Backbends · Integrated Reference
BACKBENDS
An Integrated Pose-by-Pose Reference
Functional anatomy, teaching alignment, and athletic application
Synthesized from three sources:
Yoga Anatomy — Leslie Kaminoff & Amy Matthews
Yoga Sequencing — Mark Stephens
Prana Vashya Teacher’s Apprenticeship Course — Yogacharya Vinay Kumar M.P.


Contents
How to Use This Guide
Foundational Principles
Poses
Cobra (Bhujangasana)
Bow (Dhanurasana)
Locust (Salabhasana)
Camel (Ustrasana)
Bridge (Setu Bandhasana)
Upward Bow / Wheel (Urdhva Dhanurasana)
Fish (Matsyasana)
Pigeon (Eka Pada Rajakapotasana)
King Pigeon (Kapotasana)
Inverted Backbends
Scorpion (Vrschikasana)
Backbend in Headstand
Backbends for Athletic Performance Across the Season
Pre-Season · In-Season · Post-Season · Tailored to Soccer
Sequencing Backbend Classes
The class arc · Lumbar A/B/C · Principles · Readiness gates · Worked sequences


How to Use This Guide
Each pose entry is organized into three layers so you can move between the “why” and the “how” at a glance:
Functional anatomy — drawn from Kaminoff’s Yoga Anatomy — the joint actions, the muscles that contract to create the shape, and the muscles that lengthen. This is the structural map of the pose.
Teaching & alignment — drawn from the Prana Vashya Teacher’s Apprenticeship Course — breath sequencing, entry and exit, trigger points, common mistakes, and hands-on cues. This is how you guide a body into the shape safely.
Where the sources meet — brief notes where the two traditions illuminate or check each other.
Note on terminology: Kaminoff reminds us that the spine is not “stretched” as a unit — it is the muscles around the spine that are made more mobile. Vinay Kumar frames the same idea as lengthening the body’s interior line through breath. Both describe spinal extension: the posterior structures shorten while the anterior line opens.


Foundational Principles
The breath leads the movement
Prana Vashya — Hold each asana roughly 5 breaths, then rest about 4; muscles retain a memory of the stretch (plasticity), so repetition with recovery deepens range. Inhalation works on the structure of the body; exhalation works on the muscles.
Kaminoff — The standard cue is to inhale into a backbend, but for “belly breathers” an exhalation entry can free thoracic extension, because a belly breath restricts rib movement while the diaphragm contracts. In deep backbends the chest is already “inhaled,” so the skill is finding deeper support so superficial effort can quiet.
The pelvis governs the spine
Prana Vashya — The pelvic area controls the lumbar spine, which controls the cervical spine. Release accumulated pelvic tension (side bends, twists, hip rotations) before active muscular work; keep a neutral pelvis by tucking the tailbone.
Kaminoff — Across backbends, eccentric work of rectus abdominis and the obliques prevents overmobilization of the lumbar spine — the anatomical counterpart to keeping the pelvis neutral and not “feeling it in the small of the back.”
Shoulders, not pelvis, lead the backbend
Prana Vashya — All backbends are initiated by the shoulders. Once the thoracic is independent, the shoulders lead, not the pelvis. If the pelvis leads, the shoulders won’t open and the thoracic can’t stay independent.
Kaminoff — This is why latissimus dorsi is unhelpful as a spinal extensor — it flexes the upper back and internally rotates the arms. The deep intrinsic extensors do the work while serratus anterior keeps the scapulae neutral, so the spine lifts without the shoulders hiking.
Strength and flexibility are inseparable
Prana Vashya — Only-flexibility practice lets shortened muscles grab tendons and joints; only-strength practice loses mobility. Balance the two; a muscle takes roughly 20 days of consistent work to learn to lengthen and return.
Kaminoff — Echoed in the repeated caution that superficial muscles will hijack a pose if the deep stabilizers are weak — strength in the intrinsics is what makes range safe to use.
Counterwork protects the structure
Prana Vashya — Backbends stretch the anterior line; without counterwork the pelvis drifts forward and the core weakens. Within a class, don’t insert counterposes until the peak pose is reached — use neutral counter-activities (sit-ups, squats, lunges) between backbends. Reserve the deep counter-stretch (Paschimottanasana, Kurmasana) for closing, then finish with twists so freshly lengthened muscles keep their new range.


Cobra (Bhujangasana)
bhujanga = serpent · boo-jang-GAHS-anna
Basic prone backbend. In Prana Vashya, the foundational Lumbar A posture — fixed leg foundation, mobile torso.
Functional Anatomy
Joint actions — Spine extension; sacrum counternutation; hip extension, internal rotation, adduction; knee extension; ankle plantarflexion; scapula neutral (possibly upward rotation); glenohumeral external rotation; elbow extension; forearm pronation.
	Muscles working (contracting)
	Muscles lengthening (stretching)

	Spine: the full spinal extensor group (intertransversarii, interspinalis, rotatores, multifidi, spinalis, semispinalis, splenius, longissimus, iliocostalis) concentrically; serratus posterior superior assists chest expansion.
Abdomen: rectus abdominis and obliques work eccentrically to prevent overmobilizing the lumbar spine.
Arms: infraspinatus, teres minor, serratus anterior, posterior deltoids, triceps, pronators.
Legs: hamstrings (esp. semitendinosus, semimembranosus), extensor adductor magnus, deep/medial gluteus maximus extend the hips; vastii extend the knees.
	Spine/front: rectus abdominis, obliques, external intercostals, longus colli & capitis, scalenes, anterior longitudinal ligament.
Arms: latissimus dorsi, teres major, pectoralis major & minor, biceps, supinators.
Legs: rectus femoris, lower psoas & iliacus, tensor fascia latae.



