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Renewal
There’s a shift, a light at the end of this Covid tunnel. Do you see it? Maybe you feel lighter as you jump into your
asanas. And if you still feel the heaviness of this year-long ordeal, have faith that a new day is dawning.
 
Perhaps you’re ready to take the next step in your yoga practice. The paths are many, as we learn from this month’s
contributors. It could be transforming a Costa Rican vacation rental to a practice room away from home; exploring the
dynamics of the first Warrior pose; or forging a path of knowledge into the Yoga Sūtras.
 
These articles remind us that yoga is a personal, ever-evolving voyage of discovery, and that the challenges may be
indistinguishable from the rewards. Take a breath and begin.
 
Irene Alderson, Editor

Vīrabhadrāsana 1 (Warrior 1 Pose)
By Katy Olson, CIYT
Harnessing the power of our limbs for back extensions

https://shoutout.wix.com/so/beNYEUf2o/c?w=m4BbtAing2MPwDhFAUnMc4NI0m72wxIlnT3IN_UUiac.eyJ1IjoiaHR0cHM6Ly93d3cuaXlhdW0ub3JnLyIsInIiOiIzNWVmYTZiMi00NjQ1LTQ4ZjYtMWVlOC02Nzc5MTE2MjVlMDMiLCJtIjoibWFpbF9scCIsImMiOiI4YTc5MTZkYS02OGQzLTQ4OWEtYWQ2ZC1hMTc1MmEwZjQ2MjUifQ


This āsana is dedicated to the powerful hero Vīrabhadra, who was created by Śiva from his matted hair. When we think
of Vīrabhadrāsana 1 as preparation for back extensions, the common term “backbends” often comes to mind.
 
However, in Geeta Iyengar’s Preliminary Course, the category of āsanas that we think of as backbends is called Pūrva
Pratana Sthiti. Pūrva refers to the east side of the body or the front; pratana means extension, spreading and unfolding;
and sthiti means stable. Thus, we might infer that spreading the front of the body for back extensions makes us a stable 
vehicle for expansion.
 
Back-extension āsanas require both physical strength and inner stability. They have the potential to elevate our inner
light and devotional nature, bringing stability to our intelligence. Vīrabhadrāsana 1 is the laboratory for exploring these
aspects of our practice in preparation for back extensions. B.K.S. Iyengar said that mastering Vīrabhadrāsana 1 is a key
to understanding backbends. 
 
In this āsana, almost all students struggle with key actions: straightening the back leg, opening the front of the back leg
hip, turning hips to face front and extending the back while maintaining an open chest. These actions are important if we
are to harvest the benefits of Vīrabhadrāsana 1 as preparation for Pūrva Pratana Sthiti poses.
 

Instructions from B.K.S. Iyengar’s Light on Yoga
1. Stand in Tādāsana.
2. Raise both arms above the head; stretch up and join the palms.
3. Take a deep inhalation and with a jump spread the legs sideways 4 to 4 1/2 feet.
4. Exhale, turn to the right. Simultaneously turn the right foot 90 degrees to the right and the left foot slightly to the right.
Flex the right knee till the right thigh is parallel to the floor and the right shin is perpendicular to the floor, forming a right
angle between the right thigh and the right calf. The bent knee should not extend beyond the ankle, but should be in line
with the heel.
5. Stretch out the left knee and tighten at the knee. 
6. The face, chest and right knee should face the same way as the right foot, as illustrated. Throw the head up, stretch
the spine from the coccyx and gaze at the joined palms.
7. Hold the pose from 20 seconds to half a minute with normal breathing.  
8. Repeat on the other side, reversing all directions. 
 



Mr. Iyengar adds this comment: “All standing poses are strenuous, this pose in particular. It should not be tried by
persons with a weak heart. Even people who are fairly strong should not stay long in this āsana.” 
 
He then lists the benefits: The chest fully expands, supporting deep breathing. It relieves stiffness in the shoulders and
back, tones ankles and knees and cures neck stiffness. It also reduces fat around the hips. All these effects, except
perhaps the last, are important for practicing back extensions.     
 
In a later book, Yoga for Sports, Mr. Iyengar recommends standing āsanas for developing flexibility. They act on the
spine and back, specifically increasing their flexibility. What is important, we are told, is not merely stretching, but also
prudently extending the muscles so that the anterior and posterior parts of the body are moved uniformly. This
mindfulness comes through the practice of the principles of yogāsanas. 
 
