
Anāhata Chakra 
Thymus Gland

FIRE (agni)  
Man. ipūra Chakra 
Adrenal Glands

WATER (āp)  
Svādhis. thāna 
Chakra 
Ovaries/ Testes

EARTH (pr. thivī )  
Mūlādhāra Chakra

Ājñā Chakra 
Pituitary Gland

SPACE (ākāśa) 
Sahasrāra Chakra 
Pineal Gland

AIR (vāyu) 
Visúddha Chakra 
Thyroid Gland

 12 # Yoga of the Subtle Body

From the ātman manifests space, from space air, from air fire, from fire 
water, from water earth, from earth the plants, from plants food, and from 
food humankind.4 

Throughout this exploration of the subtle body, we will refer to the physiol-
ogy of the five elements as they correlate to the spine, internal organs, and 
the endocrine glands (fig. 1.1). 

This chapter examines how the feet are the foundation for the tem-
ple of the body. The challenge of a yoga practice is similar to the chal-
lenge faced by a builder or engineer: the first task is to set the  

foundation. Structurally, the 
feet support the body and 
are the source for numerous 
nāḍīs and meridian chan-
nels. The soles of the feet 
underpin all bodily systems, 
so that posturally, all weight-
bearing forces are borne by 
the feet. Arrangement of the 
twenty-six bones in the feet 

Figure 1.1 The Subtle Body:  
Chakras, Glands, and the Five 
Elements

#
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 15 7 From the Ground Up 

the full range of motion within the foot typically goes underutilized. For 
many people, the complex network of tissues in the foot contort, con-
strict, and harden. As we construct the temple of the body from the 
ground up, the location of the plantar surface of the foot—right at 
ground level—is indispensable for laying a firm foundation.

There is little padding and no musculature on the superior surface 
of the foot. If you palpate the top of your foot, you will feel the long, 
ropy tendons that transit downward from the tibia and fibula and 
track across the long bones of your feet (metatarsals). However, the 
sole of the foot is composed of a half-inch-thick pad. For this reason, 
support for the foot comes not only from the long guy-wire tendons 
that suspend the foot from the shin bones but from a bed of muscles 
and tendons four layers thick at the sole of the foot.

The plantar fascia, the superficial layer of this bed of muscles and 
tendons on the underside of the foot, is a 
strong webbing that functions like a snow- 
shoe; it is elastic, resilient, and tough, 
enabling the long metatarsal bones to 
spring off the floor. This ropy, tensile web-
bing attaches to the heel and to the roots  
of all five toes. Behind the tendinous gir- 
der of the plantar fascia are multiple short 
muscles that control fine articulations 
within the foot. 

Figure 1.2 The First Diaphragm:  
Plantar Fascia Shown in Shoulder Stand

Transverse  
Fasciculi

Kidney 1/ 
Tala Hr.daya

Plantar  
Fascia

Four  
Corners  
of Foot
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The heel bone has a peculiar spherical shape, and it is not a surprise 
that forces transmitted into the heel often carom to one side. This can 
cause the heel to either roll to the inside or pitch to the outside. How 
postural weight drops into the heel determines, in large part, how pat-
terns of strain are held in the leg. When it comes to balancing the heel, 
standing poses are ideal for aligning the heels. In time this can alter 
how weight falls into the heel in walking, called the heel strike. Press-
ing into the heels in standing postures is a bit like playing billiards. The 
angle at which one presses the heel will determine the trajectory of 
forces that relay up the inside or outside leg, in turn affecting the inner 
or outer edges of the leg and pelvis. 

When standing, we must ask: Am I collapsing to the inner or outer 
edge of my heel? One good way to assess heel strike and the distribu-
tion of weight into your heel is to examine an old favorite pair of boots 
or sneakers. Is the inner pad of the shoe heel worn down or the outer? 
How weight caroms to one side of the heel may translate to further col-
lapsing higher up the leg.

PR AC TIC E

Trikonāsana, Śiva’s Trident, and Finding the Center Heel

During standing positions in yoga, it is important to discern which part of the heel 
anchors to the floor—the inner, outer, or center heel. I imagine these three aspects of 
the heel to be like Śiva’s trident, a three-pronged configuration that suggests a trinity 
(fig. 1.3). This trinity describes not only a dynamic play between inner-outer-center but 
other triads such as future-present-past and creation-preservation-destruction.

Figure 1.3 Śiva’s Trident and the Heel Bone 

Outer Heel

Inner Heel

Medial  
Arch of  
Foot Lateral Arch 

of Foot

Center Heel
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 21 7 From the Ground Up 

corners into the floor at the same time. In doing so, lift the bones, ligaments, and mus-
culature of your foot matrix upward toward your knee. Then vault the four corners  
of your knee upward: the lower two corners below your kneecap, and upper two cor-
ners above your kneecap. This will increase the lift of your quadricep muscles and 
pump pra. ṇa back to your lungs. Continue to press into the four corners of your foot in 
order to build a firm foundation for your entire leg. Feel a current travelling upward 
through the bony shafts of your legs into your pelvis. Hold the pose for one to three 
minutes. 

Activating the Medial Arch 
Press down the ball mound of your big toe to spring-load the inner arch of your foot. 
Note that on the drawing of the lotus feet (fig 1.4), the big toe mound is rendered as a 
temple gate. Thus we could imagine how the first metatarsal not only is a significant 
bony landmark but serves as a doorway into the sanctum of the subtle body. Spread the 
webbing between your big toe and second toe. Press into the base of your big toe, lever-
aging your inside foot, inner knee, inner groins, and the front edge of your spine. Then, 
at the same time, press down through the outer edge of your heel. In your mind’s eye, 
draw a diagonal across the sole of your foot by simultaneously pressing the base of your 
big toe and outer heel down. Feel the powerful lift of your inner ankle and inner arch 
this way. 

Set a block on its face between the 
inner edges of both big toes. Keep your 
feet parallel and squeeze into the side 
of the block in order to elevate your 
two inner ankle bones. By pressing 
medially into the block (called adduc-
tion), you should feel your inner ankle 
bones vault upward. Avoid clenching 
or gripping your toes. Continue to 
spread your toes and press down into 
the ball mound of your big toe. Feel the 
way the entire inner channel of your  
leg engages, especially your inner knee  
and upper inner thigh. Hold for one to 
three minutes. 

Figure 1.4 Lotus Feet and Ritual Symbols 
Related to the Subtle Body
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 22 7 Yoga of the Subtle Body

Foot Reflexology: A Blueprint for the Body
Foot reflexology is a theoretical science that maps the body’s organs, 
glands, and cavities onto the plantar surface of the foot (see fig. 1.5). 
It suggests that the entire body can be charted on the sole of the foot, 
such that the foot becomes a blueprint for the body’s physical and 
organic structure. Various zones on the sole of the foot are thought to 
reflect different areas of the body, such as the lungs, kidneys, or large 
intestine. In yoga postures, forces applied to local regions of the foot 
generate referred movement into the pelvis, abdomen, neck, and head. 
For example, by extending the inner edge of the heel in a pose like half 
moon (ardha chandrāsana), one can achieve a corresponding move-

Pineal Gland Pituitary Gland

Lung
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Spleen

Pancreas
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Adrenal Gland

Descending 
Colon

Cervical 
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Thoracic 
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Sacrum

Coccyx
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Ascending 
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Figure 1.5 Spine 
and Organs in Foot 
Reflexology
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 27 7 From the Ground Up 

Mountain Pose
As noted earlier, the very first position in yoga is called tāḍāsana 
(mountain pose). To stand in tāḍāsana is to stand with ease, resolve, 
adaptability, and grace. Mountain pose is the first of all the standing 
positions and in many respects is the blueprint for all the āsanas— 
inversions, backbends, twists, and forward bends. In tāḍāsana, we 
stand in the sacred midline of the body (see fig. 1.6). In the meditative 
arts, the mountain is not limited to a postural stance but suggests the 
embodiment of wisdom. 

The mountain implies not simply a static, unchanging block but a 
living, evolving, dynamic thing. In Zen training, the body is a moun-
tain that walks, a concept enacted daily in group walking meditation 
(called kinhin). To embody the mountain suggests unalterable firm-
ness and resolve on one hand and fluidity, impermanence, and change 
on the other. Zen master Dogen, founder of the Soto school of Japa-
nese Buddhism in the year 1240, composed the “Mountains and Water 
Sutra” in which he describes mountains as the “bones and marrow of 
the Buddha ancestors.” He describes “mountains as the realm where 
all buddhas practice” and “embody buddha’s inconceivable qualities.” 

