I POSITION. ln this pose,

gravity naturally releases your
psoas. Your only tack ls to al-
low your bones to clnk to-
ward the floor, notlng and
relaxing all unnecersary
muscular contraction.
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ACTWE SUPINE STRETCH. ro rtretch
your feft proar, begln In the conrtructlve rett

porltlon, hug your rlght thlgh toward your chast, and
*lowly rtrnlghten your left leg nlong the ground. Be
*aretul to k*ep the pelvh allgned wlth your trunki
lf the bottom of the pelvh ctartr to curl up

toward the colllng, dsn'l ttralghten your lelt leg
complet*ly,

psoas. very
slowly wa.lk the left foot farther away
from the hips (Figure 2).A$ the leg ex-
tends, keep your awareness on the
front of the left hip socket, releasing
any psoas tension you notice there.
Once you begin to sense the psoas
lengthening, follow the sensation all
the way up the muscle to its attach-
ment at the 12th thoracic vertebra, lo-
cated behind the center of your solar
plexus.

To amplify the stretch, push your
r ight  leg against  your r ight  arm as
though you were gently kicking up to-
ward the sky. At the same time, resist
the push of the leg with your clasped
arms. After a few moments,
change sides. Dont continue this
pose if you experience pqin or ten-
sion in your lower bock. lnsteod,
immediotely go bock to con-
structive rest position ond relox,
allowing grovity to releose your
psoqs again.

The Ultimate Stretch
All  var iat ions of  the lunge
(sometimes cal led "runner 's
stretch") and Pigeon Pose are
excellent for stretching the
psoas, but for many students the
best is a modified Pigeon Pose
(Eka Pada Rajakapotasana). When
you stretch one leg out in front of
you and one behind you
while keeping your
pelvis stable, you

isolate the stretch in
the psoas and i l iacus muscles at-

tached to the back leg.
To come into this pose, start by

kneeling on allfours. Swing your right
knee forward onto the floor between
your hands, releasing and rotating the
right femur within the right hip sock-
et and bring your right buttock toward
the floor. At the same time, extend your
left leg straight back behind you. Make
sure you keep your hips level  and
squared to the front (Figure 3). lf nec-
essary, place a firm bolster or pile of
blankets under your right sitting bone
to keep your pelvis level and support-
ed. Don't bring your right buttock to
the floor by torquing your right hip far-
ther fonrrard or farther toward the floor

than your left (Figure 4).
This posture stretches your left
psoas. As you continue to extend
back through your left leg, check
again

that you are keeping
your pelvis facing
squarelyforurrard. lf
the pelvis torques,
you' l l  lose the
psoas stretch, and

you may also compress
or overtwist the lower back. lf you're
stretching properly, you shouldn't feel
tension in your lower back. The release
and stretch should begin where your
psoas crosses your hip at the front of
the joint, and you should feel an up-
ward extension through both the front
and back of your trunk. The line of your
body should form a cont inuous arc
with no abrupt angles.

Seated Poses
Now that you've discovered how it feels
to release and lengthen your psoas,
we'll use a simple cross-legged posture
to i l luminate the proper use of  the
psoas in seated asanas.

Sit on a firm, folded blanket, with
your feet and lower legs off the blan-
ket. Bend your right leg and draw the
heel toward your left inner groin. Sim-
ilarly, bend your left leg and draw the
heel toward your right shin. lf either of
your knees feels strained or if one knee

3g.4H:r#T"sE.As
you brlng your rlght buttock to-

ward the floor, make sure your
hlpt are level and tquared to
the front. lf necetrary, plnce
support under your rlght elt-
tlng hone. lf you torq*e your
left hlp backward nnd up,

dropplng your rlght hlp down
and forward (tce Intet). you won't

get the stretch In your left ptoar,
and you'll prohably collapre and over-

twlrt your lumhar tplne.
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is higher thari the other, support that
knee by placing a rolled towelor blan-
ket or bolster under the knee or thigh.

Begin to notice where the weight of
your torso grounds through your pelvis
into the floor. Does most of your weight
fal l  behind your s i t t ing bones, or in
front of them? lf you sense your weight
grounding directly through the bones,
refine your questioning. ls your weight
more on the front of the bones or the
back? Lift your sitt ing bones off the
blanket and pull back on the muscles
of the buttocks, so that when you low-
er down again you shi f t  more f i rmly
onto the front of your sitting bones. See
if this action provides a more effortless
base of support for your spine, rib cage,
and head.

To align your pelvis properly, you
may have to raise your sitting bones by
placing flat, f irmly folded towels or
blankets under your buttocks. When
you get all your props placed correct-
ly, you'll be on the front of your sitting
bones, with your knees lower than your
hip sockets (Figure 5). This relationship
between knees
and hips is crit i-
cal  in al l  seated
postures be-
cause it allows
your psoas to
open at the front
of  the hip;  in turn,
this opening allows
a release of ten-
sion throughout
your legs and
lower back. As

the weight of the body releases down
through the bones, it grounds into the
earth, and a subtle sensation of sup-
port rebounds upward.