Avoiding pitfalls: Notes from Geeta Iyengar’s Preliminary Course
In Vīrabhadrāsana 1, we must learn to turn laterally, entirely rotating the back leg from inside out while planting the heel.
This requires tremendous extension on the back of the leg. Just as important, embed the top of the knee and suck it into
the leg to open the back knee, draw the hamstring to the buttock, tuck the buttock firmly under and drive open the front
hip from the strength and straightness of the back leg. Both the opening of the back of the knee and the opening of the
front of the hip are critical actions for back extensions.  
 
Bend the front leg to 90º without allowing the trunk to lean forward, and keep the trunk, from the buttocks to the head,
perpendicular to the floor. Crunching the lumbar is the most vexing pitfall of both Vīrabhadrāsana 1 and back
extensions. The kidneys must remain lifted while descending the buttocks away from the lumbar and taking the tailbone
forward towards the pubis. The back leg hip is pried open from bending the front leg and maintaining the straightness of
the back leg. The pubis lifts up, and this creates space for opening the front of the hip.  
 
Descending the hips while bending the front leg is how we deepen this action. It is here where we learn to hold the pose,
both laterally and vertically. The back leg must extend back and down to achieve the full lift and extension of the spine.
Keeping the hips facing equally forward is the next challenge. Turning the back leg from inside out, as well as
descending the hip and drawing the forward leg deep into the hip, will allow us to maintain our full lateral expansion.  
 
Maintain the proper turning of the waist while the arms are up. Normally after lifting the arms, the pelvis tilts towards the
back leg. Keep the outer hip of the back leg coming forward and pull the outer hip of the front leg back. Maintain the
forward orientation of the hips. Extend the arms fully from the armpits to the fingertips. Take the head back.  
 
Two ways to reach the final stage 
The PC further instructs us to practice each action separately: 1) extend the arms up first, which gives tremendous lift to
the spine and space for turning legs and hips, and 2) raise the arms up after bending the knee. The second version
allows us to focus on the actions of the legs and hips without the strain of holding the arms overhead.  
 
Now, we bring the whole pose together:  powerful and open in the chest, strong through the back leg and hip, deep in
the front leg and tall in the lift of the back. This āsana makes one active, attentive and mentally firm, igniting the fire of
the will. Enjoy the power of this warrior pose.
 
References :
Iyengar, B.K.S. Light on Yoga (Schocken, 1979)
Iyengar, B.K.S. Yoga for Sports: A Journey Towards Health and Healing (Westland, 2015)
Iyengar, Geeta S. Yoga in Action: Preliminary Course (PC) (YOG Mumbai, 2000)
 

Entry Points
By Joy Laine, CIYT



We are accustomed to picking up a book and reading it from cover to cover, beginning on page one and consuming the
remaining contents in a relatively short period of time. This is not a good model for studying Patañjali’s Yoga Sūtras, the
foundational text for those wishing to learn more about the underlying philosophy of yoga. Approaching the text in this
way is one of the main reasons why contemporary readers sometimes struggle to engage with the Yoga Sūtras in a
meaningful way, and even give up. The very format of the text, consisting of one hundred and ninety-six short, densely
composed aphorisms or sūtras, suggests the necessity for a different approach. In its time, the Yoga Sūtras was an oral
text, and we can imagine that students would have been guided by a teacher who decided on an appropriate order and
pace for teaching these sūtras. How should we as contemporary practitioners approach this text, and where to begin?
 
How to study
Most readers today become interested in the Yoga Sūtras as a result of practicing the yoga postures (āsanas). The way
in which we study the āsanas in Iyengar Yoga actually provides a good model for how to study the Yoga Sūtras. In our
study of the as̄anas, we have already learned that it is important to begin with the simpler, more accessible āsanas and
progress to the more complex and demanding ones. We also learn that the āsanas are connected to each other, that
one āsana can shed light on another. We know that āsanas can be sequenced together in meaningful ways, and that
some āsanas are basic for understanding a whole group of them. We are familiar with the idea that understanding each
āsana can be a lifelong project, and that our understanding deepens with time and practice. 
 