1. Find the deep intrinsic extensors; using latissimus dorsi disturbs the scapulae and ribs and inhibits breathing.
1. Serratus anterior keeps the scapulae neutral against the arm push — the shoulders don’t elevate, the spine lifts.
1. Keep forearms parallel; weak pronators or tight supinators flare the elbows and compromise both elbow and shoulder.
Anatomy: Kaminoff, Yoga Anatomy.
Teaching & Alignment
Breath sequence
1. Inhale: press the palms (as if dragging the mat back), lengthening between ribcage and hips; shoulders and hips are fixed reference points, chest lifts without moving them.
1. Exhale: engage the palms to draw the shoulders down beside the chest; sternum forward, without squeezing the shoulder blades; feet press the mat.
Alignment cues
1. Open eyes, active gaze.
1. Legs in line with the hips, not splayed outward.
1. Upper thigh stays in contact with the floor — don’t let weight hover onto the knees.
1. Each inhale expands the abdomen from the base of the spine forward; pelvis stays neutral.
Common mistakes & corrections
1. Hips lifting or hovering off the mat — keep them grounded; if it happens, bring the hands slightly forward.
1. Shoulders rising toward the ears — again, walk the hands slightly forward.
1. Feet and knees opening outward — stop gripping the glutes; keep feet and knees neutral.
Trigger / guidance point — Ribcage and shoulders (Cobra 1); the back adjustment is to rotate the shoulder and lift the scapula.
Drishti — On the floor ahead (Cobra 1 / looking forward); dropping the head back deepens into the looking-back variation, engaging more lumbar.
Teaching cues: Prana Vashya TAC (Vinay Kumar).
Where the sources meet
Both sources agree the shoulders — not the lower back — build the pose. Kaminoff’s warning that latissimus dorsi creates upper-back flexion and arm internal rotation is the precise anatomy behind Vinay Kumar’s cue to roll the shoulders back and keep the sternum moving forward.
Kaminoff flags the knees-flexed variation (Cobra 3 / King Cobra in Prana Vashya) as cramp-prone: short hamstrings doing both hip extension and knee flexion, with the outer gluteus maximus likely to fire and externally rotate the legs. This is exactly why Vinay Kumar keeps the bent knees perpendicular and the feet/knees neutral, and uses King Cobra to test readiness for Kapotasana.


Bow (Dhanurasana)
dhanu = bow · don-your-AHS-anna
Basic–intermediate prone, bound backbend. A Lumbar B posture in Prana Vashya — extremities joined, spinal awareness.
Functional Anatomy
Joint actions — Spine extension; sacrum counternutation; hip extension, medial rotation, adduction; knee flexion; ankle plantarflexion; scapula adduction, elevation; glenohumeral medial rotation, extension, adduction; elbow extension; forearm pronation; finger/hand flexion.
	Muscles working (contracting)
	Muscles lengthening (stretching)

	Arms (stabilizing): subscapularis, teres major, posterior deltoids, rhomboids, levator scapulae, triceps; pectorals, coracobrachialis, anterior deltoids, serratus anterior lengthen eccentrically.
Legs: hamstrings (esp. semitendinosus, semimembranosus), extensor adductor magnus, deep/medial gluteus maximus extend the hips; vastii and lower rectus femoris extend the knees.
	Legs: rectus femoris, lower psoas, iliacus, possibly pectineus and tensor fascia latae (from hip extension).
Front body: the anterior line opens as the bind lifts the chest.



1. The front of the shoulder is structurally vulnerable here; if the scapulae don’t move into adduction/elevation, pressure loads the anterior glenohumeral joint (risking subscapularis overstretch or capsule damage). Because it is a bound pose the risk is greater.
1. Because the hands grasp the ankles, too much force can load the knees — leg alignment at the hip and active feet protect the knee.
Anatomy: Kaminoff, Yoga Anatomy.
Teaching & Alignment
Breath sequence
1. Inhale: grab the ankles/shins and lift the knees up.
1. Exhale: lift the chest, gaze forward on the floor.
1. Inhale: move the shoulders toward the ears (keeps chest toward the floor in the Prana Vashya version, tilting the pelvis toward the lumbar).
1. Exhale: extend the legs toward the ceiling.
Alignment cues
1. The lift can be ‘worked’ three ways — deepen the spinal action, increase hip extension, or use knee extension to drive spine and hip extension.
1. Keep the leg alignment honest at the hip so the knees stay safe.
1. To guide: place palms on the shoulders, thumbs toward the scapulae; on inhale move the thumbs up (shoulders toward ears), on exhale cue the legs higher.
Common mistakes & corrections
1. Keeping all the weight on the pelvis — cue the legs higher so the practitioner rocks onto the abdomen.
1. Rocking with the breath by pushing the belly down each inhale — a more intense option is to stay still and breathe into the already-expanded chest.
Trigger / guidance point — Feet.
Drishti — Forward on the floor (Sarpasana variation: lift knees with forehead down).
Teaching cues: Prana Vashya TAC (Vinay Kumar).
Where the sources meet
Kaminoff’s caution about the vulnerable anterior shoulder in this bound pose gives the anatomical reason for the Prana Vashya emphasis on scapular movement and using the feet/legs (not a yank on the arms) to create the shape. Note the two traditions assign the pose differently by emphasis: Kaminoff catalogs it among prone backbends generally; Vinay Kumar files it as Lumbar B because the joined extremities build spinal awareness.


