Forehead, temples,
and jaw relax

Back of the neck lengthens
Chest lifts and expands

Spine arcs evenly
from bottom to top

Waist and lower back elongate

Sacrum lengthens toward heels

Lower belly
domes into
lower back
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for beginners

Cobra Pose
Bhujangasana

do

(boo-jahn-GAH-suh-nuh)

engage the legs and firm
your muscles onto the bones.

BHUJ MEANS “CROOKED”;
ANG MEANS “LIMB”; ASANA MEANS “SEAT.”

By Jason Crandell | Photography by Thomas Broening

I

magine that you want to learn to play an instrument, say, the violin.
When you sit down for your first lesson, do you start with the basic
notes or a complex song? The answer, of course, is you start with the
basics. If you launched into a complex song during those first couple
of lesssons, you’d probably produce sounds more like a dying cat than
a beautiful melody.
The same goes for yoga. If you approach your practice expecting to
launch into a perfect backbend on the first try, you’ll be disappointed when
you discover you can’t even lift your back off the floor.
Deep, complex backbends are visually dazzling—think of the rounded arch of Full Wheel or the strength and focus it takes to balance in
Scorpion Pose. And you’ve probably read about their therapeutic benefits:
they’re energizing, they can help alleviate depression and back pain, they
can even straighten out that unflattering slouch you may have developed
from hours in front of a computer. With all that promise, you can easily be
seduced into going all-out with this set of poses.
But if you push too hard or skip ahead to complex backbends without
first learning the simple, foundational ones, you run the risk of crunching
your lower back, depleting your energy, or even stirring up anxiety. In short,
your backbends won’t feel melodic or harmonious; they’ll feel more like
that screechy, dying cat.
Here’s a way to radically rethink your backbends: Size doesn’t matter.
To reap the physical, energetic, and therapeutic effects of backbends, you
don’t have to create the deepest arch. Just think of creating a smooth, even
arc in your spine. Rather than searching for intensity, search for evenness.

don’t

let your elbows splay
away from your sides.

don’t

hunch your shoulders
up by your ears.

Legs extend vigorously
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You’ll know you’ve found it when your
lower, middle, and upper back all have
the same degree of sensation.
Cobra Pose and its variations may seem
like small movements—they’re sometimes
referred to as baby backbends—but they
set the foundation for deeper backbends
because they teach you how to work your
legs, pelvis, and belly. When Cobra is done
correctly, your legs provide the power and
support for your spine to gracefully extend,
and your pelvis and belly act together to
decompress and support your lower back,
which has a tendency to overarch. As you
practice each variation of Cobra, be patient
and curious. Observe how your spine feels
and savor the sensations in your body.

Start with Sphinx

Begin with the infant of the baby backbends—Sphinx Pose (see photo 1)—by lying
on your belly. Inhale and place your elbows
under your shoulders and your forearms
on the floor. Exhale, and feel your torso in
a mild backbend.
Keep your thighs parallel to each other,
firm your muscles, and extend your legs
so your toes move toward the wall behind
you. Internally rotate your legs by rolling
your outer thighs toward the floor. This
helps maintain width in your sacrum (the
downward-facing triangular bone at the
base of your spine) and length in your lower
back, keeping it safe from stress. Extend
your legs firmly. Stay passive in your tongue,
eyes, and mind as your legs wake up.
48 YOGA JOURNAL

Pose Benefits

Stretches the abdomen and chest
Strengthens the spine

Increases flexibility in upper
and lower back

Contraindications
Second and third trimester
of pregnancy
Disk problems

Next, find the correct placement of your
pelvis by reaching your sacrum toward your
heels. Be careful—if you’re overzealous and
clench your buttocks, you risk crunching
your lower back.
The final step to building a solid foundation in Sphinx Pose is to bring awareness
to your belly. Focus on your lower abdomen—the part just above the pubic bone
and below the navel—and begin to draw
your belly away from the floor to create a
dome that lifts toward your lower back.
This is very subtle—no sucking in, hardening, or rigidity required. This abdominal lift supports you and distributes the
curvature of your backbend more evenly,
soothing your lower back and awakening
your upper back.
Stay for 5 to 10 breaths, then slowly lower your belly and chest to the floor. Turn
your head to one side and feel your back
broaden and release with each breath.