Analogously, when it comes to studying the Yoga Sūtras, it is best to begin with the more accessible sutras and with
those that are key to comprehending subsequent portions of the text. Understand that your appreciation of the text will
unfold and deepen over time, and you will come back to the same sūtras again and again, discovering new layers of
meaning and new connections between them. Like the numbers in a Sudoku puzzle, each sūtra contributes to, and must
be compatible with, the overall teaching of the text. Don’t “go it alone.” Instead, equip yourself with a range of interpretive
commentaries to help you see the depth of meaning in Patañjali’s work. Prepare for this text to become a lifelong
companion, inspiring and helping you to think through some of life’s deepest questions. 

 
Where to begin
I suggest three different, but connected entry points for beginning one’s exploration of the Yoga Sūtras. The first
constitutes a natural extension for someone who is already a practitioner of the āsanas. In section II.29–III.3, Patañjali
presents a multifaceted and complete yoga practice which includes āsana as one among eight limbs. This allows us to



see āsana as one element in the practice of yoga rather than as the whole, and situates the practice of the postures in
their broader ethical and contemplative context. 
 
We are still left with the question of why someone would embark on the practice in the first place. What are its theoretical
underpinnings and overall goals? This gives us our second entry point into the text, the opening four sūtras. These are a
logical place to begin one’s study, not just because they come at the beginning, but because in these opening sūtras
Patañjali gives us a definition of yoga along with its ultimate goal. He defines yoga as a practice of stilling the mind (I.2),
which will lead to a recovery of a deeper Self, the Seer (I.3). In the absence of realizing our deeper, transcendent Self,
we will tend to diminish ourselves by identifying with each of our fleeting thoughts, the so-called cittavṛttis (I.4). Patañjali
gives us two alternatives here in sūtras 3 and 4, the implication being that the second of the two alternatives is not
something we should aspire to. Ultimately though, we still have questions. Why would we not want to identify with our
thoughts cycling through our minds? What exactly is this Seer? 
 
This question leads us to our third entry point into the text and to the fundamental question that motivated Patañjali to
compose the Yoga Sūtras. About two thousand years ago, like many of his contemporaries, Patañjali was greatly
disturbed by the suffering he saw in his fellow human beings and took this problem to be his most urgent cause. He
wanted to know why human beings suffer so much, and whether anything can be done to prevent and alleviate suffering.
The answers he found are at the very heart of the Yoga Sūtras, and constitute its central teachings. It is why we continue
to read this text today, and we should not lose sight of this as we go deeper into the text. It is all too easy to lose one’s
way when reading the sūtras, to become overwhelmed by all of its Sanskrit terminology, or to be dazzled by its
explorations of special yogic powers. Yet we should bear in mind that Patañjali’s teachings are anchored in a very
practical problem, the problem of human suffering, a predicament that we share with those whom he taught centuries
ago.  
 
Yoga is a practice specifically formulated to alleviate human suffering. As human beings, we suffer for many of the same
reasons as have caused people to suffer throughout history. The specifics may differ, but the generic causes of suffering
transcend the particularities of time and place—a shared litany of personal insecurities and unfulfilled desires, illness,
loss of loved ones, and fear of one’s own mortality. It is these shared predicaments that make ancient insights about
suffering as relevant for us today as they were in their time.  
 
In many global philosophical traditions, we see a close connection between philosophy and healing (in its broad sense),
but perhaps nowhere is this more pronounced than in classical India. Patañjali viewed human suffering through the lens
of disease, as opposed to seeing it as a form of punishment or as having some redemptive significance. As with any
disease, he believed that the appropriate response to suffering is to seek its cure. At the time of the composition of the
Yoga Sūtras, the medical sciences (āyurveda) were well established in India and were founded on a fourfold model of
healing, which provided a sort of floor plan for healers to follow in their practice. It consists of the following four steps:  
1.     An initial description of disease (what is wrong with the patient?)
2.     Diagnosis (what is the cause of the patient’s ailment?)
3.     Cure (what will bring an end to the patient’s ailment?)
4.     Treatment (what treatment must the patient pursue to bring an end to the ailment?)  
 