Locust (Salabhasana)
salabha = grasshopper/locust · sha-la-BAHS-anna
Basic symmetrical prone backbend (asymmetric variations exist). In Prana Vashya, a back-strength builder — useful for the Wheel, less ideal as direct prep for Kapotasana.
Functional Anatomy
Joint actions — Spine extension; sacrum counternutation; hip extension, medial rotation, adduction; knee extension; ankle plantarflexion; scapula upward rotation, elevation, abduction; glenohumeral external rotation, flexion; elbow extension.
	Muscles working (contracting)
	Muscles lengthening (stretching)

	Arms (to lift): supraspinatus, long head of biceps, triceps, anterior & medial deltoids, serratus anterior, trapezius.
Spine: the full spinal extensor group.
Legs: hamstrings (semimembranosus, semitendinosus, biceps femoris) and deep/medial gluteus maximus extend the hips; adductor magnus keeps knees together; vastii keep knees extended; soleus points the foot.
	Latissimus dorsi, pectoralis minor, rhomboids, long head of triceps, rectus abdominis.
From hip extension: rectus femoris, iliacus, lower psoas.



1. Lifting the arms against gravity with the spine extended is hard; if latissimus dorsi drives the extension instead of the deep intrinsics, it inhibits arm movement.
1. The legs use a complex interplay of adductors, medial rotators, and hip extensors — because gluteus maximus also externally rotates, the medial rotators and adductors must neutralize it.
Anatomy: Kaminoff, Yoga Anatomy.
Teaching & Alignment
Breath sequence
1. Inhale: bend the knees and lift them up.
1. Exhale: lift the head and chest.
1. Inhale: keep the chest arch and shift weight forward onto abdomen and chest.
1. Exhale: hold.
Alignment cues
1. Be on fingertips or fingers (palms may lift).
1. Shift weight forward; if the knees don’t lift on inhale, the weight won’t shift forward.
1. Practiced with wall support for those who can’t yet lift the pelvis — only if the teacher judges the arch will be safe.
Trigger / guidance point — Strength building in the posterior chain; in Prana Vashya, valued for the Wheel rather than Kapotasana (which wants a looser entry).
Drishti — Look in front / forward.
Teaching cues: Prana Vashya TAC (Vinay Kumar).
Where the sources meet
Vinay Kumar distinguishes Salabhasana (shortens the extensors — strengthening) from poses needed for Kapotasana (which want a relaxed, lengthening entry). Kaminoff’s note that this pose is genuinely demanding for the arm-lift against gravity supports treating it as strength work, not a flexibility opener.


Camel (Ustrasana)
ustra = camel · oosh-TRAHS-anna
Basic kneeling backbend. The signature Lumbar C (chest-opening) posture in Prana Vashya — shoulders are the fixed reference, legs are the moving foundation.
Functional Anatomy
Joint actions — Spinal extension; hip extension and internal rotation; knee extension; scapula downward rotation, adduction, elevation; arm external rotation, extension, adduction; elbow extension.
	Muscles working (contracting)
	Muscles lengthening (stretching)

	Gravity pulls the torso into the bend, checked by arm action and the eccentric action of the spinal flexors.
Arms: triceps extend the shoulder and elbow; trapezius and rhomboids adduct the scapulae; posterior deltoids and teres major extend the shoulder; subscapularis protects it anteriorly.
Spine (eccentric): anterior neck muscles keep the head from collapsing; rectus abdominis, obliques, intercostals, iliacus and psoas prevent collapse into the lumbar.
Legs: rectus femoris works eccentrically against the pelvis moving back; vastii press the shins down; hamstrings and adductor magnus stabilize knee and hip.
	Arms: pectoralis major & minor, coracobrachialis, biceps, anterior deltoids.
Neck/chest: anterior neck muscles at length (keep sternocleidomastoid relaxed so the skull isn’t pulled into the atlas/axis); internal intercostals and scalenes stretch as the ribs open.



