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Nail the hardest poses
and find your selfie
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Introduction

Five years ago a few downward-facing Dogs, a standing tree and a seated meditation would have satisfied your average postural yoga class. Today it is becoming increasingly clear, both in class and online, that a lot of people wish to gain enlightenment through sticking their foot behind their head. Preferably in a handstand, ideally in the splits – and then take a picture.

Whether enlightenment is achievable through a one-legged flying pigeon or not (and whether enlightenment even matters if you didn’t take a picture), crowded yoga studios are not the ideal place to test out your funky moves without the risk of your foot landing behind somebody else’s head.

Lucky for you, this book is here to demystify some big poses: the ways in, the ways out, tips, drills, costume suggestions and ideal photogenic backdrops. So you can learn to win at yoga publicly, from the safety of your own space.fn1
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WHAT YOU WILL NEED

Other than a certain level of strength, a compliant skeleton, and patience of mind, you don’t really need anything at all. The joy of yoga is that no fancy equipment is required, no expensive tools and no special clothes.fn2 A yoga mat can be useful though is not essential, and any equipment we think could help get you in and out of poses is laid out at the start of each section, followed by a list of household item substitutions, so you can assemble your armoury before you begin.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

Each pose begins with an indication of what’s required of you: elements of flexibility, strength and stability that are essential to perform the pose safely.

If you already know that your hamstrings are so noodle-like you can fold yourself through your own legs, or your shoulders are so tight you haven’t lifted your arms above your chest since 2005, then you can target which elements need more work right from the start. If you don’t know, don’t panic. Most people don’t. Instead, work your way through the gateway poses, paying attention to which ones come easy and which ones prove something of a challenge. Your level of flexibility and strength will soon become apparent through your levels of sweat and your desire to swear loudly as you execute each one.

The gateway poses in each chapter are all designed to help you learn what needs a little work, as well as working towards the shape of the ultimate pose. Work through them in order, as often they will build on the one before.

Practise all of them regularly, but if one is especially difficult for you (and/or focusses on an area you know you need particular help with), then you can of course devote more of your time to it.

Your starting level of strength and flexibility will determine how long you’ll need to practise before you tackle the final pose, but as a general rule, try to get to the stage where you can comfortably hold each gateway pose for the required time before you move on.

If you’re ever confused by any of our terminology, there’s a glossary of weird yoga terms and metaphors on p. 190 (so you can start bandying them about and confusing others with them too).

TIMESCALE

Many of these poses will take years of falling on your face, your nose and your houseplants before you master them, and what’s more, how accessible each pose is to you will come down to your frame, your natural range of motion, and your current level of flexibility and strength. So be patient.

Practise as regularly as your schedule allows, keeping in mind that how frequently you work through the gateway poses and strengthening exercises will go a long way towards determining how soon the pose arrives, but also remembering that things like jobs, children, friendships and Netflix marathons are sometimes almost as important as handstands.

Try to accept defeat gracefully. If, after many months or years of working on your flexibility, you’re still finding a particular full pose impossible to access, it may simply be that your bones aren’t going to let you in.

[image: ]
SAFETY

Yoga is not supposed to injure you. Listen to your body. Be kind and non-violent to yourself and to others, and never do anything that could hurt you, your housemates or your pets.

Although some of the stretching postures in this book will feel intense, the pain should never be sharp, so learn how to distinguish between stretchy pain and gone-too-far pain in your body. Be particularly careful around knees, hips, shoulders and the lower back, since these are areas often tweaked or pulled through over-zealous practice. Read our instructions carefully, and if you develop pain, or are working with an ongoing injury, always check in with a qualified body worker or physiotherapist to make sure you are OK to continue with these practices.

Kindness extends to your mental chatter, so talk nicely to yourself. Remember that every body is different, so your body may well look different in a posture to the pictures in this book. That is fine, and normal. You are special, so pay attention to how things feel rather than necessarily how they look.

Instagram yoga

Doing a handstand will not make you a better person – but doing a handstand, taking a picture, then putting it on Instagram at the perfect time of day with all the appropriate hashtags will make you an enormously popular person. Which is of course what life is all about.

For the Instayogis who know that perfectly proportioned pictures are where #samadhi (bliss) lies, after each technical run-down we will make suggestions on those vital aspects of yoga like costume, location, props, and how to pass your selfie off as an inspirational piece of life advice.