This fourfold model provided Patañjali with his therapeutic response to human suffering, and the sūtras of II.15–II.26 are
structured according to this model.  II.15 represents the first step in the fourfold model—a description of the disease.
What is wrong with the human condition? The human condition is described at the end of II.15 as an all-pervasive
suffering (or dis-ease) that pervades all empirical human experience, summed up in the phrase given in this sūtra as
“sarvam duḥkham” (“all is suffering”). The statement, as it stands, seems at first glance to be overly pessimistic and
melodramatic, even patently false. It seems to speak from a place of despair. We may accept the idea that some
suffering is an inescapable part of human existence, but this is a weaker statement than the idea that everything in life is
tainted by suffering. This is because the statement that everything is suffering does not seem to adequately capture how
a good many of us, the lucky ones perhaps, experience our lives as a mixture of a few peak experiences of unmitigated
joy, some troughs of grief and despair, but mostly a gentler landscape of moderate pleasures and pains.  We may be
tempted to set the Yoga Sūtras aside at this point and search for a teaching with a less pessimistic outlook.  
 
This reluctance to accept Patañjali’s description of our lives, that it is all suffering, is understandable. Any life that fits
such a description would surely be an exceptionally tragic life, and such lives must be held in stark contrast to the
average life. To describe all lives as lives of suffering, if not just plain false, at the very least seems disrespectful to those



who have to endure a great deal of pain and suffering. The statement “sarvam duhkham” seems to imply that suffering is
ubiquitous and equally spread out among all human beings, thereby overriding the particularity of suffering and ignoring
how societal inequalities place extra burdens on some groups of people.      
 
We should first note that Patañjali qualifies his statement in II.15—it is only for the person of discrimination (vivekinaḥ)
that the statement, everything is suffering, is true. Presumably, such a person understands or sees something that the
rest of us don’t, and that the rest of us would be better off to see the world as the wise, clear-sighted person does. If
discrimination is required to understand the truth of the statement “sarvam duḥkham,” then its message must have a
subtlety beyond what we might initially think. It implies that there are forms of duḥkha that are less obvious and
immediate than paradigmatic cases of suffering. It implies that this phrase isn’t claiming that we spend our whole
existence writhing in pain or existential agony.    
 
Vyāsa, who composed the first commentary on the Yoga Sūtras, compares the sensitivity of the wise person to that of
the eyeball, a particularly sensitive part of the body, easily irritated by the smallest of things not felt by the rest of the
body. Likewise, the wise are sensitive to a dimension of life that the rest of us are not seeing. The question then is what
are the wise seeing that the rest of us don’t? What are they sensitive to that the rest of us are not? What is the
justification for classifying seemingly happy times as duḥkha? If the phrase “sarvam duḥkham” is not making the dubious
claim that we spend our entire lives in a state of misery, we will need to dig deeper in order to understand the concept.   
 
In II.15, but also throughout the Yoga Sūtras, Patañjali lays out in meticulous detail all the ways we are prone to suffer in
our lives, ways in which human existence is blighted and unsatisfactory. This makes for hard reading, but once we have
come to understand his analysis, once we have been moved by it to want something better for ourselves, we will be
receptive to seeing how he picks up the pieces, showing us a way towards a more fulfilled existence. Since the problem
of human suffering was Patañjali’s motivation for composing the Yoga Sūtras, it is a natural point of entry into the text.
Next time we will explore the full meaning of “sarvam duḥkham” and how it connects with Patañjali’s definition of yoga
given in the second sūtra of the opening pāda.
 
Further Study
For the contemporary reader, there are many translations and commentaries on the Yoga Sūtras to choose from. As
noted above, it is good to own at least two or three commentaries to support your studies.   Here are some initial
recommendations.  
 
Edwin Bryant, The Yoga Sūtras of Patañjali: A New Edition, Translation and Commentary  (North Point Press) 2009
Bryant has achieved a good balance in his translation and commentary, giving his readers both a sense of the
transformative potential of Patañjali’s teachings, as well as setting them in their broader cultural and historical context. If
you are interested in exploring the philosophical landscape that formed the backdrop for Patañjali’s work, this is a great
text.    
 
Jaganath Carrera, Inside The Yoga Sūtras (Integral Yoga Publications) 2006
This translation is very much slanted towards helping its readers apply Patañjali’s teachings to the reality of our lives.
Carrera has provided us with a good translation and a user-friendly format. He includes sūtra study pathways which are
very useful.   
 
Christopher Key Chapple, Yoga and the Luminous (SUNY) 2008
A translation of the Yoga Sūtras is contained within Chapple’s book about yoga. His translation is helpful for someone
who already knows a little Sanskrit and wants to increase their knowledge of the language, as he includes a grammatical
analysis of each sūtra in addition to providing a word-by-word translation.   
 