In yoga, tāḍāsana may also be called samasthiti, which suggests 
“even standing” or the “stand of equanimity.” Sama, like the English 
word same, suggests equality, congruency, and poise. The Sanskrit 
verbal root stha means to stand, take place, and have stability. Thus, 
the pose samasthiti implies balancing in graceful equilibrium on the 
plumb line of the body. 

7
Learning to Stand on Both Feet

I recall a class I taught several years back for eighth graders at a local mid-
dle school in Santa Fe. One of the poses I had them do was tād. āsana, and I 
was amazed to see how much of a challenge it was for fourteen-year-olds to 
stand upright without collapse. The kids fought the impulse to slouch, roll to 
the outside of their feet, cave in their chest, or pitch their head to one side. The 

Figure 1.6
Plumb Line 
Tād. āsana
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This upward movement of the neck and skull initiates further neuro-
vascular development within the brain and sensory organs. By leverag-
ing his head off the crib floor, the infant begins its long journey upward 
against the force of gravity. This upward thrust of the head and neck 
against gravity resembles bhujaṅgāsana (cobra pose), one of the most 
classical of all haṭha yoga poses. 

In yoga the upward rise of the cobra head suggests the upward push 
of consciousness. The impulse that prompts a baby to draw its head 
away from the ground is a remarkable example of the body’s self-orga-
nizing instinct to evolve its awareness. Structurally the upthrust of the 
head involves not only the cervical spine but also the powerful mus-
culature within the lower back. This extension of the lumbar spine is 
further developed in crawling. During the cross crawl, another critical 
connection—one between the arches of the feet and the lower back—
occurs for postural development. The arch of the foot begins to develop 
spring, while the robust vertebrae of the lumbar spine move into the 
body. Note the parallel between the arches of the inner foot and the 
lumbar curve in the foot reflexology illustration (see fig 1.5). Similarly, 
in the pose aṣṭāṅga namaskāra (chest-knee-chin pose) below (see fig. 
1.7), note the correlating curvature of the feet, low back, and neck.

Figure 1.7 As. t.ān. ga 
Namaskāra and the  
Body’s Anterior Curves 

Cervical Arch

Lumbar Arch

Popliteal Arch

Plantar  
Arch
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 36 7 Yoga of the Subtle Body

toes turned under as in the broken-toe pose 
variation of vajrāsana. Then lower your knees, 
sternum, and chin to the floor. Keep your toes 
in flexion and press your toes into the floor to 
activate the arches in your feet. At the same 
time, spike your buttock bones upward into 
the air to actively create a lumbar curve in your 
lower back. In particular, sense the way your 
fifth lumbar vertebra (L5) moves forward into 
your body, away from your sacrum (see fig. 3.3, 
model B). Remain for thirty seconds to a minute 
breathing normally.
 Balance on the midpoint of your sternum 
and chin. Observe the movement of your cer-
vical curve in tandem with your lumbar arch 
and plantar “arch.” Retract your shoulders away 
from your ears and press firmly into the base of 
your thumb and forefinger. Within your pose, 
sense and feel the correlation of the convex 
shapes in your feet, back of knees, lumbar, and 
neck. Gaze softly down the tip of your nose and 
in toward the midline of your body. 
 From the aṣṭāṅga namaskāra position, 
slither forward into the cobra, then push back 
to downward-facing dog pose. After thirty sec-
onds to a minute, step or jump your feet to your 
hands. Inhale and reach up with straight legs, 

then exhale and fold down. Then with your feet together, bend your knees and enter 
utkaṭāsana (fierce pose). This pose rigorously combines activation of the foot, lumbar, 
and cervical curves. Allow your trunk to lean forward thirty degrees from the midline. 
Activate the arches of your feet by pressing into the four corners on the sole of each 
foot. Simultaneously create a concavity in your lumbar spine and look slightly upward 
in order to generate a gentle concavity in your neck (fig. 1.8). Then with the exhalation, 
push into your feet, rise upward, and return to tāḍāsana.

Figure 1.8 Utkat.āsana, Spinal Curves,  
and the Arch of the Foot 
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the chi surfaces at the body’s periphery and trickles through merid-
ian rivulets. These tributaries trickle at the toes and fingertips, flow 
through the ankles and wrists, and proceed via points at the knees and 
elbows to plunge deeper into the body (fig. 1.9). In reference to the flow 
of chi in the extremities (referred to as “qi” in the excerpt below), the 
Spiritual Pivot, a textbook of TCM compiled around the first century 
B.C.E., states:

The point at which the qi rises is known as the jing-well. The 
point at which the qi glides is known as the ying-spring. The 
point at which the qi pours though is known as the shu-stream. 
The point at which the qi flows is known as the jing-river. The 
point at which the qi enters inwards is known as the he-sea.

The image of moving water signifying the vital life-force is evi-
dent. Where the meridians pass through the elbow or knee (the he-
sea points, or “uniting points”) en route to the organs deeper inside 

the torso, the meridians plum-
met deep into the body. Figure 1.9 
shows the spleen meridian pass-
ing from foot to inside knee. By 
actively stretching this channel in 
a pose such as pārśvakonāsana, 
the internal organs are stimu-
lated. It is important to remember 
that by stimulating the peripheral 
points at the toe tips, fingertips, 

Figure 1.9 Points in the Meridian Stream
(Spleen Channel) 
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 46 7 Yoga of the Subtle Body

field facility—rigid but with some give. The ball bearing of the femur 
head is further cushioned and lubricated by a viscous liquid called 
synovial fluid. 

The ligaments that span the hip joint (iliofemoral ligaments) by 
necessity are strapping and robust: they are some of the strongest liga-
ments in the body (fig. 2.1). Like the vaulting arches of the ilia, these 
ligaments spiral as they form a snug wreath around the ball and socket 
joint. The iliofemoral ligaments have the resilience of a wet and twisted 
towel—a structure that has give yet is extremely difficult to tear. Their 
strength and resilience are necessary to secure the femur head into the 

Figure 2.1 Sacrum and Piriformis
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cup-shaped hip joint. Rigidity of the iliofemoral ligaments is in part 
what restricts students in deep hip openers. For people who have been 
athletic—runners, soccer players, and hikers—accumulated compres-
sion frequently amasses in their hip joint muscle and ligaments.

The fossa of the hip socket that receives the ball of the femur is 
shaped like a chalice. Called the acetabulum, the concave surface of  
the hip joint was so named because it resembled a wine or vinegar 
cup used in Greek and Roman times. The wine-cup analogy is a pos-
sible reference to the subtle body. If the structures around the hip 
joint are mobile, a flow of essential fluids—blood, lymph, and cerebro- 
spinal fluid—can pass unimpeded through the pelvis, and in turn 
affect buoyancy deep within the spine. We can imagine the flow of an 
inebriating libation through the body to be like the flow of ambrosia 
or nectar. In Indian lore, as in Greek mythology, a semidivine fluid was 
thought to flow like an eternal spring through the body and was thought 
to be a source of both longevity and immortality. In the pelvis, when 
the ball of the femur in the hip joint swivels and turns, it helps propel  

the life-sustaining inner fluids. 
In the way that winemakers 
press grapes in order to make 
wine, poses such as padmāsana 
(lotus pose), gomukhāsana 
(cow pose), and kandāsana 
(pose of the bulbous root) are 
positions that serve to press  
the nectar in and around the 
hips and prompt effervescent 
pulsations within the spine 
(fig. 2.2).

Figure 2.2 Yogi in Kandāsana
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(see fig. 2.3). This securing of the femoral heads generates stability for 
the entire pelvis and spine. The vice grip action of the hip sockets aids 
in cases of osteoporosis, as the ligaments and tendons around the hip 
joints are strengthened and the bony matrix within the femur and pel-
vic bones is deliberately stressed. Bearing weight through the bones 
aids in building greater bone density and increases absorption of cal-
cium into the bones. 

Physiologically, the marrow of the long bones of the femurs and 
the marrow of the ilia (hip bones) are critical production sites for 
red blood cells in the body (especially in the growing years). In both 
Āyurveda and Chinese medicine, bone marrow is equated with the 
body’s quintessential life spirit. Thus, the significance of the thighbone 
is not limited to its physical properties. Over the course of history in 
certain tantric rituals of India and Tibet, the ancestral femur bone is 
prized as a relic and is charged with spiritual power.

Figure 2.3 Ardha Chandrāsana 
and Central Arteries
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 57 7 The Pelvis Potential

pelvis in walking. Notice how the sitting bone and the heel move together and assess 
whether one side of your pelvis moves with greater ease than the other side. Repeat fif-
teen to twenty times.

