UTKATASANA
SUPERIOR POSE
By Richard Rosen

INTRODUCTION

The Sanskrit word guru means “weighty.” The guru is not merely a wise teacher: she
or he is our “spiritual parent,” a direct channel to the ultimate source of wisdom and
power. This “weighty one” is a “mirror” in which we see reflected our own true
nature, who guides us from spiritual ignorance to self-realization, or--according to
the esoteric interpretation of the word--from darkness (gu) to light (ru).

Though we can easily experience the consequences of gravity, says Brian Swimme,
the nature of the force itself is a “stupendous and mysterious fact of existence.” To
Swimme, gravity is a word for the scientists: he labels the “attractive activity” of the
universe “allurement” and likens it to cosmic love, the glue that holds everything and
everyone together, and the fire that “ignites being.”

We don't often think about our relationship to gravity: like all the “facts” of our
existence, gravity is pretty much taken for granted, though we might occasionally
rail against its merciless grip on our corporeal selves. But Thomas Hanna points out
that gravity is in fact the great friend of life, urging it to evolve, to climb out from the
oceans onto land, to rise into the air and, | suppose, beyond the Earth to other
alluring worlds.

We're able to “stand up to” gravity, of course, because we have a sturdy interior
chassis, a skeleton, that's designed to bear and control our weight. Dean Juhan
describes bones as “spacers,” spars that separate and “rig” our muscles to maintain
their balanced tone and insure efficient action.

But to do this competently, the bones must be properly aligned with one another in
the field of the gravity. Mis-aligned bones are poorly suited to carry weight, and so
muscles are compelled to brace and stiffen against the now de-stabilizing pull of
gravity. This combination of mis-alignment and inflexibility restricts the range of our
movements, and makes even the smallest gesture tiring; upsets our sense of
equilibrium and “grace”; and provokes those nagging aches that are such a “pain in
the neck.”

Naturally, mis-alignment can have physical origins--like injury or disease--or
emotional; Stanley Kelemann notes, for example, that parents who don't “contain” or
hold their children sufficiently “may force them to rigidify their muscles in order to
gain a sense of support.” Such muscles can “distort bones,” which in turn generates
inner feelings of anxiety, unreliability, and fragmentation. The yogis might say that
physical mis-alignment is the outer “face” of our soul's alienation from the source.

Remember that the bones should both carry our “weightiness” and feed it into the
Earth and, in turn, be nourished by the loving embrace of the planet; and that the
muscles should never “shoulder the burden” of that weight, but instead remain
constantly primed to intelligently adjust and joyously play with the bones.

Any asana, even one as seemingly uncomplicated as Mountain Posture (Tadasana),
can also serve as a “guru” that will reveal almost immediately if the bones are
aligned with gravity or not. Many students believe they're unable to sustain certain



postures over time because they lack muscular strength, and there may be some
truth in this: but the deeper cause of their perceived weakness--the struggles of
quivering muscles, profuse sweating, labored breathing or no breathing at all--is the
mis-alignment of the bones.

Since there are over 200 bones in our body, I've picked one bone, or more
specifically, one part of one bone, to focus on. This is the ball-shaped “head” of the
thigh bone (femur) which is the longest, largest, and strongest bone in the body. The
femur head is firmly nested in the cup-shaped socket of the pelvis to form the hip
joint.

Mabel Todd calls the hip joints the “~hub of the universe' for our personal world.”
The surrounding muscles must be free, she writes, “to respond to the multiple
responsibilities thrown upon them from all directions as lines of force converge
toward the hub from the many possible angles of impact.” This can only happen if
the femur head is centered in the socket; otherwise the spine slumps, the hip joints
lock, the breathing chuffs, and we find ourselves--if we can find ourselves at all--dis-
connected from everything and everyone.

We're going to work with the femur head in Utkatasana, sometimes called the Chair
Posture, because in the final position it looks like you're sitting bent forward in a
chair with your arms raised overhead. The translation of utkata is not “chair,”
however, but “excessive, difficult; exceeding the usual measure; furious; superior,
high; proud, haughty”; so utkatasana is literally the Superior or High Posture. When
I mentioned to my wife that | was going to write on Utkatasana, her immediate
reaction was, “Oh, | hate that pose”--an attitude that many students share--so we
might also call it the Difficult Posture or perhaps the Posture That Makes Me Furious.

Utkatasana is essentially a half-squat (or a half-stand): the feet are flat on the floor,
the shins are angled forward about 45 degrees over the feet, the thighs are almost
parallel to the floor, and the torso (though its tilted slightly forward from a line
passing perpendicular to the floor through the hip joint) stretches up and back with
the arms reaching upward.

BENEFITS

Utkatasana stretches the shoulders and armpits, and the Achilles tendons and
calves; it strengthens the muscles of the ankles and thighs, and the back of the
torso; and it stretches and strengthens the powerful crouch-and-spring muscles (like
the psoas) of the pelvis and thighs.