1. Use a mild internal rotation of the legs to stabilize the sacroiliac joints — this favors hip and spinal extension over sacroiliac counternutation (the cause of ‘feeling it in the small of the back’).
1. Releasing sternocleidomastoid while the deeper anterior neck muscles hold the head’s weight is the key to safe extension at the base of the neck.
1. Camel is an intense stretch for the digestive tract, especially the esophagus.
Anatomy: Kaminoff, Yoga Anatomy.
Teaching & Alignment
Breath sequence
1. Inhale: bring the chest up.
1. Exhale: release the head back / take the second palm to the heel.
1. Inhale: raise the ribcage.
1. Exhale: move the hips forward (without losing the sense of weight on the feet).
Alignment cues
1. Enter by closing the shoulders and placing the hands on the heels; establish a stable foundation, then lift the ribcage.
1. Watch the weight on the feet — if the sense of weight there disappears, the hips have pushed too far forward.
1. For beginners: one hand on the heel, one on the waist; or flex the feet to raise the heels until the hips are no longer pushing forward.
Common mistakes & corrections
1. Shifting weight onto the palms when reaching the feet — instead keep the knees ~90° and weight shared between feet and knees.
1. Coming out using the core instead of retaining weight in the knees — can feel like a ‘shock’ in the lumbar; keep weight on the knees throughout.
Trigger / guidance point — Shoulders (the fixed reference). For guidance, fingers near the armpit, thumbs on the pectorals/shoulders, to move the chest backward.
Drishti — Back / toward the floor behind.
Teaching cues: Prana Vashya TAC (Vinay Kumar).
Where the sources meet
Both sources converge on the neck. Kaminoff’s instruction to release sternocleidomastoid and let the deep anterior neck muscles carry the head is the anatomy under Vinay Kumar’s caution that a lifted head (chin toward chest) signals the chest — Lumbar C — isn’t open enough.
Camel is the readiness test for Pigeon and Kapotasana in Prana Vashya: if the thoracic is independent (chest above hips, head free to bend back), the practitioner is ready. Kaminoff’s framing of the thoracic structures held in an ‘inhaled’ position explains why independent thoracic mobility is the prerequisite.


Bridge (Setu Bandhasana)
setu = bridge, bandha = lock · SET-too BAHN-dahs-anna
Basic supine backbend. In Prana Vashya, a Lumbar B posture and a classic counter-activity (the thighs take the weight while the lumbar is stretched).
Functional Anatomy
Joint actions — Cervical and upper-thoracic flexion; lower-thoracic and lumbar extension; sacrum counternutation; hip extension, adduction, internal rotation; knee flexion; ankle dorsiflexion; scapula adduction, downward rotation, elevation; glenohumeral external rotation, extension, adduction; elbow flexion; forearm supination; wrist extension.
	Muscles working (contracting)
	Muscles lengthening (stretching)

	Spine: spinal extensors, especially mid/lower thoracic; psoas minor and abdominals work eccentrically to prevent lumbar overextension.
Legs: hamstrings extend the hips and flex the knees (esp. medial hamstrings to adduct/extend); adductor magnus extends, internally rotates, adducts; medial gluteus maximus assists hip extension; tibialis anterior dorsiflexes and pulls the knees forward; vastii extend the knees.
	Anterior hip and abdominal structures open as the pelvis lifts; chest and front of the shoulders open with the arm position.



1. The eccentric abdominal/psoas-minor action against lumbar overextension is the same protective mechanism emphasized across all the backbends.
Anatomy: Kaminoff, Yoga Anatomy.
Teaching & Alignment
Breath sequence
1. Inhale: bring the elbows under the spine, tuck the shoulders, lift the hips.
1. Exhale: hold the hips high.
1. Inhale: press the palms to raise the thoracic/ribcage.
1. Exhale: press the feet to raise the hips and draw the thighs toward the head.
Alignment cues
1. Knees bent, feet apart; the gap from heels to hips should be such that the fingers can’t touch the heels.
1. To guide: tap the thoracic to lift the chest; palms on the thighs near the knees cue the thighs toward the hips (a fascial cue) so the hips travel toward the head.
1. One-leg variation: a palm just above the lifted foot; inhale lift the leg, exhale bring the foot toward the head.
Trigger / guidance point — Thoracic lift and the thighs.
Drishti — Toward the ceiling.
Teaching cues: Prana Vashya TAC (Vinay Kumar).
Where the sources meet
Vinay Kumar notes Setu Bandhasana works well as a counter-activity to Camel: where Camel loads the anterior line and compresses the lumbar, Bridge lets the thighs take the weight and stretches the lumbar. Kaminoff’s observation that entering from bridge is demanding on the shoulder extensors and spinal flexors clarifies why it doubles as both a backbend and an active recovery posture — it is most useful as counterwork rather than a peak pose, since it offers less progressive opening than the deeper backbends.


Upward Bow / Wheel (Urdhva Dhanurasana)
urdhva = upward, dhanu = bow · OORD-vah don-your-AHS-anna
Intermediate–advanced supine backbend; a peak pose. Kaminoff distinguishes it from Chakrasana (more shoulder freedom; the practitioner can look toward the feet).
Functional Anatomy
Joint actions — Spinal extension; hip extension, adduction, internal rotation; knee extension; scapula upward rotation, abduction, elevation; glenohumeral flexion, external rotation; elbow extension; forearm pronation; wrist extension.
	Muscles working (contracting)
	Muscles lengthening (stretching)

	Arms: deltoids, triceps, anconeus, pronators; rotator cuff stabilizes external rotation at the shoulder.
Legs/hips: hamstrings and adductor magnus drive hip extension; gluteus maximus and vastii assist; the lift initiates as a ‘pulling’ hip action, not a quadriceps push.
Front (eccentric): rectus abdominis and psoas major manage the arch.
	Anterior line broadly: hip flexors (rectus femoris, psoas), abdominals, pectorals, and the front of the shoulders.