Uttānāsana and the Three Sets of Heels
This posture helps establish a clear polarity between the heels of the feet, the sitting 
bones of the pelvis, and the “heels” of the back of the skull. Aligning the calcanea and 
buttock bones brings a feeling of congruency and harmonious extension to your legs. 
 After practicing the supine exercise “Moving from Your Pelvic Heels,” roll up and  
sit in da .n .dāsana (staff pose) with your legs straight out on the floor and your pelvis ele-
vated on a one-inch-thick pad. As you descend your sitting bones, try to distribute your 

weight evenly between them. Notice if your 
buttock bones make equal contact with the 
pad. Then come to stand in tāḍāsana with your 
feet hip-width apart. Extend upward prior to 
folding forward into uttānāsana (intense for-
ward bend) and place your hands on the floor 
with palms down. If you cannot reach, then 
prop your hands with several blocks, or hold 
on to a chair. Set your position so that each 
heel is aligned under the center of the corre-
sponding sitting bone. Shift your thighbones 
forward in order to stand on the plumb line 
of your legs while raising your sitting bones 
upward. Allow your skull to release down-
ward so that it suspends from the cranial 
heels at the back of your skull. Sense the inter-
nal alignment of the three sets of heels at your 
feet, pelvis, and skull. Notice in figure 2.4 the 
circular flow of the movement relative to the 
calcaneal, ischial, and cranial heels. Remain 
for two minutes, then move into downward 
dog and sense a similar orientation of the 
three sets of heels.Figure 2.4 Uttānāsana and the  

Body’s Three Sets of Heels

Pelvic “Heels” 
(Ischial 
Tuberosities)

Anterior Tilt Pelvis

Descent of Heels 
(Calcanea)

Cranial 
“Heels” 
(Occipital 
Condyles)

Cranial Loop

Yoga of Subtle Body_Final.indd   57 2/23/16   4:22 PM

FOREIGN RIGHTS



 63 7 The Pelvis Potential

Haṭha yoga looks to untangle the neurological and psychospiritual 
knot of this primal energy and direct it upward to the lungs, heart, and 
brain. Note how in the pose kandāsana (see fig. 2.2) the feet, placed on 
the navel, serve to propel the force of kuṇḍalinī up the spine.

Figure 2.5 The Iliopsoas  
and the Lair of Kun.d.alinı̄
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 65 7 The Pelvis Potential

the Brahma granthi at the spinal base, the Vishnu granthi at the heart, 
and the Śiva granthi between the eyebrows. 

In keeping with the analogy of the spine as a water plant, we can 
imagine a water lotus growing in a pool or lake, its stem dangling 
down to the depths and its root mass tethering it to the mud. This 
root system pumps nutrients upward to the leaves and flower, in the 
way that the tailbone works to pump a series of pulses—part liquid, 
part electric—through the spine. The earthbound mūlādhāra chakra 
is thus the fount for the origin of life. The gnarled root ball (kanda) 
is necessary to feed the flowers above, channeling its vitality into the 
spine, organs, and brain.

7
Sacred Geometry and the Mūlādhāra Chakra 

In the architecture of the chakras, the geometric design associated with the 
mūlādhāra chakra is the square. The square is figured at the base because 
its shape implies stability and longevity. Throughout India, Nepal, and Tibet, 
the square is the architectural foundation for temples and stupas. The square 
establishes the temple firmly into the earth in the way that the mūlādhāra 
chakra anchors the spine. The square represents grounding, containment, and 
the source of creation.

Throughout the history of yoga discipline, sacred symbols called yantras 
depict the cosmic order of consciousness. They are devices to enhance med-
itative awareness and are guides to the psyche’s interior. The outer frame of 
the yantra is a square. The square is the periphery, the doorway, whose open-
ings enable progression from exterior to interior and from gross to subtle. It is a 
shape that both contains and supports. At the base of the spine, the four-sided 
square is the first threshold one must pass in order to gain access to the sacred 
interior (see figs. 2.6 and 7.5).

In the way that the mūlādhāra is the first rung of the chakra system, the 
square is the entrance into the labyrinthine power grid of the yantra’s interior. 
The peripheral square is gated. With doorways in the four cardinal directions, it 
allows entrance, but only to the one who has first abandoned the material and 
emotional obsessions that confine her.

Figure 2.6
Square Yantra 
Mūlādhāra 
Chakra

7
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 68 7 Yoga of the Subtle Body

Kurmāsana (turtle pose) conveys a similar withdrawal of the 
senses, for the head is drawn inside while the hands and feet latch, 
forming a kind of secure stronghold or barricade. The spine is rounded 
in the shape of a turtle’s protective shell (fig. 2.7). All forward bends 
support interiority of the sensory organs, yet kurmāsana involves such 
profound spinal flexion that it can be considered an extreme form of 
introverting. 

The Turtle That Upholds the World
The snake and turtle are prominently featured in Hindu creation 
myths, particularly in the story of “The Churning of the Ocean of 
Milk,” one of the most provocative and delightful myths describing the 
origin of life. The story goes something like this: according to legend, 
the world is motionless, in a deep sleep (yoga nidrā) and nothing stirs. 
There is no life, no pulse, no wind, no prāṇa. At the bottom of this vast 
sea, the kūrma resides, supporting everything. It has mounted on its 
back the first landmass, Mount Meru, rising straight up in the water 
like a cosmic spinal column, the Śiva linga, the procreative staff of life. 
A magnificent snake is coiled around the base of the mountain like a 
giant cord. Yet nothing stirs, there is no movement of life until the gods 
and demons, oppositional forces of good and evil, life and death, par-
take in a cosmic tug of war. The gods take one end of the serpent and 
the demons take hold of the other end and they pull, with great endur-
ing vigor. As they compete, the serpent, coiled around the mountain, 
begins to revolve (conjuring the awakening of kuṇḍalinī), and all of life 
is generated from the ripples and fluctuations caused by its spin. 

Figure 2.7 The 
Turtle Pose and 
the Interiority 
of Sensory 
Awareness 
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penetrate the spinal column. Both of these meridians have their source 
in the mūlādhāra chakra, the root of the body, within the pelvic floor. 
At the top of the spine they come together in the upper palate. The 
connection of the two meridians, from the center of the pelvic floor to 
the mid-palate, is known as the Microcosmic Orbit.

In meridian theory, the nadir of the body is considered to be 
the most yin (soft, diffuse, receptive, dark, lunar, yielding, slow, and 
watery) while the apex of the skull is thought to be the most yang point 
in the body (fast, hard, solid, bright, solar, masculine, and focused). 
In the Taoist tradition, the Conception and Governing Vessels link 
opposite yet complementary forces—Heaven and Earth, midday and 
midnight, the dynamic and the receptive, and male and female. Like 
the interpenetrating halves of the symbol for the Tao, the dynamic 

Figure 2.8 Central Channels 
and the Deep Life-Force 
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The Holy Bone
The sacrum is the holy bone in more ways than one. First, it is the sac-
rosanct bone of the body’s physical structure. The ancient Greeks 
deemed the sacrum holy because they considered it to be the one bone 
in the body that never decomposed. This idea may have had its origins 
in the fact that the sacrum is one of the strongest bones in the body, 
composed of dense, compact cortical tissue. The central location of 
the sacrum at the base of the spine means that equilibrium within the 
sacrum is critical and has associations with the exquisite nectar of the 
gods, amṛta, the famed source of immortality. 

It is also holy because it is literally pocked with holes, or foramina. 
Apertures in the sacral bone provide openings for nerve roots exiting 
the spine—nerve tracts that travel into the pelvis and further down 
the leg (fig. 3.2). These perforations not only permit nerves to travel; 
they lend a quality of lightness to the sacrum. The foramina afford the 
sacrum suspension and give it an aerodynamic character, making pos-
sible arabesques in classical ballet or the loft of bakāsana, the crane 
pose, in yoga.  

As the first chakra, the mūlādhāra chakra, pertains to the earth ele-
ment, the second chakra, the svādhiṣhṭhāna chakra, is associated with 
water. We can think of the sacrum containing a fluid vitality, akin to 

Figure 3.1 Roman Arch and  
the Keystone of the Sacrum 
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the dark and watery realm at the base of a well shaft. The watery realm 
of the sacrum has anatomical associations with the bladder, a storage 
tank for fluid located just anterior to the sacrum; the ureters, which 
siphon excess water from the kidneys and trail down to the bladder; 
and the large intestine, which absorbs water prior to elimination and 
attaches directly to the front of the sacrum. 

The sacrum is also linked to the fluid realm due to its role as a 
hydraulic pump driving cerebrospinal fluid (CSF) up and down the 
spinal cord. The cerebrospinal fluid, one of the most rarefied fluids in 
the body, bathes the brain and spinal nerves. Its flow is generated in 
part by the rhythmic contractions and expansions of the sacral bone.