B.K.S. Iyengar, Light on the Yoga Sūtras of Patañjali (Thorsons) 2002
B.K.S. Iyengar offers us a translation of The Yoga Sūtras that builds on his two earlier works, Light on Yoga and Light on
Pranayama. His translation is infused with the wisdom of his pioneering and lifelong practice of yoga.
 
Popsi Narasimhan, The Yoga Sūtras of Patañjali: A Collection of Translations (2018)
This book (available through the IYNAUS website) groups together translations, including those from B.K.S. Iyengar,
Bryant, Carrera, Feuerstein, Swāmi Vivekānanda, Swāmi Hariharānanda Araṇya and Ravi Ravindra. It is useful to see
these different translations side-by-side. It allows you to see the variety of ways in which each of the sūtras can be
translated and reminds us that translation is always in part an interpretive act.
 
Swāmi Hariharānanda Āraṇya, Yoga Philosophy of Patañjali (SUNY) 1984
At some point, a serious student of The Yoga Sūtras will want a translation that includes a translation of Vyāsa’s
commentary on The Yoga Sūtras, known as The Yoga Bhāṣya. Patañjali’s text is very compressed, written as it is in the
sūtra (aphoristic) style. Traditionally, sūtra texts were interpreted with the aid of commentaries. Vyāsa’s commentary on



The Yoga Sūtras is the first extant commentary on the text, and our understanding of Patañjali’s philosophy has been
very much shaped by Vyāsa’s reading of it. Swāmi Hariharānanda’s translation is not an easy text, but one that will
sustain years of study.
 
Rāma Prasāda, The Yoga Darśana of Patañjali (Logos Press 2005, originally published in 1912)
Rāma Prasāda’s work includes a translation of Vyāsa’s commentary, along with that of another important classical
commentator, Vācaspati Miśra.

Pat Harty
Home:  St. Paul, MN 
Years with Iyengar Yoga: 19
Fun fact:  Ran in the first Twin Cities Marathon in 1982



I took my first yoga class in the 70s while attending graduate school, and thereafter studied with teachers from a variety
of traditions. However, it was my first sequence of beginning Iyengar Yoga instruction that inspired my commitment. As
an older beginner, I hoped to address aches and pains, strengthen what needed to be stronger and maintain flexibility. In
the first class, I was instructed on how to stand tall in Tādāsana and position my head above my spine, instead of
pushing it forward. Nineteen years later, I still reflect on this concept as I take the pose.  
 
Since those first instructions, Iyengar Yoga has been a part of my life through regular classes, an ever-evolving home
practice and sūtra study. Āsana practice develops alertness and steadiness of mind, offering me glimpses of sense
withdrawal and intense concentration. Regulating the breath in prānāyāma allows me to observe my wavering mind and
move toward stillness. I am grateful for the opportunity to study with well-trained Iyengar teachers in āsana and
prānāyāma practice, and in exploring yogic philosophy and teachings. 
 



During this year of pandemic, I continued to practice via Zoom classes from the BKS Iyengar Yoga Center of
Minneapolis and the St. Paul Yoga Center, as well as live streams and classes through IYAUM and IYNAUS. For six
weeks this winter, my husband Mark and I attended online classes and practiced at a house in the steep hills outside of
Dominical, Costa Rica. 
 
The climate in Puntarenas Province is hot and humid (85ºF average temperature with 70–80% humidity). There was no
air conditioning, but a constant breeze came up the valleys from the ocean, and every space had a ceiling fan. Doors
and windows were open, since there were no mosquitos in the dry season. It was an ideal climate for doing yoga. Feet
stuck to the tile floor without a mat. Stiff joints didn’t have far to go to “warm up.” Every view was stunningly beautiful.
Although we took classes inside using Wi-Fi, we practiced on the deck or front patio overlooking steep valleys leading
down to the ocean. 
 
Finding props to support our practice was challenging. We packed a yoga mat and belts, but there were no blankets in
this warm climate. We used our ingenuity as we combed the house for possibilities: an unopened package of sheets,
pillow shams and towels rolled and folded, a few books, porch railings, columns, and of course, walls. The
accompanying photo shows our makeshift props and the beautiful surroundings that nourished us. 
 
I look forward to a time when in-person classes can safely resume, and we can meet with our fellow yoga practitioners
as a community. In spite of challenges and setbacks, I have continued learning in both familiar and novel ways on my
yoga journey, and for that I am grateful. Namaste.
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