1. Correct leg action is critical: most people push with the quadriceps, throwing weight toward the head and arms. Initiate the pelvic lift with a ‘pulling’ action using hip extensors instead.
1. Adductor magnus is the most useful adductor here — it creates hip extension + internal rotation + adduction. Gluteus maximus is less useful because it can externally rotate and compress the sacrum (low-back pain).
1. Tight latissimus dorsi restricts scapular upward rotation, forcing excess action into the spine or shoulders; restricted hip extension dumps the action into the lumbar.
Anatomy: Kaminoff, Yoga Anatomy.
Teaching & Alignment
Breath sequence
1. Inhale: lift the hips up.
1. Exhale: lift the torso.
1. Inhale: press the palms, bend the elbows turning the shoulders in, lift the chest.
1. Exhale: press the feet and raise the hips, straightening the legs.
Alignment cues
1. Five-step entry: knees forward under the toes → hips up → crown of head down → push hips toward knees with the hands → once hips are up, press the legs back to straighten the knees and rotate the shoulders inward.
1. To deepen at a wall: one foot against the wall; inhale gaze to the floor foot and bring the chest in; exhale press the foot to the wall. The key state is rotating the ribcage up and back.
1. Keep the neck loose; the practitioner begins to look inward toward the feet.
Common mistakes & corrections
1. Pushing the hips up without lifting the chest — the hips tighten and the lumbar stops bending; cue chest lift on inhale first.
1. Shoulders/chest pushed forward to force straight legs — leads to wrist pain over time; keep turning the shoulders in and pressing the palms.
Trigger / guidance point — Hips-to-feet connection plus shoulder mobility (the two Urdhva Dhanurasana requirements Vinay Kumar lists for sequencing).
Drishti — Look inward (toward the feet/floor).
Teaching cues: Prana Vashya TAC (Vinay Kumar).
Where the sources meet
This is where the two systems align most usefully. Kaminoff’s central correction — stop pushing with the quads, initiate with a hip-extensor ‘pull,’ and favor adductor magnus over gluteus maximus to avoid sacral compression — is the anatomical engine behind Vinay Kumar’s five-step entry and his sequencing requirements: maximum space between pelvic and thoracic, shoulder–thoracic separation, and a strong hips-to-feet connection.


Fish (Matsyasana)
matsya = fish · mots-YAHS-anna
Basic supine backbend. A Lumbar B posture in Prana Vashya; in Kaminoff, a great demonstration of the psoas major in both hip flexion and spinal extension.
Functional Anatomy
Joint actions — Spine extension; mild hip flexion, adduction, internal rotation; knee extension; scapula downward rotation, adduction; glenohumeral extension, adduction, internal rotation; elbow flexion; forearm pronation.
	Muscles working (contracting)
	Muscles lengthening (stretching)

	Spine: spinal extensors plus psoas major (especially the lower fibers).
Legs: psoas major, iliacus, pectineus, tensor fascia latae; hamstrings ground the legs; quadriceps for hip flexion and knee extension.
Arms: subscapularis, teres major, latissimus dorsi internally rotate; triceps long head extends the shoulder; trapezius and rhomboids adduct the scapulae.
	Anterior neck muscles; anterior ribcage (internal intercostals) expands; abdominals lengthen but work eccentrically against the psoas pushing the organs forward; coracobrachialis, pectorals, long head of biceps, serratus anterior, anterior deltoids.



1. Can be done emphasizing spinal extensors, or supported on the elbows (less torso work, easier breathing).
1. Focusing on the spinal extensors protects the neck when the arms lift off the floor.
1. Often used as the counterpose to shoulder stand because it reverses the cervical spine from extreme flexion to extreme extension — though Kaminoff suggests a graded vinyasa to cobra is gentler than jumping between extremes.
Anatomy: Kaminoff, Yoga Anatomy.
Teaching & Alignment
Breath sequence
1. Inhale: lift the chest up.
1. Exhale: open the shoulders and bring the crown of the head to the floor.
1. Inhale: press the sitting bones, lift the ribcage.
1. Exhale: free the shoulders.
Alignment cues
1. Flex the feet to make the sitting points independent — only then do they free the thoracic to open.
1. To guide: stand astride the practitioner, elbows near the base of the ribcage and palms on the shoulders from behind, lifting the upper body; cue ribcage up on inhale, shoulders back/down on exhale.
1. Bring the elbows to the floor before lowering the crown of the head.
Trigger / guidance point — Base of the ribcage and shoulders.
Drishti — On the floor (behind).
Teaching cues: Prana Vashya TAC (Vinay Kumar).
Where the sources meet
Vinay Kumar uses Fish to activate Lumbar B (bringing the pelvis toward the shoulders). Kaminoff’s spotlight on the psoas major — simultaneously a hip flexor and an anterior spinal extensor here — explains why this pose builds the deep spinal awareness Prana Vashya associates with Lumbar B.