Critical for the subtle body, the fluid makeup of the sacral plexus 
includes the reproductive organs: the uterus, ovaries, testes, and sem-
inal ducts, all of which are associated with the second chakra. In the 
female body the uterus is attached to the sacrum by the uterosacral 
ligament. Yoga, Āyurveda, and qigong look to support the fluid vital-
ity within the reproductive organs: the seminal fluid in males and the 
uterine blood and ovarian fluid in females. In women, this fluid vital-
ity depends in part on a regular and harmonious menstrual cycle. The 
essential vitality of the reproductive cycle is referred to in Sanskrit as 

Figure 3.2 The Sacral Plexus
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The Hazards of Slumpasana
When seated, posterior tilt of the pelvis involves a downward incline 
of the sacrum and collapse in the lower back. I think of this poste-
rior droop as “slumpasana,” a position that unfortunately gets held for 
hours and hours a day. Due to sitting for long periods of time, the lum-
bar spine loses its integrity and concave shape. This can be ruinous to 
the entire spine, as the lumbar spine plays a vital role in support. The 
lumbar vertebrae are stout, compact bones at the base of the spine, 
reinforced by powerful paraspinal muscles. When the lumbar capsizes 
backward, people lose the foundational support for their spine and 
trunk. When we say people are weak or “spineless” and do not have 

Figure 3.3 Slumpasana 
and the Lower Spine
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7
The Large Intestine and the Lungs

At first glance it would seem that the lungs and large intestine are unrelated 
organs. Yet in the way that groundwater in lakes, rivers, and oceans determines 
levels of humidity in the atmosphere by way of evaporation, the “water table” 
of the large intestine plays a role in the circulation of bodily fluids conveyed by 
the lungs. In yoga and Chinese medicine, the lungs and the large intestine are 
homologous or paired. In the energetic system of Chinese medicine, each of the 

Figure 3.4 Apāna and the Intestines
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The Craniosacral Dynamic
In the subtle body, a band of light illuminates the body’s interior. This 
light is hailed as the goddess Chitriṇī, the Radiant or Lustrous One, 

and is equated with pure intelligence. This 
innermost conduit of light surges like a 
tide, alternately expanding and narrow-
ing. Anatomically, we know that the spi-
nal cord is the neurological nucleus of the 
body, set plumb through the vertebral col-
umn. In the energy body, we could imagine 
the fluid that cushions the brain and spi-
nal cord to be like liquid light. It emerges 
from the back of the brain, oozes down 
the spinal cord, to be pumped upward 
via the motion of the sacrum. This vital 
fluid, called the cerebrospinal fluid (CSF), 
is translucent and clear. CSF may have a 
correlation to the divine nectar (amṛta) 
described in ancient yoga texts that ani-
mates the subtle body.

The analogy of the water lotus stalk 
and lotus blossom is comparable to the 
sacrum, spinal cord, and brain (fig. 3.5). 
Each is suspended in a fluid substratum. 
Similar to the way that a lotus stalk is made 
buoyant by the water that surrounds it, the 
spinal cord, within the protective caging 
of the vertebral column, is buoyed by CSF. 
The spinal fluid flows from the skull to 
sacrum via a reciprocal tension membrane 

that has its own pump, independent of the heartbeat. Motion of the 
CSF is partially propelled via movement within the sacrum, and thus 
any positions that enhance sacral motion in yoga, tai chi, and other 
disciplines support the rhythmic surge of this fluid.

Figure 3.5 The Lotus Flower  
and the Craniosacral System
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attributes of the sacrum. Visually, the sacrum appears as an inverted tri-
angle; its apex, at the tip of the coccyx, points like a trowel toward the 
earth. The downward-pointing triangle serves to direct kinetic forces 
downward through the pelvis, legs, and feet into the earth.

The triangle is significant not only for the way it represents the 
sacrum. It is denoted in multiple geometrical graphs and symbols 
throughout India to suggest the generative force of all creation. One of 
these, the Sri Yantra, is an elaborate weave of interpenetrating trian-
gles used to cultivate meditative awareness (fig. 3.6). Nine triangles are 
superimposed in a mesmerizing grid. The decorative device of the Sri 
Yantra maps two diametrical forces in the body, one governed by the 
sacrum and the other by the occiput. The downward-pointing sacrum 
embodies the inverted triangle while the occipital bone, at the top of 
the spine (also triangular in shape), describes the upward-pointing tri-
angle (see fig. 7.2).

The Sri Yantra is suggestive of a twofold power, a dynamic play of 
opposites wherein seemingly contradictory forces are brought together 
and reconciled. Creation and dissolution, evolution and involution, 
Śiva and Śakti, high and low, base and crown exist in magnetic flux. 

In the philosophy of Samkhya Yoga 
from which Patañjali’s Yoga Sutras 
and the Bhagavad Gītā derive, the 
upward-pointing triangles suggest 
the unmanifest, the absolute, or the 
male principle called puruṣa. The 
descending triangles (in keeping 
with the sacral shape) suggest man-
ifestation, birth, and productiv-
ity, or the feminine principle called 
prakṛti.

The multiple overlapping trian-
gles within the sacred symbol of the 
Sri Yantra (which translates as “aus-
picious form”) graphically express a 

Figure 3.6 Sri Yantra and the Union of Opposites
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The Palace of Jewels
The name of the third chakra, maṇipūra, is typically translated as 
“the power center.” This may not be a surprise, given the value that 
human culture places on power: monetary power, charismatic power, 

national power, personal power, 
and physical power. In the body, 
the abdomen is the source of 
command, influence, and self-
will. In light of the vulnerabil-
ity of the unprotected abdomen 
just mentioned, how could the 
belly be the source of such per-
vasive influence on both mind 
and body? 

The word maṇipūra in San-
skrit literally translates as the 
“place of many riches” or “pal-
ace of jewels.” In yoga practice, 
this reflects the view that our 
regal power (to be cultivated by 
the rigors of rājayoga, the “royal 
path of yoga”) is concentrated in 
the solar plexus. In the back of 
the solar plexus are two glands, 

each no larger than a super ball, that have considerable sway over the 
body’s biological rhythms. The adrenal glands, part of the hormonal 
system, are where instinctual impulses relating to survival get car-
ried out. They are superconductors of biological energy, relaying high-
speed signals throughout the body to take action. 

Buried in the thicket of the kidney and adrenal complex is a ganglion 
of nerves, a neurological chain resembling a necklace of jewels (fig. 4.1). 
This cache of nerves drapes like a bodice set deep against the iliopsoas 
muscles, the abdominal aorta, and the anterior spine. It is a repository of 
magnificent power, ruler over the body’s innermost will to live.

Figure 4.1 Kidney, Adrenal Glands, and the “Palace of Jewels”
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turn your belly to the left, away from your right leg. Feel width and space in your abdo-
men. Hold the pose for one to three minutes. Draw your leg back upright before switch-
ing to your other side. Repeat the pose with your left leg and then lay in śavāsana to rest. 

The Iliopsoas Muscles: Flying Buttresses
Most anatomists and movement specialists agree that the iliopsoas 
muscles are the most intrinsic muscles in the body. They are intermedi-
aries between legs and trunk and provide pivotal, core support. Today 
the word core has become the trademark tag for body conditioning 
of all kinds. Everyone is after the core. The iliopsoas muscles provide 
core support not only due to their central location in the body but also 
due to their critical role in our upright bipedal posture. Without the  

Figure 4.2 The Kidney Meridian in Reclining Big Toe Pose (Supta Pādān.gus. t.āsana) 
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Yoga poses, including inversions 
such as headstand and shoulder-
stand, provide a similar antigravi-
tational repositioning of the viscera 
and surrounding tissues. When we 
invert, the pressure gradients within 
the vessels, organs, and connective 
tissues reverse. Inversions facilitate 
the effects of the bandhas in a spon-
taneous way, imparting physiologi-
cal benefits to the internal organs. 

In my classes, headstand and 
shoulderstand are prerequisites for 
learning uḍḍīyāna bandha. Back-
bends are prerequisite due to the 
way they help achieve length within 
the iliopsoas muscles.