Move into Low Cobra
You’ll take a slightly deeper backbend
with Low Cobra (photo 2). From your belly, place your palms on the floor next to
your chest, with fingertips in line with the
front of your shoulders. Hug your elbows
to your sides. Press your hands firmly into
the floor and begin to lift your chest into
a mild backbend. The muscles along your
spine will begin to activate and support
you. By engaging your spinal muscles this
way, you’ll begin to develop strength and
suppleness in your back.

2

LOW COBRA
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FOR BEGINNERS

H O N O R YO U R B O DY
WITH CONSCIOUSNESS™

CONSCIOUSNESS
IN COSMETICS™

EVERY TIME YOU SHAMPOO
AND CONDITION YOUR HAIR
Honor your hair, its natural condition and
shine with Avalon Organics’ gentle and
nourishing Shampoos and Conditioners.
Clarify, volumize and add shine to your
hair with science-based nutrients that
perform exceptionally.
Together, our Shampoos and Conditioners
provide significantly enhanced levels of
our signature nutrients, Vitamin E,
Panthenol and Arginine. All our
Conditioners are enriched with Babassu
Oil to restore the hair’s natural elasticity
and make it soft, strong and silky.
Formulated with Consciousness in
Cosmetics so you can be assured no
parabens, harsh preservatives,
petroleum-based ingredients, artificial
colors or fragrances will be absorbed
into your body through your skin.
We honor you with Consciousness in
Cosmetics. Take the time to honor yourself.

CONSCIOUSNESS IN COSMETICS™

PA R A B E N F R E E
OUR COMMITMENT TO SAFE, EFFECTIVE,
ORGANIC BODY CARE WITHOUT HARSH
PRESERVATIVES, SYNTHETIC FRAGRANCES
OR ARTIFICIAL COLORS. 100% VEGETARIAN
INGREDIENTS. NO ANIMAL TESTING.

www.avalonorganics.com
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Keeping your elbows drawn into your
sides, actively press your shoulder blades
into your upper back. Now broaden and
expand your chest, pulling your heart forward and up. Imagine your upper chest is
a sail that has just caught a gust of wind.
As you inhale, that sail rises, broadens,
and floats with ease. Work your hands a
little more firmly into the floor and allow
this updraft to fill out your chest’s natural contours with breath.
Without losing the height of your heart,
draw your shoulders away from your ears.
Instead of jamming your shoulders into
your rising chest—which prevents the free,
spacious movement of your heart—glide
your shoulders down until your neck feels
long and your arms stable and grounded. Continue to emphasize the length of
your neck by lifting the base of your skull
away from your shoulders. Keep your head
perched over your heart rather than jutting your chin forward.
When you are ready to come down,
slowly lower yourself to the floor, keeping
your torso long. Observe your breath as it
pulses through your entire body.

Arc into Full Cobra
As you move into Full Cobra, it’s essential
to tailor the pose to your body and level
of experience. Be mindful as you extend
your arms and deepen your backbend
to create a graceful, even arc; incorporate your upper and middle back into the
backbend, rather than overworking and
jamming your lower back. Only straighten your arms to the extent that you can
truly distribute the sensation throughout
your back.
Place your palms on the floor, fingertips
in line with the middle of your chest—your
hands will be a little closer to your hips this
time. As before, extend your legs vigorously, draw your sacrum toward your heels,
and firm your belly away from the floor.
Then slowly lift into Full Cobra by pressing your palms into the floor, drawing your
shoulder blades into the back of your upper back, and releasing your shoulders away
from your ears.
As your spine uncoils and your upper
back sweeps into a backbend, reach out
through your arms and, if it feels appropri-