Pigeon (Eka Pada Rajakapotasana)
eka = one, pada = leg, raja = royal, kapota = pigeon · eh-KAH pah-DAH rah-JAH-cop-poh-TAHS-anna
Advanced kneeling backbend with a unique base of support — the back surface of the front leg and the front surface of the back leg. In Prana Vashya, the comprehensive side-line pose: it stretches the interior line from elbow to knee, working one side of the body at a time.
Functional Anatomy
Joint actions — Spinal extension. Front leg: sacrum nutation; hip flexion, external rotation, abduction; knee flexion; ankle/foot supination. Back leg: counternutation; hip extension, internal rotation, adduction; knee flexion; ankle plantarflexion.
	Muscles working (contracting)
	Muscles lengthening (stretching)

	Spine: spinal extensors create the backbend; extensors and obliques then maintain balance and orientation to the front.
Back leg: internal rotation and extension (joint capsule most taut); hamstrings, adductor magnus, and medial gluteus maximus extend the hip.
Front leg (eccentric): gravity is the main force — hamstrings, gluteus maximus, and peroneals work eccentrically, pressing into the floor to keep from collapsing.
Arms: serratus anterior wraps the scapula; infraspinatus and teres minor externally rotate the shoulder; deltoids lift the arm; supraspinatus and subscapularis seat the humeral head.
	Front-leg rotators vary by position: abduction lengthens obturator externus and quadratus femoris slightly (more felt in hamstrings); adduction lengthens piriformis, obturator internus, and gemelli.
Back leg / front body: iliacus, psoas major, rectus femoris; abdominals, intercostals as the chest opens.
The folded-forward variation is the classic piriformis release — it crosses the sciatic nerve, so tightness can drive sciatic pain; it needs ~1 minute of sustained stretch before the spindle reflex releases.



1. Don’t collapse into the pose — the pelvic floor, hamstrings, and gluteals act eccentrically to spread the weight across the whole base rather than dumping into the hamstring attachment or the knee.
1. Extending the front knee toward 90° greatly intensifies hip rotation and torque, making the knee much more vulnerable to twisting forces; active feet and ankles stabilize and protect it.
1. Arm and back-leg actions mirror Natarajasana; like Dhanurasana, the binding of hand to foot can load vulnerable knees and lower back.
Anatomy: Kaminoff, Yoga Anatomy.
Teaching & Alignment
Breath sequence
1. Inhale: expand the abdomen and bend back.
1. Exhale: bend the stretched (back) leg’s knee and grab the foot.
1. Inhale: lift the thoracic and bend back toward the foot.
1. Exhale: rotate the shoulder joint so the elbow points to the ceiling and bring the head toward the foot.
Alignment cues
1. Front foot/heel close to the opposite sitting point; back leg stretched behind like Cobra; palms on either side of the hips.
1. Bring the foot closer to the shoulder first, and only then rotate the elbow up — emphasize the shoulder work, not the elbow.
1. Square the hips before deepening: guide the bent-knee hip back and the forehead toward the foot; keep a palm on the opposite hip for reference.
Common mistakes & corrections
1. Weight drifting toward the bent-knee hip, unsquaring the pelvis — keep palms on the sides of the hips and bring the bent-knee hip back.
1. Lifting the below-shoulder by binding the wrong wrist — catch the upper free hand with the one coming over the leg so the chest can turn toward the bent knee.
Trigger / guidance point — Hips (squaring) and shoulder rotation. Eka Pada Rajakapotasana influences the heart directly through the deep chest expansion — a noted site of emotional release.
Drishti — Look back / toward the foot.
Teaching cues: Prana Vashya TAC (Vinay Kumar).
Where the sources meet
Both systems treat Pigeon as a readiness gate. Vinay Kumar names two prerequisites — squared hips and an independent thoracic — and tests them in Camel and Lunge before allowing the pose. Kaminoff supplies the anatomical stakes: at 90° of front-knee flexion the hip torque (and knee risk) spikes, which is why the squared-hip, active-foot entry matters so much.
For sequencing, Vinay Kumar builds a Pigeon class around side-line postures (side bends, twisted Prasarita, square lunges, splits) because the pose always stretches one side at a time — consistent with Kaminoff’s description of its asymmetric, single-side base of support.


King Pigeon (Kapotasana)
kapota = dove/pigeon · kah-poh-TAHS-anna
Advanced kneeling backbend; a peak pose. Requires the central line of the torso and Lumbar A, with a relaxed (not strength-braced) back on entry. Distinct from Eka Pada Rajakapotasana: here both knees are down and the practitioner drops back to grasp the feet.
Functional Anatomy
Joint actions — Deep full spinal extension; hip extension and internal rotation; knee flexion; ankle plantarflexion; scapula upward rotation and elevation; glenohumeral flexion, external rotation; elbow flexion; forearm pronation. (Shares the extensor mechanics of Camel and Wheel.)
	Muscles working (contracting)
	Muscles lengthening (stretching)

	Spine: the full intrinsic extensor group works concentrically for deep extension; psoas minor, rectus abdominis, and obliques work eccentrically to prevent dumping into the lumbar (as in Wheel and Natarajasana).
Arms/shoulders: serratus anterior and rotator cuff mobilize and stabilize the scapulae into upward rotation/elevation while the shoulders externally rotate to reach the feet.
Legs: hamstrings, adductor magnus, and medial gluteus maximus extend the hips with internal rotation; vastii stabilize the knees.
	Deep anterior-line stretch: rectus femoris and psoas (hip flexors), rectus abdominis and obliques, intercostals, pectoralis major and minor, anterior deltoids, and the anterior neck.