COUNTER-INDICATIONS

Be cautious in utkatasana if you're tight in the groins and have problems with your
knees or lower back. Modify the posture: elevate the heels on a support, only bend
the knees slightly, and keep your hands pressing on the top thighs (as I'll explain
below), don't raise them overhead. If you experience any pain in the knees or back,
DO NOT perform Utkatasana until you've consulted with a qualified teacher.



PRELIMINARY EXERCISES

We'll start with a simple experiment (suggested by the work of Charlotte Selver), the
result of which we'll apply in the following exercises and final posture. | want to
create a certain sensation in the femur head, but it's not easy to do it directly
without some experience. So we'll approximate the sensation somewhere we can get
“in touch” with quite easily--our hand--and then transfer that sensation to the femur
head.

Cradle a small, heavy object--preferably ball-shaped (I use a crystal ball about two-
and-a-half inches in diameter)--in the palm of your non-habitual hand. Hold it steady
for a couple of minutes. The contact of ball and hand is double-edged: you can feel
the ball's mass and the muscular effort needed to push against it, or the pressure of
the ball on the palm. Recognize that gravity is trying to pull the ball through your
hand to the center of the Earth. Then heft the ball up and down: notice how light it
feels on the upswing, and how heavy it becomes on the down. Store these
sensations away for the next few minutes.

You'll need a chair, a block (or a three- to four-inch thick book) a 10-pound sand bag
(if you have one), and a blanket for the following exercises. First we'll locate and
work with the femur head.

Sit near the front edge of the chair seat, thighs parallel and hip width apart, heels
below the knees. Place the inner edge of your right hand (the thumb, web and index
finger) over the right groin (just where the thigh and pelvis meet), thumb on the
inner thigh and the fingers splayed along the outer hip.

Swing the thigh slowly up and down a few times, and notice a bulge of muscle
underneath the thumb when the thigh lifts: just below this bulge is the site of the hip
joint. Spend a few minutes and wave the thigh around--try writing the alphabet with
an imaginary pen tied to your knee--to get a handle on how the ball of the femur
rolls around inside the socket. Repeat on the left.

With both feet on the floor again, retrieve the sensation of the ball-in-palm
experiment and shift it to the hip joint: pretend that the femur head is the ball, and
the socket is the palm. Let the head “sink,” under the influence of gravity, into the
“palm” or bottom of the socket. To encourage this movement, press your inner
hands onto their same-side groins, or lay the sand bag across the topmost thighs. Sit
quietly, eyes closed, with awareness on the groins, lower belly and breath.

Press the inner hands on the femur heads (do this now if you've been using the bag),
and get ready to stand by leaning the torso slightly forward from the hip joints, not
the waist. Exhale, lift off the chair and slowly straighten the legs. It helps me to
imagine that I'm being pried off the seat with a crowbar, which is boosting my sit
bones up as the femur heads continue to go down. It's also important to drag the
coccyx behind, as if it's an alligator tail draped over the back of the chair seat. Once
standing, hold the femur heads--at least in your imagination--back and down in the
sockets. Keep the thumbs in place for tactile aid.

Next we'll sit down again. We usually do this by simply bending the knees and
depositing ourselves on the seat. But this time, I'd like to sit with a different
emphasis, and reverse the strategy we employed to stand: exhale, give the femur



heads over to the lure of gravity and, as they drop toward the floor, allow the knees
to bend.

Incidentally, you can try this in other postures that require a bent knee, either in the
final position, like Warriors 1 and 2 (Virabhdrasana), or in a preliminary stage, like
Half Moon (Ardha Chandrasana).

As the femur heads descend, imagine that the crowbar is reluctantly letting the sit
bones down. Lengthen the torso and spine up, as if the top of your breast bone
(sternum) is suspended by a rope from the ceiling. Continue with this exercise until
you can translate smoothly from sitting to standing and back to sitting again with the
femur heads trailing the former movement and leading the latter.

This second exercise will widen the back of the pelvis to release tension in the lower
back; stretch the back of the legs to help the half-squat; and activate the inner
thighs to help the legs support the posture.

Stand with the balls of your feet on the sandbag (or thickly-folded blanket), heels on
the floor, and the block between your thighs, an inch or two below the bottom of the
pelvis.

Set your inner hands on the sides of the top rim of the pelvis, thumbs pointing to the
sacrum, index fingers in contact with the bony hip points. Spread the buttocks away
from the sacrum and, at the same time, press the hip points toward each other.
Then hug the block with the inner thighs--be sure to keep the outer hips below your
palms soft--and think of drawing the inner groins, just above the block, up into your
pelvis. Exhale, and fold into a standing forward bend (Uttanasana) for a few minutes.

If the stretch in the back of the legs is too intense, wiggle off the lift and stand flat
on the floor. To come up, bend the knees slightly and, dropping the alligator tail to
the heels, curl the spine up one vertebra at a time, head drooping until the very last.

The action of the femur heads, assisted by gravity, will anchor Utkatasana to the
ground and provide, at the same time, a “platform” for the reach of the spine and
arms. This exercise will prepare us to work with the upper body in the posture.