When your pelvis is stable and your
skeletal structure is free to align prop-
erly, sitting feels effortless. You shouldn't
have to use muscular tension to hold
yourself up-thrusting your chest for-
ward or pull ing your shoulders back to
lengthen your t runk.  l f  you feel  as
though your spine col lapses without
these act ions,  i f  your weight is st i l l
placed behind your sitt ing bones, or
if your knees are sti l l  higher than your
hip sockets (Figure 6), continue to add
towels or blankets unti l you find the
sensation of support that accompanies
proper alignment.

lf you still don't feel this support even
though you're al igned proper ly,  t ry
shift ing your weight slightly forward
through your hip sockets unti lyou feel
a release at the core of your body. At
first this release mayfeel a little unset-
tling. You may even experience a sub-
tle fear of falling. As the psoas lets go,
you are shift ing from a familiar feeling
of controlling your posture with mus-
cles to an unfamiliar feeling of relying
on your skeleton for support. Since it's
new, the sensation may feel a bit
scary-oryou mayfeel relief asyou
let go of unnecessary muscular con-
traction.

Standing Release
Maintaining a released psoas can be
chal lenging in standing postures.
Biomechanical ly,  standing on two

legs is a very complex task, and many
of us have developed habi tual-but
less than optimal-patterns of mus-
cular contraction to help keep us up-
right. Fortunately, there's an excellent
exercise that allows you to discover
what it feels l ike to relax your psoas
while standing. Take a block or thick
book and place i t  12 to 16 inches
away from a wall. Stand on the block
or book with your left foot, support-
ing and balancing yourself with your
right hand on the wall. Let your right
leg and foot hang completely released
(Figure 7). Cently swing this leg back
and forth l ike a pendulum, taking care
not to let the trunk bend or twist as
your leg swings. ( l f  your pelv is is
torquing, you're going beyond the re-
leased range of motion of your psoas.)
See i f  you can sense the pendulum
movement deep within your torso; it
should begin at the very top of your
psoas at your 12th thoracic vertebra,
behind your solar plexus.

After you swing the leg for a few
minutes, step down from the block
and see if your two legs feel different.

You've released the psoas
attached to the swinging
leg, and most l ikely this

5s.6iHft-"llll:
In seated postures, your kneet
should be lower than your hlp
sockets, with your welght bal-
anced on the front of your slt-
tlng bones. lf your kneet at€ too
hlgh and your welght falls be-
hlnd your slttlng bones, you'll
have to work hard wlth your
muscles to stay uprtght, rather
than releaslng and relying on
the support of your skeleton.
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]/srnNDrNG
I PsoAs RELEAsE.
To learn how lt feels to re-
lease your psoas whlle
standing, place your left
foot on a block or book 12
to 16 Inches away from a
wall. Support yourself wlth
your rlght hand agalnst
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both feet? lf your answer to
these questions is "Yes," your
psoas should feel released, and
you should be able to sense
g ravity d rawing you r weight
down through your bones. lf
your bones are al igned,
you'l lfeel a slight sensa-
t ion of  rebounding
from the earth, just as
a balldropped to the
f loor bounces up
again. This rebound-
ing force creates a
current of energy
thatalignsthe body,
flowing upthrough
your spine and out
the top of yoirr
skull. lf your pelvis
doesn't feel sta-
ble and even,
try returning to
constructive rest
posi t ion and the supine
psoas stretch. After a few

the wall. Completely release your rlght
leg and foot, allowlng the leg to swlng

back and forth llke a pendulum that be-
glns deep In your torso behlnd your solar

plexus. Don't let your leg swlng so far that
your trunk bends or twlsts; both move-

ments are slgns that you're movlng be-
yond the polnt where your psoas Gan
remaln released.

leg wi l l  feel  longer,  f reer,  and more
relaxed.

Now reverse your position and swing
the other leg. This time focus not only
on the leg you're swinging, but also on
the standing leg. Check to make sure
you're not leaning into the standing leg
hip. Try to sense your weight passing
direct ly down through your leg and
foot and into the block. Even though
this leg is now bearing weight, you can
release the psoas by br inging your

front of the hip
socket and soft-
ening any ten-
sion you notice
there.

Tadasana (Mountain Pose)
Now let's investigate Tadasana (Moun-
tain Pose). Stand with your feet direct-
ly underneath your hip sockets, and con-
duct an inquiry of your sensations. Does
your pelvis feel like a stable foundation?
ls the r im of  your pelv is paral le l to the
floor? You can check by looking in a mir-
ror, or by placing your hands on top of
your hips and following the pelvic rim
around to thefrontofyour body, check-
ing to see if both hands are level. Do both
your legs transfer weight equally? Are
you grounding equal ly through

minutes of releasing the psoas and sta-
bil izing the pelvis, return to Tadasana
and see if you feel more balanced.