1. Anatomy here is synthesized from the shared extensor mechanics of Camel, Wheel, and Natarajasana — Kaminoff’s Yoga Anatomy does not include a standalone Kapotasana plate.
1. As in Wheel, favor adductor magnus over gluteus maximus for hip extension to avoid sacral compression; tight latissimus dorsi restricts scapular upward rotation and forces action into the lumbar.
Anatomy: Kaminoff, Yoga Anatomy.
Teaching & Alignment
Breath sequence
1. Approach as the peak of a Lumbar-A/B-oriented sequence — hips above the knees, chest below the hips, head below the chest (an ‘inverted Cobra’ shape).
1. Inhale to lift and lengthen the thoracic; exhale to travel deeper toward the feet, leading with the shoulders, never pushing the torso backward.
Alignment cues
1. Geometry to aim for: hips above knees, chest below hips, head below chest — shoulders going beyond (below) the line of the hips, as in Cobra.
1. Keep the back relatively relaxed/loose on entry — Sarpasana-style bracing builds back strength but works against the looseness Kapotasana needs.
1. Never push the torso backward; always lengthen forward and up first to create space, then bend.
Common mistakes & corrections
1. Entering with a braced, strength-held back (good for Wheel, wrong for Kapotasana) — the back must be able to release.
1. Leading from the pelvis — if the shoulders don’t cross the line of the hips, the practitioner isn’t ready; regress to King Cobra and Camel.
Trigger / guidance point — Central torso line and Lumbar A; shoulders lead.
Drishti — Toward the feet / back.
Teaching cues: Prana Vashya TAC (Vinay Kumar).
Where the sources meet
This is the clearest example of Prana Vashya’s readiness logic. Vinay Kumar uses Cobra-with-bent-knees as an ‘inverted Kapotasana’ diagnostic: if the shoulders surpass the hip line and face the sky, the practitioner is ready; if the legs aren’t near 90°, Lumbar A isn’t open; if the weight sits on the knees, Lumbar C isn’t open. Camel is the second test (abdomen, shoulders, and thighs must not be on one line; the head must not lift toward the chest).
Kaminoff’s Wheel guidance transfers directly: initiate hip extension with a pulling action via the hamstrings and adductor magnus rather than a quadriceps push, and keep the latissimus from restricting the scapulae — the same mechanics that let the deep backbend happen without lumbar or sacral compression.


Inverted Backbends
Prana Vashya frames inverted backbends as moving from two foundations to one: where Cobra keeps the palms and pelvis on the floor (pelvis constant, thoracic the reference), inversions surrender the thoracic to the floor so the shoulders become the foundation and the pelvic line leads. Allowing the lower spine to be free is said to release tension from the L4–L5 region — a claim Kaminoff’s anatomy partly supports through improved venous return and the inverted action of the diaphragm, while cautioning against the popular ‘more blood to the brain’ explanation (the body regulates cerebral blood flow regardless of orientation).
These postures are taught only to practitioners who already segregate the shoulders, thoracic, and pelvis; without that independence, the shoulders can’t open and the pelvic can’t be made the leader, risking the neck, spine, or knees.
Scorpion (Vrschikasana)
vrschana = scorpion · vrs-chee-KAHS-anna
Intermediate inverted arm balance and backbend (on hands or forearms). In Prana Vashya, an inverted backbend where the thoracic is surrendered to the floor and the pelvic line leads.
Functional Anatomy
Joint actions — Full spinal extension; hip extension, adduction, internal rotation; knee flexion; ankle neutral dorsiflexion; scapula adduction, upward rotation; glenohumeral external rotation, flexion, adduction; elbow flexion; forearm pronation.
	Muscles working (contracting)
	Muscles lengthening (stretching)

	Spine: spinal extensors deepen the extension and lift the head against gravity toward the feet.
Shoulders: serratus anterior works eccentrically as the scapulae adduct; the cuff and deltoids stabilize the inverted shoulder.
Legs: hamstrings flex the knees and draw the toes toward the head (if the front line is open enough; otherwise the legs hang passively); adductor magnus and medial gluteus maximus extend and adduct the hips.
	Latissimus dorsi, iliacus, rectus femoris (strongly), abdominal muscles, internal intercostals, anterior neck; pectoralis major and minor lengthen with thoracic extension and scapular adduction; vastii lengthen with knee flexion.



1. Lifting the head is what shifts the balance point caudally down the spine; without it the legs can overbalance the pose backward.
1. As the knees bend toward the head, the hamstrings are at their shortest working length — a frequent site of cramping.
1. Getting out with control matters as much as getting in — it trains muscles to contract concentrically at maximum length.
Anatomy: Kaminoff, Yoga Anatomy.
Teaching & Alignment
Breath sequence
1. Inhale: bring the feet onto the wall, toes flexed.
1. Exhale: arch the back, bringing chin and chest forward.
1. Inhale: hold/steady.
1. Exhale: bend one knee and bring the foot toward the head.
Alignment cues
1. Begin facing away from the wall: come to the forearms (or hands), take a forearm-plus-four-finger distance from the knees, feet to the wall behind.
1. Flex only the toes on the wall so toes and heels form a straight line — if that fails, walk the feet higher up the wall for alignment.
1. In the final shape the shoulders should stack over the wrists/elbows; hips, shoulders, and wrists must not form a straight slanting line, or pressure overloads the wrists and shoulders and the spine can’t arch.
Common mistakes & corrections
1. Flexing the ankles instead of the toes on the wall — weight then fails to reach the shoulders.
1. Too little distance from the wall — excess pressure into the wrists and shoulders; let the correct distance come with practice.
Trigger / guidance point — Shoulders as foundation; pelvic line leads.
Drishti — Look forward / on the floor.
Teaching cues: Prana Vashya TAC (Vinay Kumar).
Where the sources meet
Kaminoff notes Scorpion is actually easier to hold than the forearm balance that precedes it because of its lower center of gravity — deepening from Pincha Mayurasana requires the scapulae to slide together, lowering the ribs and freeing the thoracic. That is the same thoracic independence Prana Vashya requires before teaching any inverted backbend.