PR AC TIC E

Preparing for Uḍḍīyāna Bandha

This practice works best first thing in the morning when your stomach and intestinal 
tract are empty. Avoid this practice if you have high blood pressure, are menstruating or 
pregnant, or are prone to panic attacks.
 Stand with your feet several inches wider than hip-width apart and ground the cen-
ter of your heels to the floor. Activate your toes, plantar fascia, and arches as described 
in chapter 1. Draw in a full inhalation; with the exhalation, bend your knees and place 
your hands on top of your lower thighs just above your knees (see fig. 4.3). Lean your 
trunk forward and at the same time elongate your side waist. Set your hands so your 

Figure 4.3 Belly Brain and  
Cranial Brain in Ud. d. īyāna Bandha 
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thumbs point toward your inner thighs. Straighten your arms so that your shoulders 
hike up toward your ears (a shoulder position I like to call “vulture āsana”).
 Draw your chin down toward your breastbone while keeping the structures of your 
throat soft. Exhale as you push your hands solidly against your lower thighs and actively 
elongate your lower spine, side waist, and iliopsoas muscles. Lengthen your sacrum and 
tailbone toward the floor to create a hollow shape just below your navel. With each 
exhalation, push your hands against your thighs, press your feet to the floor, and lift 
your entire abdomen toward your diaphragm. In particular, the movement is accom-
plished at the end of each exhalation, but be careful not to strain. It is important to keep 
your head down at all times and your chin held to your chest (jālandhara bandha). Feel 
all of your abdominal organs draw back toward your spine and upward like the move-
ment of a sheet in the wind. Hold the position for several minutes. Afterward rest in 
child’s pose. 

Scoliotic Curvature
For ideal efficiency and balance, 
both psoas muscles should be 
equal in length and strength. 
Because the iliopsoas attaches 
to the transverse processes of 
the lumbar vertebrae, unilateral 
psoas strain will often contrib-
ute to scoliosis. Almost all adults 
have some degree of spinal twist 
or spinal aberration. It would  
be a rare individual indeed who 
has lived an active life for thirty  
or more years and has not suff- 
ered any kind of incongruity in  
his or her iliopsoas and lumbar 
spine. 

Figure 4.4 Lumbar Curvature with Short Right Iliopsoas
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partitioned spaces, it is helpful to compare the torso to an eighteenth-
century clipper ship. 

In the clipper ship, the deck divides the hull below from the masts 
and sails above deck. Sometimes called the “weather deck” or “shel-
ter deck,” it is a threshold that separates two worlds. Below the ship’s 
main deck, in darkened spaces within the hull, are a series of quar-
ters and compartments that provide order, storage, and fuel for the 
ship. In a similar way the abdominal organs, compartmentalized below 
the diaphragm, process, sort, assimilate, and store fuel for the body. 
Beneath the deck of the clipper ship, the bilge was used for evacuating 
seawater (which translates to the bladder’s job in the body), the cargo 
to store supplies (the liver and kidneys), the stokehold for the ship’s 
furnace (the small intestine), and the kitchen for feeding the crew 
(the stomach). The bustle of activity in the ship’s hull kept the vessel 
in good working order. This industrious activity was necessary for the 
ship’s daily maintenance in the way that the churn of digestion sustains  
the body. 

The routine task of a sailor sailing across the Atlantic from Europe 
to America was to adjust the stays and reposition the sails accord-
ing to shifts in the prevailing winds. In prāṇāyāma, we make similar 

adjustments to our spine, ribs, 
and diaphragm to catch the gusts 
of inhalation or release tension 
on the exhalation. In the way that 
a ship’s captain would continu-
ously monitor trade winds to nav-
igate the open ocean, prāṇāyāma 
requires ongoing sensitivity and 
observation to track changes in 
pressure, velocity, and tension 
within the lung tissue (fig. 5.1).

Figure 5.1 The Sails of the Lungs in Prān. āyāma
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vertebra (T12-L1)—respiratory, circulatory, hormonal, digestive, and 
musculoskeletal systems converge. The lumbodorsal hinge is where 
the posterior curvature of the thoracic spine becomes the anterior 
curve of the lumbar spine. At this juncture, the spine is endowed with 
its greatest capacity for spring.

We saw previously how transitions in spinal curvature can be tricky 
in the case of the anterior lumbar curve changing course and becom-
ing the posterior sacral curve. The lumbodorsal hinge is a transition in 
the vertebral column where spinal mechanics often become derailed. 
This area can be too loose, as in the tendency toward lordosis (an over-
arched spine), or it can become compact and dense, as when the dor-
sal hinge collapses and the lumbar curvature is reversed (slumpasana). 

This region incorporates the solar plexus. The solar plexus is anal-
ogous to a lesser-known chakra, the sūrya chakra, located just below 

the diaphragm. The sūrya (sun) 
chakra is veritably the only 
chakra that gets directly trans-
lated into English. The solar 
plexus is the hearth of the body, 
home to the samāna vāyu, 
which translates as “equalizing 
wind current.” It is the inter-
mediary region of the body 
between the low-lying apāna 
vāyu, centered in the pelvis, 
and the upper wind called the 
prāṇa vāyu, located in the heart 
and lungs. The solar plexus is 
the seat of pitta, where diges-
tive fire burns hottest. It serves 
as the body’s engine, providing 

Figure 5.2 The Jellyfish Diaphragm and the Lumbodorsal Hinge
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dynamic tension between these two poles in part determines effi-
ciency in breathing. When the lower pole of the pelvic diaphragm is 
positioned directly under the upper pole of the respiratory diaphragm, 
breathing is easier (see B of fig 5.3). When the two diaphragms are mis-
aligned, the tensions within the pelvic and abdominal cavities compete 
and breathing may be compromised (see A and C of fig. 5.3). 

In haṭha yoga, the compatibility of these two diaphragms is critical, 
especially during prāṇāyāma when movements within the spine, rib 
basket, and abdominal muscles are subtle. (I prefer rib “basket” to rib 
“cage,” for the weave of a wicker basket better resembles the plaiting of 
intercostal muscles between the ribs.)

PR AC TIC E

Breathing into the Abdominopelvic Balloon 

This exercise helps to coordinate the movement of the pelvic and respiratory dia-
phragms in breathing. Assume a comfortable seated position, either virāsana (pose of 
virility), sukhāsana (contentment pose), or siddhāsana (accomplished pose) and sup-
port your sitting bones on a four- to six-inch lift of blankets or bolster. Lift your spine so 
that you align your head, chest, and pelvis. Orient your trunk so that your pelvic floor 

Figure 5.3 Orientation of Respiratory and Pelvic Diaphragms
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aloft in the space of your abdomen. Feel the way the imagined helium balloon provides 
buoyancy and support for your lower spine and abdominal organs. Stay for two minutes 
(fig. 5.4).  

The Jellyfish Diaphragm
The architecture of the respiratory diaphragm is often misunderstood. 
For practitioners of the internal arts, a clear understanding of the anat-
omy of breathing is valuable, for it helps us discern greater nuance 
and inflection within the breath. If the perception of the diaphragm is 
ill-conceived, it can undermine any attempt to articulate, refine, and 
gain greater sensitivity for the tempo and cadence of the breath. I have 
found that the practice of prāṇāyāma is greatly enhanced by an under-
standing of the inherent motion of the respiratory diaphragm. 

The diaphragm is not a flat muscular disk, in the shape of a Frisbee 
that separates the abdomen from the thorax. Its structure is more like 
a dome or hood (see fig 5.2). Its muscular fibers are nearly as long ver-
tically as they are wide. Perhaps the best way to visualize and sense the 
diaphragm is to imagine the body of a jellyfish. 

Not long ago I took my six-year-old to the Monterey Bay Aquar-
ium, a living museum of Pacific sealife along the California coast. My 

Figure 5.4 Helium Dog Pose
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The Hand-Lung Connection
In the motor development of an infant the crawling phase establishes 
foundational patterns for all movement. Bilateral development is 
essential for orienting the two sides of the body and promoting neu-
rological advancement in the brain. Crawling initiates development 
within the lungs, hands, arms, shoulders, and the two domes of the 
diaphragm. Children who skip the cross-crawl phase may suffer from 
poor integration of their right and left sides. This may result in poor 
spatial awareness, lack of coordination, and compromised balance. 
Most practices of the internal arts—whether yoga, tai chi, Feldenkrais, 
or qigong—educate and integrate the body’s two sides while orienting 
toward the body’s midline. 

In traditional Chinese medicine, the lung, pericardium, and heart 
meridians pass from the hand, through the arm, to the chest cavity. In 
the way that the tips of the toes are points of flow for the meridians 
within the leg, the fingertips conduct circulation of chi into the arms 
and trunk. Within the distal points of the hand, the thumb is the source 

of the lung meridian, the tip 
of the middle finger begins 
the pericardium meridian, 
and the little finger is the 
start of the heart meridian  
(fig. 6.1). 

Kinetic forces traveling 
along the arm and hand di- 
rectly stimulate circulation 

Figure 6.1 Heart, Lung, and 
Pericardium Meridians in 
Vasis. t.hāsana
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and branches, called bronchioles, that stem off the main trunks of the 
left and right bronchi. The bronchioles split again and again, terminat-
ing in superfine and porous membranous tips. These tips form clusters 
called alveoli, and approximately 300 million line each lung. 