Vrksasana (Tree Pose)
Once your weight feels equal on both
feet in Tadasana, focus on sensing your
ankles. Shift your weight ever so slight-
ly forward and back over your ankle
joints unt i l  you f ind the place where
they feel most released. At that point,
your psoas is also most free to release
and to assume its proper function as
a guy wire for the spine. Moving with
proper alignment from Tadasana into

Tree Pose requires that you contin-
ue to sense this connection between
your standing leg and your spine,
even as you shi f t  a l l  your weight
onto one leg and lift the other into

the air.
When you're ready, gradual-
ly shift from grounding your
weight through both legs
to bringing it all onto your
right leg. A common mis-
take in this asana is leaning
into the right hip (Figure
8) which can strain the
hip l igaments on that
side. Instead, balance
your weight direct ly
overthe bones ofyour

.leg, allowing the hip
socket to re-
main released

and the r ight-
side psoas to
relax.

When you
can ground your

llf TREE POSE (IMPROPERTY IEI\N.
ttllrrlNG INTO RIGHT HIP). Balancins
by leanlng Into the hlp ls a common mlstake
In thls asana. To avold thls problem, practlce
balancing your welght directly over the

bones ofyour rlght leg before you rotate
your left leg and llft the left foot to the
rlght lnner thlgh. Allow the right hlp

awareness to the

socket to soften and the psoas to release.



weight straight down through your
r ight  leg,  wi thout leaning into your
right hip or locking your right knee, you
can start  to turn and l i f t  your lef t  leg.
Begin by softenin g any tension at the
front of the left hip socket releasing the
left psoas. Then rotate the thigh bone
in the left hip socket, contracting the
external rotator muscles located be-
hind the hip. Once you've rotated the
femur, l i ftyour left leg, placing the sole
of the foot as high as possible on the in-
ner right leg (Figure 9). Again, make
sure you didn't lean into your right hip
as you l i f ted the
left leg. lf neces-
sary, place your
hand on a wal l
or  chair to help
you maintain
balance.

TREE POSE.

Psoas and the Arms
lf you feel stable and aligned standing
in Vrksasan a, you can add your arms to
the pose. Just  as your legs should be
able to move independent ly of  your
pelvis, your arms should be able to
move independent ly of  your
shoulders. And, as with your legs,
this independent motion can only
occur if your psoas is released. To
avoid contracting your psoas as
you raise your arms, bring your at-
tention to your solar plexus and
the back of  your r ib cage. Melt
any rigidity you feel in these ar-
eas. Aim to soften and widen
equal ly across the f ront of  your
chest and across your back, espe-
cial ly in the area between your
shoulder blades. l f  these regions
already feel open, straighten your
arms, rotate them outward, and
sweep your palms up above your
head (Figure 10).lf you detect any
stiffening in the area of your up-
per psoas, pause and take your
arms a l i t t le lower unt i l  you can

soften the tension you sense in
this area. Br inging your arms

over your head can challenge
the release of  the upper

psoas where it attaches
to the 12th thoracic
vertebra, and it can
also chal lenge your
stabi l i ty  through
your standing leg.

To maintain ease at
the core of your body,

focus on sensing a downward release
from the very top of your psoas. Feel
your weight dropping down through
your bones, even as your arms float up
over your head.

lf you have difficulty sensing this re-
lease, return again
to constructive rest
position, with your
arms at your sides.
After a few mo-
ments,  fo ld your
arms across your
rib cage. With this
extra weight, the
middle of  your
torso will rest a lit-
t le more into the
floor; you wil l feel
an increased re-
lease deep in your
trunk as the top
port ion of  your

psoas lets go. Once
you've ident i f ied
this release, you can

again investigate it in
Vrksasana.

shoulder blader. Rotate your
arms out, and rweep your
palms up as far  as you can
wlthout stlffenlng ln the up-
per trunk and shoulders. Fo-
cus on the release at the very
top of the psoas, at the

Ground your
welght stralght down
through your r lght
leg. Soften the front of
the left hlp socket to re-
lease the left psoas, ro-
tate the leg outward,
and br lng the sole of

the left foot as hlgh up
on the lnner rlght leg as
you can wlthout leanlng
lnto the r lght  h lp or
bendlng ln the torso. lf
necetsary, place your
hand on a chalr or wall

'10[],'r'"'""
ARMS OVERHEAD.
To avold contractlng your
psoas as you raise your
arms, softten any rlgldlty In
your solar plexus, the back
of your rlb cage, your chest,
and the area between your

for balance.
lar plexus.
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