ate, straighten your arms. Keep your arms
drawn firmly in toward your sides and pull
your chest forward, creating spaciousness
in your chest and abdomen.
Can you feel that sense of exhilaration
that everyone’s been telling you about?
What subtle shifts would allow the pose
to feel more even throughout your body?
Can you integrate the work of your lower
body with that of your upper body even in
this deeper backbend? Remember, the size
of your backbend doesn’t matter.
After 5 to 10 breaths in Full Cobra, release to the floor slowly. Fill your back with
fresh breath as you rest; observe the sensations in your spine, the movement of your
breath, and the state of your mind.

Build to the Backbend
Before teaching yoga, I worked as a caterer for the San Francisco Symphony. The
kitchen and practice room were close to
each other, so I could hear the musicians
warm up as I worked. I learned something
then that continues to inform my yoga
practice: Concert musicians spend at least
an hour every day playing basic scales and
simple compositions before launching into complex scores. Even the most accomplished players don’t jump immediately
into the difficult pieces—they build up to
them, setting a solid foundation first.
Once you decide that size doesn’t matter in your backbends, you’ll have the patience to learn the proper foundations of
the pose, such as how to work the legs, pelvis, belly, arms, and chest. And, just as a concert musician practices scales to prepare
for a stellar performance, you’ll feel how
the foundations of Cobra Pose pave the
way for all of your backbends to be more
harmonious.
■
Jason Crandell would like to thank Nina Zolotow
for her expertise and guidance. Contact him at
www.jasonyoga.com.

Online Extra
To read more For Beginners columns,
visit www.YogaJournal.com and
click on “New to Yoga” in
the navigation bar at the top.
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Fearless Backbends

B

ecause we spend so much of our day
hunched over a computer or moving
forward, moving backward into a backbend
is an unfamiliar feeling. And since our bodies
and minds prefer to stick with the status quo,
practicing backbends may trigger physical and
psychological resistance. It’s normal to feel
frustrated, awkward, or even uncomfortable
during your exploration of Cobra Pose and
other backbends. Resistance is a natural part of
breaking habits and moving into the unfamiliar,
so be patient and compassionate with yourself.
You aren’t alone in your difficulty. With a little
patience, curiosity, and practice, you’ll learn
how to navigate through your resistance. Here
are a few suggestions for dealing with aversion
and difficulty in backbends.
B E A R W I T N E S S Without immediately responding, observe the range
of feelings that arise as you practice backbends. If there is a sharp, localized pain
in your body, stop immediately. However, if you encounter mild physical or psychological resistance, be with it.Try witnessing your response to difficult feelings.
Not only will you begin to see that resistance passes and transforms, you’ll learn
mindfulness, which is at the heart of the yoga practice.
S L O W D O W N Many of us go too far, too fast in our yoga practice. We prefer to accelerate through the learning, sensing, feeling process, and skip straight
to the doing process. If you’re having difficulty in a backbend, minimize the size
of your backbend until it feels evenly distributed and healthy. Remember, you are
searching for an even, graceful arc, not a visual spectacle. Besides, it’s better to
injure your ego than your body.
R E P E A T R E G U L A R L Y The only way to learn a new pattern in the body
and mind is to practice it consistently. Do backbends that feel appropriate to you
as often as possible. Incorporate them into your yoga routine and daily life. You

H O N O R YO U R B O DY
WITH CONSCIOUSNESS™

CONSCIOUSNESS
IN COSMETICS™

EVERY TIME YOU
MOISTURIZE YOUR SKIN
Honor your skin with the maximum
hydration of Avalon Organics’ new
Hand and Body Lotions.
Three certified organic plant lipids –
Sunflower, Flaxseed and Coconut Oils –
provide triple moisturizing benefits to
nourish and soften your skin, along with
Beta Glucan, to stimulate collagen
production and encourage cellular
rejuvenation, for soft, smooth skin all over.
Avalon Organics Hand and Body Lotions
are formulated with Consciousness in
Cosmetics without parabens, harsh
preservatives, petrolatum, mineral oil,
artificial colors or fragrances to ensure
these chemicals won’t be absorbed into
your skin.
We honor you with Consciousness in
Cosmetics. Take the time to honor yourself.

can do small backbends—like clasping your hands behind your back, lifting your
chest, and simply stretching—sitting in your chair at work, waiting for the train,
or standing in line at the grocer.