Lie prone on the floor (with a blanket to pad your ribs and pelvis), facing the chair
seat. Position the inner wrists against the front edge of the seat, near the corners (so
the hands are as far apart as possible), palms off the seat. Push the chair away until
the arms are straight: if the shoulders hurt, pad the front rung of the chair and put
your wrists there (if the chair has one; if not, find a lower support, like a foot stool).

If you can manage the height, but you're still tight in the shoulders, prop your
forehead on the block, and hold onto the sides of the seat, widening the shoulder
blades away from the spine. If you're more open, rest the forehead on the floor,
spread the palms on the seat and, little by little, as the muscles of the shoulders
relax, slither the hands toward each other until they touch, or until your shoulders
cry “Uncle!”

Broaden the back of the pelvis and extend your alligator tail toward the heels to
protect your lower back. Be sure also that the lower front ribs don't poke into the
floor: every now and then, inhale, raise your torso up a bit and, aiming the top of



the sternum toward the chair seat, release the front ribs toward the pelvis, and
return to the floor with a soft belly.

Take the back ribs, though, away from the pelvis, and imagine the arms are rooted
deep in, and grow out of, the lower back. Stay with the stretch along the side ribs
and through the armpits for a few minutes. Don't forget that each armpit is bordered
by two muscles, the pectoralis major in front and the latissimus dorsi in back, which
should be stretched as evenly as possible.

BEGINNING PRACTICE

Sit on the chair as you did at the start of the preliminary exercises, then slide the
feet close to the chair without taking the heels off the floor. This will angle the shins
relative to the floor, so that the knees are over, or extended beyond, the toes.

If you're tighter in the calves, you might want to practice for awhile with your heels
elevated.

Put your thumbs over the hip joints, exhale, and lay the torso down on the thighs.
Use the pressure of your thumbs, the weight of your pelvis and, most of all, your

budding friendship with gravity to move the femur heads down. Lift the hip points
over the thumbs and lengthen them forward, away from the groins, and drag the

navel away from the pubis.

Inhale and extend your arms forward, shoulder width, palms facing and thumbs
snugging against the index finger sides of the hand. Drive the heels into the floor,
exhale, and begin to stand as you did earlier--femur heads sinking, sit bones lifting--
but STOP when the sit bones are a few inches off the seat.

With a long spine, rock the pelvis backward and try to bring its upper rim parallel to
the floor--it won't happen, but try anyway. If the thighs want to spread apart,
pretend that you're squeezing the block; if they threaten to liquify and petulantly lift
up, ask the “guru” to please pull down harder on the femur heads.

As you shift the pelvis into place, take the arms up and back and repeat what you
did during the arm exercise: “hang” the lower front ribs from the height of the top
sternum, stretch the armpits evenly, and extend the arms from deep inside the lower
back. Tight-shoulder people should keep the arms shoulder width; others can flatten
the palms together, and reach up through the tips of the pinkies.

Imagine that your body is like one of those old-fashioned spyglasses from a pirate
movie, the kind that “telescopes” open and shut. Elongate your body in segments:
the pelvis from the femur heads, the back ribs from the pelvis, and the arms from
the back ribs.

At this level, stay in the posture for 20 to 30 seconds, breathing evenly, then with an
exhale, either sit down again or straighten the knees and stand.

CONTINUING PRACTICE

After some practice, you should be able, with the aid of gravity to execute
Utkatasana in the traditional fashion. Enter from Tadasana with your feet either
separated a few inches or, for more of a challenge, mounded together. Exhale and
turn your palms out at the sides of your hips, then inhale and raise your arms
overhead, fingertips tracing the rim of a large wheel whose hub is in your heart.



In the final posture, the center line of the torso--marked by the front of the spine--is
just about perpendicular to the long axis of the femurs, so the hip joints make a right
angle and the thighs are somewhat above parallel to the floor. You may not be able
to achieve this alignment immediately, but never mind--the outer form is not as
important as the inner awareness.

Hold the posture for 30 seconds to one minute, then inhale and return to Mountain,
soaring up from the sit bones through the arms.

Finally, exhale and trace the rim of the wheel back down, feeling the arms rotating
on the hub of the heart.

CONCLUSION

The guru steers us from darkness into light, which can mean both “luminous” and
“weightless.” Though gravity pulls on the mass of our bodies with a constant force
we can measure and quantify on any bathroom scale, our subjective experience of
its “attractive activity” is extremely elusive and fluid. Slump in the chair you're
sitting in right now, back rounded, shoulders hunched, head thrust forward, femur
heads lifted. Never mind what the scale reports: how much do you feel you weigh?
Now drop the femur heads, lengthen the spine, and center the skull on the top
vertebra, appropriately named the atlas. What about now?

When we're aligned in the field of gravity, we have no sense of our weight. We are
indeed “light,” and we can begin to embody that “urge” that gravity--just like the
guru--has for us to evolve, to be “up-right” and alive to all “being.” We can also
experience what B.K.S. lyengar means when he states “alignment is the most
important thing. Yoga is alignment.”