The exchange that occurs in breathing is somewhat like the process 
of photosynthesis. Throughout the alveoli, which resemble bunches of 
grapes, a gas-fluid exchange occurs by capillary action as oxygen-rich 
prāṇa is suffused into the bloodstream and carbon dioxide is drawn 
out of the blood. The extensive network of capillaries in the lung is so 
vast that if laid end to end they would travel a distance of one thou-
sand miles.

The aim of prāṇāyāma is to establish a full canopy for the lung tree. 
However, just as trees have withering tree branches that obstruct the 
flow of sap, nutrients, and water, it is common for some bronchioles 
to restrict the flow of air. Pleural clogs or adhesions are common, and 
may keep the air sacs from inflating, like leaf buds at the tips of tree 
branches that fail to open in spring. The cause of this may be due to 

lung diseases such as chronic obstruc-
tive pulmonary disease (COPD), emphy-
sema, asthma, or chronic bronchitis. 
More commonly, stagnation in the lung 
is due to a previous lung infection, pneu-
monia, chronic coughing, smoking, 
physical trauma, or postural restrictions 
in and around the chest wall.

In an attempt to open their lungs, 
beginning prāṇāyāma students tend to 
overemphasize expansion of their ven-
tral and superior chest, in part because 
the frontal chest is more visible. Over-

Figure 6.2 The Lung Tree in Śīrs.āsana 
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Watering the Roots of the Lungs
When teaching breathing in prāṇāyāma training, I like to use the 
image of watering a tree. In the way that a gardener should soak a tree 
down to its roots, it is important to irrigate the lungs with oxygen dur-
ing mindful breathing. In full diaphragmatic breathing, it is advisable 
to guide the breath deep into the lobes of the lungs. 

Without articulating the breath into the lower lungs, students are 
inclined to quickly “pop” or force the breath into the upper lobes. A 
high, clavicular breath can potentially cause strain in the neck and 
heart, trigger excitation, and cause agitation. Some yoga practices 
overemphasize a quick pumping breath like the breath of fire. While 
stimulating, this rapid succession of breath fails to irrigate the deeper 
lung tissue and can lead to ungrounded psychological states. When 
the breath infuses the lower lung tissue, it promotes a sense of seren-
ity and calm, building sthira and sukha within the breath—stability 
and ease. 

Figure 6.3 Topography of Lungs: The Lung Lobes and the Five Elements
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stretch of your iliopsoas muscles, diaphragm, and lungs. To elongate your spine fur-
ther, extend your legs (fig. 6.4). If by extending your legs you experience back pain, then 
either set your feet higher by placing them on a block or bend your knees. Stay for two 
to four minutes.
 To come out, bend your knees, release your hands, and once again clasp the back 
of the chair. Plant your feet firmly and pull with your hands so that you exit straight 
upward without twisting or torquing your spine. Once upright sit facing backward in 
the chair for a minute and feel the expansion of your upper chest and lungs. 

The Crown of the Lung 
If you slide your fingers into the indented space immediately above 
your clavicle, you are palpating the tissues around the uppermost 
dome of the lung called the cupola (fig. 6.3). In architecture, a cupola, 
shaped like an overturned cup, is constructed atop a building. It is a 
design that enables more light and air to enter. In the architecture of 
the upper torso, if we imagine the collarbones to be the roofline of the 
torso, then the cupolas of the lungs that jut above the collarbones pro-
vide a feeling of upward expansion. In our map of the elements associ-
ated with the lungs, the coronet of the uppermost lung is homologous 

Figure 6.4 Viparī ta Dan. d. āsana
for opening the Lung-Heart
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to the atmospheric elements, air, and space/ether (see fig. 6.3). When 
the breath ascends to the cupola of the lung, during relaxed and open 
breathing, feelings of levity and joy result. 

When the crown of the lung becomes light and spacious, a senti-
ment of bliss is palpable in the subtle body. However, in the face of 
threat the breath can become trapped in the stratosphere of the top 
lung. If caught in a startle response, the upper chest can heave and 
tense. Shock, panic, or fear can lead to feelings of constriction and 
shortage of breath. In the face of trauma, the top lung may constrict 
and the area around the collarbones—including the delicate muscles 
of the throat—are adversely affected. In reference to the feeling of ter-
ror, we have the expression in English, “My heart was in my throat.” 
However, it may be more appropriate given the location of the cupola 

of the lung to say, “My lungs were 
in my throat.”

Near the thoracic outlet at the 
lateral edge of the collarbones are 
the primary points for the lung 
meridian in traditional Chinese 
medicine. Just inferior to the out-
ermost collarbone, in the small 
indentation known as the clavi-
pectoral fascia, are the acupres-
sure landmarks for Lung 1 and 2 
points (figs. 6.1 and 6.5). These 
points are needled to help relieve 
colds, asthmatic conditions, diffi-
culty in breathing, and pulmonary 
disorders. In postural dynamics, 
it is common for the shoulders to 
curl forward such that the shoul-
der, upper arm (humerus), and 
chest converge, narrowing and 
compressing the first two points 

Figure 6.5 Anterior 
Drag of Shoulder 
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when the chest cavity is inflated, the move-
ments of the kite are constantly changing 
relative to the currents of prān. a flowing in 
the chest. We can visualize the kite string 
of the sternum traveling through the dia-
phragm, back along the front margin of the 
spine, and down to the tailbone where the 
string is tethered. The tailbone serves to 
anchor and guide the kite to greater buoy-
ancy via the action of mūla bandha (fig. 6.6).

The First Two Ribs
Along with the sternum, the position of the collarbone and first two 
ribs is instrumental in maintaining breadth and openness in the 
lanes of arterial flow that transit through the upper thorax. My Rolf-
ing instructor, Jan Sultan, taught that the placement of Ribs 1 and 2 is 
most critical for maintaining appropriate balance and integration of 
the arms, neck, and head. These first two ribs are directly below the 
clavicles in the upper chest (see fig. 6.3). Given the anterior pull of the 
shoulder girdle, the collarbones, together with Ribs 1 and 2, depress. 
Thus, when we stand in tāḍāsana, practice śīrṣāsana, or sit meditation, 
it is valuable to lift the first and second ribs and “float” the collarbones. 
I like to imagine slender balloons the width of pencils nestled below 
each collarbone enabling them to float.

The Eyes of the Heart
B. K. S. Iyengar once called the edges of the thoracic diaphragm just 
below the outer collarbones “the eyes of the heart.” The eyes of the 
heart are in the same vicinity as the first two points of the lung merid-
ian that were mentioned earlier. For optimal flow through the thoracic 
outlet, it is critical to keep the top upper portion of the chest free of 
constriction. Corollary to this anatomical reference, the eyes of the 
heart have a mystical sensibility that involves an inner Seer that sees 
without looking.

Figure 6.6 The Kite 
of the Sternum  

7
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moves very little while the borders of the diaphragm are mobile. Nev-
ertheless, with every breath we take, the heart floats up and down like 
a tethered buoy inside a protected bay.

The protective stocking of the pericardium stabilizes the heart in 
the same way that the pleural membrane secures the lungs and the 
dura surrounds and protects the spinal cord. In traditional Chinese 
medicine, the pericardium is considered an organ and is thought to 
shelter the heart in the way that perimeter palace walls safeguarded 
the emperor in ancient China. In this sense, the pericardium protects 
the shen, or spirit that resides in the heart, and shields it from what 
traditional Chinese medicine identifies as “external pernicious influ-
ences.” Not only is the pericardium a stabilizing physical sheath but it 
could be thought of as an energetic shield encasing the fragile, highly 
sensitive, and emotive heart. 

In contemporary terminology the concept of pernicious influences, 
threatening forces that may invade the emperor’s domain, suggests  
the assaultive effects of emotional trauma that can cause the psycho-
spiritual sheathing around the heart to rupture. Emotional trauma 
in our culture is extensive, from the threat of a terrorist attack to the 
aftermath of shootings in public schools to the annihilation results of 
natural disasters. The effects of such trauma on the autonomic ner-

vous system and the subtle  
body are all the more in- 
sidious because they may 
be invisible to the naked 
eye. War, violence, physi-
cal, sexual, and emotional 
abuse, environmental ca- 
tastrophe, and the loss of 
a loved one are causes for 
profound fear, grief, anxi-
ety, and feelings of isola-
tion. When the energetic 
buffer around the heart is 
torn, especially in young 

Figure 6.7  
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children, the spirit is left unguarded, and feelings of hurt, shame, and 
fear metastasize through the body. For this reason, traditional Chinese 
medicine treats the pericardium in cases of “sudden heart pain, pal-
pitations, oppression of the chest, apprehension, propensity to fright, 
epilepsy, mania, agitation and restlessness . . . manic raving as if seeing 
ghosts or sudden fright disorder in children.”  