CONSCIOUSNESS IN COSMETICS™

B E B R I E F It may be daunting to think about staying in a backbend for 30
seconds. But is it still scary if you hold it for, say, five seconds? Repeating your
backbends more often and holding them for a very brief moment is an effective
way to reduce your aversion.
B A S K I N T H E B E N D Backbends are thought to be energizing, uplifting,
and stimulating. After you finish a backbend, take a moment as you breathe to
notice if your energy has changed. You may notice sensations immediately after
a pose or later in the day—it will vary from day to day.

PA R A B E N F R E E
OUR COMMITMENT TO SAFE, EFFECTIVE,
ORGANIC BODY CARE WITHOUT HARSH
PRESERVATIVES, SYNTHETIC FRAGRANCES
OR ARTIFICIAL COLORS. 100% VEGETARIAN
INGREDIENTS. NO ANIMAL TESTING.

www.avalonorganics.com
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INTRO TO YOGA PHILOSOPHY

Awaken the Snake

In the West, we often think of the masculine principle as active

one is set over and above its mate, we suffer from heartrending

and creative, while the feminine is passive and receptive. But in

feelings of fragmentation, alienation, and loss.

hatha yoga, these are reversed: The goddess Shakti (literally “pow-

Shakti’s climb and ultimate reunion with Shiva represents, in

er”) creates and nourishes the world, while her spouse, the god

the context of our practice, the gradual awakening to and real-

Shiva (the “auspicious one”) is her silent audience.

ization of our authentic Self. In our case, kundalini is at the base

Shakti and Shiva are the stars of an old
parable that epitomizes the practice and
goal of hatha yoga. Briefly it goes: In a cave
at the foot of mythic Mount Meru, the axis
of the Hindu universe, the goddess rests
after creating the world. She’s pictured as
a slumbering serpent wound three-anda-half (sometimes eight) times around
herself, and therefore called kundalini,
or “coiled one.” When the time is right, she
awakens and laboriously ascends to Me-

KU N DA L I N I E X E RC I S E

Sit in any simple asana and calm your
breath. Picture kundalini at the base
of your spine (in the sacrum) in the
form of a smoldering fire. In your
imagination, use your inhalations to
fan the fire, and watch it gradually rise
up along your spine, through your
head. Once at your crown, feel the
warmth spread downward, along the
surface of your head and torso, back
to its source at the spine’s root.

ru’s summit, where she’s reunited with
the waiting Shiva.

of our spine, “asleep” to our infinite potential but coiled like a spring under pressure,
eager to spring to life. Meru is compared
to our spine, the “axis” of our body, a universe in miniature. In turn, our spine is an
image of the “ladder” of consciousness,
starting at the bottom of the spine, where
kundalini nests, and extending to the transcendent abode of Shiva at the pinnacle
of self-knowing.
Many traditional texts make the spiritual conquest of Meru seem akin to the

scaling of Everest and discourage all but the most dedicated from

What do serpents, mountains, and unhelpful husbands have to

attempting the climb. But all of us have, in our heart of hearts, the

do with yoga? Each of us is a composite of Shiva/Shakti energies.

longing to be whole and—as sincere yoga practitioners—all the

While we refer to them as distinct, they are actually inseparable

mountaineering equipment we’d ever need. If we can’t march

complements, like the north and south poles of a magnet. When

all the way to the top, at least we can get a good way up from

they are in balance, our lives are harmonious and joyful; but when

base camp.
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