HASHTAGS & INSPOSLOGANS

Perhaps the most important element of your Insta post is successfully passing off a selfie as a piece of life-changing advice. You can do this by adding an inspirational quote either on the picture or in the text beneath.

Quotes from Rumi work particularly well. As do words from the Buddha, multiple examples of which can be found with a quick internet search. (NB It is not necessary to understand the original context of a quote to use it as a caption for your pose.)
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INSTA-READY

As well as all your physical preparation for each of the poses, you’ll need to make sure of the following:

You have worked out how to use the timer on your iPhone and/or bribed a friend or partner to be your photographer. If the latter, in keeping with the Instagram by-laws, make sure you credit them with a camera emoji at the end of each post. (This way they have little choice but to ‘Like’ it.)

Make sure you have sufficient memory space on your phone. Do not expect the first 10 or 80 photos to be The One. You will likely need to take a large number before retiring to a gloomy room out of the sun to examine them forensically before you post.

Finally, visit your locations before you shoot them in order to work out where the sun will rise and set, and always have someone on hand for crowd control, mainly to shout the photo-bombers (tourists/animals/clouds) out of your shot before you snap.
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Full Splits

Hanumanasana, or the front splits, can be practised in many incarnations, from split backbends and leg catches to standing splits with your leg up by your ear. In this instance we will be looking at the square-hipped, on-the-ground, active-legged Hanumanasana, for the simple reason that it’s a useful pose.

Although the need to split your legs to 180 degrees is rarely called for in ‘civilian’ life, a well-executed splits can do many things to help your body go about its business day to day. So long as the pelvis is well placed, splits can lengthen and release the psoas (chronic tightness of which is a major cause of lower back pain and spasm, especially for the desk-bound), and when the pose is active (i.e. practised with muscles engaged rather than sinking to the floor) it can also lengthen and strengthen the hamstrings (gifting you the ability to tie your shoes) and stabilise the hips by strengthening the glutes (weakness of which can cause knee pain, and lower back, ankle, foot and shoulder problems).

Hanumanasana is also the door to a whole other room of yoga poses. Once you’ve conquered it the resulting strength and flexibility will make many of the postures in this book – especially the upside-down ones – a great deal easier.
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	What You Need:



	
Patience

Hamstrings (generally 3 on each leg) that lengthen

An ability to lift the front pelvis

Strong legs to prevent sinking if you’re already flexible

An ability to work towards squaring the hips

An awareness of where the hell your coccyx is (hint: usually not where it should be)

Hip flexors that don’t make you cry when you extend them





Gateway Poses

The best way to work towards any pose is to practise a set of drills and ‘gateway poses’ that will help develop all of the important aspects, rather than trying to jam yourself into the posture from the get-go.

So practise the following regularly, and practise them honestly – if something hurts or you don’t feel the work or the stretch in the right place, come out and try again. Listen to your body and only go as far as is sensible for you. Otherwise you’re just hanging out in a weird shape for the good of nothing at all.
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HIGH CRESCENT LUNGE
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Similar to a Warrior 1 pose but with the back heel high, a lunge is a great place to practise your pelvic placement, and to start lengthening the deep hip flexors (the psoas).

Step into a lunge with the right leg forward, bending into the front leg with the back leg straight and the back heel off the ground. Look at your front leg and check your knee is no further forward than your front ankle, and the knee is not veering off to the left.

Now, to set your pelvis, bend the back leg and perform a small John-Travolta-style pelvic thrust, lifting the front points of your pelvis (ASIS) up and tucking the tailbone under. This action should give you a feeling of stretch in the hip flexors of your back leg. Once you feel this, re-straighten the back leg as much as you can, allowing the front points of the pelvis to drop a little, but keeping the stretch in the back leg, and not allowing your butt to stick out behind you. This control of the pelvis will be important in Hanumanasana.

Be careful not to let the front ribs stick out, as this usually means you’ve lost some control over the front body and core. Draw the lower ribs lightly towards one another but keep space to breathe, and if in doubt, make more space in the back of the ribs; this should automatically draw the front in. Keep your butt (the glutes) turned on and stretch the arms up overhead to lengthen the chest.

Stay here for 5 slow breaths (in for a count of 4, out for a count of 4). Work up to 10 breaths each side. To exit, step the feet back together and rest before taking the other side.