PR AC TIC E

Mātaṅgi Mudrā and the Pericardium

In this exercise, we will practice mātaṅgi mudrā, which in Indian Tan-
tra is one of the ten mahāvidyas (manifestations of the Divine Mother). 
This hand mudrā brings vitality and a dynamic lift to the chest (fig. 6.8). 
It is thought to enhance respiration and is best linked to the expansive 
phase of the inhalation. In meridian theory, the pericardium channel 
on each side of the body flows from the middle chest above the nipple 
(Pericardium 1) along the central axis of the arm to the tip of the mid-
dle finger (Pericardium 9). Thus, movements that activate the “middle 
ray” of the hand (the middle finger) actively tone and stretch the peri-
cardial sinew channel (see fig. 6.1). 

Sit comfortably on a four- to six-inch platform so that your spine is 
lifted and your shoulder blades recede down your back. Bring aware-

ness to the rhythm of your breath and 
notice the energetic space around your 
heart. Visualize the pericardial sheathing 
that wraps your heart in a cocoon. What is 
the quality of sensation like in the energetic 
and physical membrane that enshrouds 
your heart? Does it feel thick, tight, or 
quivery? Does it feel fragile, constricted, or 
expansive? Reflect on any recent or distant 
circumstances in your life that may affect 
the shape, consistency, and tension of the 
pericardium. 

Figure 6.8  
Mātan.gi Mudrā 
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course, not simply a corporeal conjunction but a metaphysical union, 
a heart-centered yoga. For it is in the heart that deep affinity and total 
absorption take place. 

This union of opposing energies residing in the heart chakra is 
symbolically depicted as two equilateral triangles interwoven together. 
In graphic depictions of the heart chakra, a pair of intertwining tri-
angles overlays the heart center (fig. 6.9). In chapter 3 we examined 
the integrative power of the Sri Yantra whose multiple interpenetrat-
ing triangles are suggestive of all creation (see fig. 3.7). A miniature 
version of this yantra is the framework for all energies of the heart. 
This hexagram (ṣaṭkoṇa) is the same as the Star of David (or Shield of 
David) that is recognizable today as the seal of Jewish identity. The six-
pointed star radiates in all directions, suggesting the total inclusivity 
of the heart. In the sacred geometry of the heart chakra, the triangles 
are superimposed upon a mandala of twelve lotus petals (only six are 
shown in fig. 6.9). The woven triangles of the heart indicate the heart’s 
capacity to synthesize all bioenergetic currents in the body. 

Figure 6.9 
Sacred 
Hexagram 
of the Heart
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falls on your neck, then your elbows are too far apart. You may want to loop a strap just 
above your elbows to hold your upper arms parallel to each other.
 There are five ways to orient your legs to help defray tension from your neck. These 
variations also serve to release pressure in the pelvic floor. Stay for approximately one 
minute in each variation: (1) legs extended, inner feet together, (2) feet hip-distance apart, 
(3) feet as wide apart as your mat, (4) feet apart as in upaviṣṭa koṇāsana (wide-angle pose), 
and (5) feet in baddha koṇāsana (bound angle pose). All the while be sure to keep your 
sacral region lifted and your throat and tongue soft. Stay three to seven minutes in total. 
From shoulderstand release your legs back to plow pose and then slowly lower your legs 
without lifting your head. Lie for a minute in śavāsana with your knees bent.

Jālandhara Bandha 
In addition to postures and cleansing techniques for the throat, 
jālandhara bandha, the “throat seal,” regulates the blood, lymph, and 
nerve impulses that pass through the neck. Anatomically, jālandhara 

bandha seals off the membranous 
sheathing of the vocal cords—two 
slender V-shaped flaps. The larynx 
houses the vocal cords, delicate 
triangular folds that are the source 
of oral expression. Located just 
below the glottis and just above 
the butterfly-shaped thyroid, the 
voice box is approximately two 
centimeters wide, lined with 
mucus, and the size and consis-
tency of a ripe apricot. If you place 
your fingers on your Adam’s apple, 
called the thyroid cartilage, the 
vocal cords are located just behind 
this barrier. Here in the tenuous 
cavity of the larynx, prāṇa and 
sound unite (fig. 7.1).

Figure 7.1  
The Palate and Throat Chakra 
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that is, the neck pitches to one side due to tension in the soft tissues 
along the side of the neck. The small suboccipital muscles are inevi-
tably involved. Notice how these muscles orient vertically, diagonally, 
and (nearly) horizontally, enabling the cranium to swivel on the first 
cervical vertebrae in numerous ways (fig. 7.2). 

Due to right-handedness and right-shoulder dominance, it is com-
mon for the right side of the neck to be taut, pulling the right ear down 
toward the right shoulder. This may be coupled with strain in the right 
shoulder, adhesions in the right arm or hand, and irritation in the right 
eye. In the language of yoga, this right-side compression is identified as 
inflammation of the dominant “solar” side of the body (piṅgalā nāḍī). 
When the right side of skull tips and collapses to the right, the atlas 
slides left. 

The occipital bone at the back of the skull is held aloft via two small 

Figure 7.2 The Cervical-Cranial Juncture
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feet planted on the atlas. They are called occipital condyles, and I think 
of them as the sitting bones of the cranium (fig. 7.3). They are our third 
set of heels, the first being the heels of the feet, and the second being 
the heels of the buttock bones (see fig. 2.4). In order to achieve sta-
bility and levity in virtually all of the poses, these three sets of heels 
must align and be balanced. In order for a pose to be stable and har-
monious, what Patañjali defined in the Yoga Sutras as sthira sukham 
āsanam, alignment within these three sets of heels is necessary. Bal-
ancing the skull on its cranial heels enables optimal circulation of 
blood and nerve impulses into the skull. This includes the vertebral 
arteries that thread through the narrow processes of the cervical verte-

Figure 7.3 Occipital Condyles, Cranial “Heels”
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Hazards of No-Neck-Āsana
The collective structures in the cranium and neck are 
extremely delicate and are prone to dysfunction. This is partly 
due to the fact that the head and neck are situated farthest 
from the ground and like a child’s stack of building blocks, 
the upper mass is vulnerable to sway and topple.

It is most common for the head to lurch forward, creat-
ing tension at the base of the neck. This causes the upper 
thoracic vertebrae to pull backward into an unsightly bulge 
(fig. 7.4), distorting the cervical-thoracic junction. This is 
called a dowager’s hump, and kyphotic curvature in the 
lower cervical region is particularly common among the 
elderly. Today, in the culture of the keyboard when people 
spend as much as ten hours a day typing at a computer, the 
shoulders and head drift forward of the midline, contribut-
ing to the backward displacement of the upper trunk. As a 
result, people who log long hours at a desk are more prone 
to kyphotic curvature earlier in life.

As people age, they inevitably shrink in stature, and 
nowhere in the body are the results more devastating than in the neck. 
My Rolfing instructor Jan Sultan used to say in his acerbic, forthright 
way, “You gotta have a neck,” suggesting the importance of length and 
range of motion of the cervical spine. One of his primary aims as a man-
ual therapist is to promote greater length and space in and around the 
cranial base. Many people suffer from “no-neck-āsana,” meaning that 
the shoulders shrug upward as the back of the skull slides downward, 
compacting the neck. In every yoga posture it is critical to create length 
in the neck while balancing the shoulder girdle efficiently atop the torso. 

We saw earlier the difficulty in maintaining integrity at the spinal 
transitions where posterior curves change direction and become ante-
rior curves. This holds true for the transition between the posterior 
curve of the occiput and the anterior curve of the neck and the transi-
tion between the lower cervical spine and upper thoracic spine (the 
C7-T1, junction). In order to prevent posterior rounding at C7-T1, one 

Figure 7.4 
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back loop is critical as it dictates the response time and degree of exer-
tion necessary at any given time. Levels of cortisol, a stress hormone, 
are regulated by the thyroid-adrenal regulatory mechanism. 

7
Fatigue and Thyroid Imbalance

In the language of yoga, the adrenal-thyroid circuit governs the deep life-force 
(śakti) necessary for leaning forward into the world and taking action. When 
people are depleted by fatigue, the adrenal-thyroid balance (including glandu-
lar secretions from the pituitary and hypothalamus within the brain) are thrown 
off resulting in hypothyroidism. Low energy, weight gain, depression, consti-
pation, muscle and joint pain, and susceptibility to infection are some of the 
symptoms related to a hypothyroid condition. Adrenal exhaustion and hypothy-
roidism weaken the body's overall vitality, its prān.a śakti. 

Figure 7.5 Chakra Polarities
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Daily psychological pressures involving money, family demands, and 
work readily contribute to temporal mandibular strain. 

Along with the solar plexus that we reviewed in chapter 3, the 
jaw is invested with the power of will. When our will is thwarted or 
repressed, it is common for the jaw to clench and stiffen. Ambition, 
competitiveness, and resolve show up as the jutting, locked jaw look 
of John Wayne. Like a clenched fist, held anger, trapped rage, and 
repressed grief manifest as a tight jaw. The jaw bears the brunt of emo-
tional pain that stems from lack of love, protection, or intimacy. How-
ever, laughter and smiling are the body’s way of expressing joy, delight, 
and love and serve to relax the powerful musculature of the jaw. 

In the face of life-threatening situations, both real and imagined, 
the jaw is one of the first bodily structures to constrict. In chapter 5, we 
reviewed the consequence of what Thomas Hanna, in his book Somat-
ics, coined the “red-light reflex.” Here, he describes what happens to 
the jaw at the outset of that reflex:

Figure 8.1 The Temporal Mandibular Joint
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 Do the entire exercise for five minutes. Then close your jaw and notice any heat or 
strain dissipate from your face, TMJs, and ears. Allow a feeling of lightness and softness 
to pervade your entire skull.

Space and the Divine Ear
The temporal bones are beautiful fan-shaped bones whose bony 
matrix houses the orifice of the ear. The ear has three distinct com-
partments. The duct of the outer ear leads to a mini-diaphragm, the 
tympanic membrane. The vestibule of the middle ear is filled with 
space and is continuous with the uppermost part of the throat via the 
auditory tubes (figs. 7.1 and 8.2). The ear houses miniature bones that 
tap signals to the brain like Morse code. The malleus (hammer) taps 
the incus (the anvil), which taps the stapes (the stirrup). The stapes, 
the smallest bone in the body, transmits sound into the inner ear. The 
inner ear houses a spiral seashell-like structure, the cochlea (Greek for 
conch shell), that emits sound signals directly to the brain by way of 
the vestibulocochlear nerve. The inner ear is filled with fluid where 

Figure 8.2 The Pathway of 
Sound through the Inner Ear 
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thesis and plays a significant role in 
the body’s circadian rhythms. In eso-
teric anatomy of yoga, the pituitary 
is associated with sunlight, daytime 
rhythms, and cycles of activity in the 
forebrain. The pineal gland is more 
closely associated with nighttime, 
the moon, and the back brain. 

There are twelve pairs of cranial nerves, and four of the first six  
are devoted to the eyes. The Optic nerve passes from the eyes through 
the sphenoid to the occipital lobe at the back of the skull (fig. 8.3). 
Within the sphenoid bone, the Optic nerve crosses so that half of the 
visual imprint coming from the right eye passes to the left brain hemi-
sphere, and half of the visual data coming from the left eye passes to 
the right brain hemisphere. Yogis attributed this neurological weave 
not only to the eyes but to the two brain hemispheres and vicariously 
to the entire spine. The braid or plait of the idā, piṅgalā, and suṣumnā 
nāḍīs has been charted out in many graphic renditions of the chakras 
(see fig. 7.5). 

The fact that the Optic nerve passes from each eyeball to the pos-
terior skull suggests the close association between the hindbrain and 
vision. In English we have an expression that refers to good intuition 
and keen sensibility—to have eyes in the back of your head. Along with 
the third eye in the forehead, it is possible to imagine a fourth eye at 
the center of the back of the skull (a concept I first learned from Rich-
ard Rosen, a yoga teacher in Berkeley, California). In meditation prac-
tice, it is valuable to begin with your focus at the third eye in the center 
of the brow, travel through the sphenoid, and then to a fourth eye at 
the back of the skull (see fig. 7.2). 

Figure 8.3 The Anatomy of Insight:  
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cal lamina. The vertical sheath, called the falx cerebri, is 
a sickle-shaped slice of tissue that divides the two hemi-
spheres of the brain. The falx attaches to two internal bony 
landmarks that correspond to the third eye in front (the 
crista galli of the ethmoid bone) and the fourth eye in back 
(the interior occipital protruberance). The horizontal mem-
brane, the tentorium cerebelli, spans the width of the skull, 
attaches to the inner walls of the temporal bones, and sup-
ports the weight of the large forward-thrusting cerebrum. 
Together the two membranes form a tent-like structure that 
secures, pads, and surrounds the brain. They provide a ful-
crum for movement within the brain, and since they tie into 
the dural sheathing that encases the spinal cord, they are 
responsive to movement in the sacrum.

Like all connective tissues in the body, these partition-
ing membranes change their shape and tension. As a result 
the brain has room to breathe and pulsate. The tentorium 
cerebelli is integral to the architecture of the brain since it 
is a shelf that separates the lower brain (cerebellum) from 
the higher brain (cerebrum). Like a rooftop on a circus tent, 
the tentorium is our final horizontal diaphragm in the body 
(fig. 8.4). The tentorium resonates powerfully with the other 

horizontal sheaths: the plantar fascia, the perineum, the respiratory 
diaphragm, and the vocal cord diaphragm. This means that potentially 
adjustments within the feet or pelvic floor can impact the cranial dia-
phragm that supports the brain. All of these sheaths distribute forces 
of strain at key intersections of the body. The tentorium plays a signif-
icant role as it is energetically paired with the third-eye center of the 
skull and is linked structurally to the sphenoid, the pituitary, and the 
brainstem.

Figure 8.4 Five Diaphragms in Tad. āsana (Mountain Pose) 
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The Rise of Consciousness
At the apex of the spinal shaft, rising up into the skull like a sacred 
edifice, the brain stem is corollary to the kuṇḍalinī, buried in caverns 
of the lower two chakras. Yogis visualize the brain and spinal cord 
together as the body of a sinewy snake; not simply a garden-variety 
snake but the archetypal cobra that possesses a unique ability to rise 
vertically against gravity from a horizontal position. 

The Śiva liṅga is a mass of vertical stone whose upward lift, like 
the primeval rise of the cobra, suggests an essential animating force. 
Through its verticality the Śiva liṅga—like Stonehenge’s monolithic 
columns—implies the sheer rise of consciousness. The liṅga is a form-

less phallus that signifies the supreme 
power of the arch-yogi Śiva. Its rise is a 
potent reflex necessary to sustain life. The 
vertical stone of the liṅga stands in a sup-
portive base, the horizontal yoni, which is 
the source for female creative energy and 
the origin of birth. The alchemical combi-
nation of liṅga and yoni not only gives birth 
to life but suggests how opposing forces are 
both creative and complementary. 

Humankind’s upright posture involves 
a combination of horizontal and verti-
cal planes. We have seen how the five dia-
phragms support the body in tiers from 
foot to skull. This horizontality comple-
ments the verticality of the spine and brain 
stem. Like the upward-rising cobra, con-
sciousness stands on end. At the very top of 
the spinal cord where the cord inserts into 
the underbelly of the brain (where the brain 

Figure 8.5 Kun.d. alinī and Brain Stem
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Buddha-to-be and provided shelter. Paradoxically, the serpent’s protective 
hood and seven heads (perhaps one for each chakra) enabled the Buddha to 
abandon any impulses meant to defend, qualify, or perpetuate his individual 
personality. It was in part due to this shelter that the Buddha was able to attain 
great awakening, suggesting that the reptilian force is an integral component, if 
not a necessary alliance, in the process of awakening.

The Thousand-Petaled Lotus
The sahasrāra chakra, the seventh chakra at the crown of the head, is 
described as a thousand-petaled lotus. Like the mention of ten thou-
sand things in Taoism and Zen, sahasrāra implies an infinite number. 
Thus, the crown chakra is vast like a boundless sky, void of name, form, 
or personality. Space and sky are analogies for a boundless mind as we 
have already seen. For this reason, the crown chakra is also known  
as the śūnya cakra, the chakra of boundlessness or emptiness. The  
thousand-petalled lotus is a metaphor for the innumerable connec-
tions possible within the brain. In visual renderings of the crown 
chakra, the entire Sanskrit alphabet is inscribed onto the multipetaled 

lotus, suggesting that all sound and lan-
guage emerge from space and silence. 
The cranial bloom stands for the totality 
of sound and silence. 

Classical texts devoted to the chakras 
such as the Ṣaṭ Chakra Nirūpaṇa de- 
scribe the thousand petals of the flower 
as turned downward prior to awakening. 
As an analogy for enlightenment, they 

Figure 8.6 The Thousand-Petal Lotus
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