[image: ]
LOW DRAGON LUNGE
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EQUIPMENT: Yoga bricks (optional)

SUBSTITUTION OPTIONS: Actual bricks/stacks of books/cans of beans

This is a very similar pose to the high lunge but (funnily enough) lower. It will get strongly into the psoas again, and if you’re lucky, into the quads.

From your high lunge, place the hands on the floor or on yoga bricks either side of your front foot. If you’re more flexible, take both hands to the floor inside your front foot.

You should already be feeling a stretch in the hip flexors of the back leg, but to intensify further, you can drop down to the elbows. The back knee can stay engaged and lifted so the back leg is straight, or you can drop down to the back knee, sinking the hips a little lower. Whichever way, keep your back toes tucked under and the back leg as active as you can. Also, make sure your front knee isn’t winging out to the side; draw it in towards your shoulder.

Hold for 5 steady breaths, again working up to 10 on each side.

To exit, straighten the back leg if the knee was bending or dropped so you’re back in a low runner lunge, push the hands into the ground (bring the hands to the ground first if the elbows were down) and step your front leg back to join the back one. Now you’ll be in a plank. Drop to the knees, sit the butt to the heels and take the head to the floor with the arms outstretched. This is the Child’s pose.
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ANJANEYASANA
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Low lunge with backbend (knees at right angles)

EQUIPMENT: A yoga blanket

SUBSTITUTION OPTIONS: A towel/an actual blanket/a small cushion

There are many versions of Anjaneyasana but this one will access the hip flexors and train the butt to keep working to aid stability.

Kneel, with right foot in front and left knee behind, back toes tucked under. Have right angles at both knee joints and try to keep it
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SUPTA PADANGUSTHASANA A


Reclining big toe pose A
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PADANGUSTHASANA


Standing forward fold/Standing big toe pose
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HALF HANUMANASANA A & B


Half splits
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Step by Step:

HOW TO HANUMANASANA







	1. Start out in a half Hanumanasana, with the back toes tucked, the front leg straight out in front, and the hands or fingertips resting on the floor or on bricks.

	2. Pressing the hands lightly into the ground or the bricks, lift the chest and start to straighten out your back leg. Slowly. Once you come to the first significant point of resistance (i.e. your hamstrings and hip flexors are talking loudly to you), stop.

	3. Hold at this point, with your legs engaged, and imagine you are drawing your legs towards each other so that the effect is to ‘scissor’ the hips – i.e. draw your back hip forwards and your front hip backwards.

	4. Hold for 5 slow breaths.

	5. If there’s room to go deeper, allow your body to sink downwards slightly, keeping legs engaged, and hold for another 5 breaths.
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Hints & Tips



	[image: ] Keep the back toes tucked under and push off the ball of the foot to activate the legs.

	[image: ] Rotate your chest to be in line with the angle of your hips if you feel any discomfort in the lower back.

	[image: ] Use bricks, blocks or books under your hands if you need them, so that you don’t round the spine and hunch forwards.

	[image: ] Place a towel or blanket under the back knee if it feels uncomfortable on the floor.

	[image: ] Pay attention to the pelvis. Are you sticking your butt out like a Kardashian? If so, rein in the twerk. Try to lift the front hip points up and drop the back pelvis down. Check there is some space between your front thigh bone and the front of the pelvis (think of Padangusthasana pose).





	[image: ] Hold the pose if you feel sharp pain (above all, make sure you can still breathe wherever you’re holding).

	[image: ] Just sink into your joints. If you’re very flexible and you can get all the way to the floor, actively draw the legs towards one another so that the pelvis lifts an inch off the ground and hold it that way. Now you’re working your muscles and gaining stability and strength around the joints.

	[image: ] Hyper-extend your front knee. Be aware of the straight-leg knee locking backward. Put a brick or rolled-up towel under the front thigh if this is happening, then strongly lift the muscles above the kneecap upwards.

	[image: ] Stick the ribs out in front of you. Lifting the front hips up should help draw them back, but so will lightly drawing the ribs closed (without constricting your breathing).
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TAKING IT TO THE NEXT LEVEL



# Instatips
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LOCATION, LOCATION, LOCATION
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COSTUME
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PROPS
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EXIT STRATEGY
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# NSFL
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