Backbend in Headstand
after Salamba Sirsasana · sah-LOM-bah shear-SHAHS-anna
Inverted backbend entered from a supported headstand. In Prana Vashya, the inverted backbend that demands the least flexibility of the group — a good opener for practitioners with a steady headstand, and a motivator because the inverted view sharpens concentration.
Functional Anatomy
Joint actions — From neutral/slight-extension headstand into spinal extension; hip extension; knee flexion (bringing toes toward the head); scapula abduction, upward rotation, elevation; glenohumeral flexion, external rotation, adduction; elbow flexion.
	Muscles working (contracting)
	Muscles lengthening (stretching)

	Spine: the intrinsic spinal muscles lift into and hold the headstand and prevent falling forward; the thoracic extensors work to lift the whole lower body — then extend further for the backbend.
Core: psoas minor, obliques, rectus abdominis, and transversus are very active to keep from falling backward; the pelvic diaphragm engages, creating a strong mula bandha effect.
Neck: the deep neck muscles balance the atlanto-occipital and atlanto-axial joints — accessing them lets the jaw and vocal muscles relax.
Arms/legs: serratus anterior wraps the scapulae; cuff seats the humeral head; adductor magnus and hamstrings hold the legs together and extend the hips; vastii extend the knees.
	Anterior line opens as the spine extends: hip flexors (rectus femoris, psoas), abdominals, anterior chest and neck.



1. Among inverted backbends this demands the least flexibility — Kaminoff confirms a steady, well-supported headstand is the prerequisite skill (the real test is raising the weight off the feet without jumping).
1. Inversions chiefly benefit venous return and lymph drainage and invert the diaphragm’s action; the popular ‘more oxygen to the brain’ idea is not how cerebral blood flow works.
Anatomy: Kaminoff, Yoga Anatomy.
Teaching & Alignment
Breath sequence
1. Establish a stable headstand.
1. Inhale: bend the knees.
1. Exhale: arch the back and bring the toes toward the head.
1. Inhale: breathe deeply to trigger the diaphragm.
1. Exhale: bring the feet down, turning the pelvis.
Alignment cues
1. Once in headstand, bend the knees and bring the feet toward the head; let the gap between the knees be whatever is comfortable for better pelvic mobility.
1. The chest moves toward the chin while the pelvis travels toward the head.
1. To guide: a palm under the toes (no weight on it) keeps the feet from drifting; once at the best position, tap the spine to arch a little further. Stay 5–8 breaths, then return to Balasana.
Trigger / guidance point — Thoracic extension over a stable shoulder/neck foundation; pelvic line leads.
Drishti — Look on the floor.
Teaching cues: Prana Vashya TAC (Vinay Kumar).
Where the sources meet
Prana Vashya recommends this as the entry point to inverted backbends precisely because it doesn’t require bringing the feet over the head to a wall. Kaminoff’s account of the deep neck muscles balancing the upper cervical joints, and the strong abdominal/pelvic-diaphragm action stabilizing the center of gravity, explains why a genuinely independent, well-supported headstand must come first — the segregation of shoulders, thoracic, and pelvis that Vinay Kumar requires.


Backbends for Athletic Performance Across the Season
Backbends train the posterior chain to contract and the anterior line to lengthen — the opposite of what most sport and daily life reinforce. As both source traditions note, daily activity loads the posterior line and keeps the anterior line (hip flexors, chest, abdomen) chronically short; Kaminoff and Vinay Kumar both stress that the value lies in balancing the lines, not in maximizing the backbend. For athletes, periodizing backbend work to the competitive calendar lets the practice serve different goals at different times.
Principle that carries across all phases: never train the anterior line in isolation. Pair backbends with the posterior- and side-line work (twists, forward folds, Trikonasana-family postures) the sources call mandatory, and respect the strength/flexibility balance — if a block is flexibility-heavy, add strengthening; if strength-heavy, add mobility.
Pre-Season — Build Capacity and Correct Imbalance
Goal: open what the off-season and sport-specific training have shortened, and build the deep postural strength that protects the spine under load.
1. Reverse the sport posture. Most athletes accumulate hip-flexor and thoracic tightness (cycling, rowing, sprinting starts, seated travel). Camel and Cobra restore length to psoas, rectus femoris, and the pectorals — the muscles Kaminoff lists as ‘lengthening’ in these poses.
1. Prioritize strength postures. Locust and Bow build the spinal extensors and posterior chain. In Prana Vashya terms, this is the phase for Lumbar A and strength work (Cobra, Locust) before chasing range.
1. Establish pelvic control. Drill neutral-pelvis mechanics (tailbone tuck, eccentric abdominal control) so the lumbar is protected once high-intensity training resumes — the same eccentric rectus abdominis / psoas action that protects every backbend.
1. Volume: backbends 2–3 times per week on consecutive days (per the Prana Vashya guidance), always sequenced with counterwork.
In-Season — Maintain, Mobilize, and Recover
Goal: preserve range without adding fatigue or soreness that would compromise competition. This is a maintenance and recovery phase, not a peaking phase.
1. Favor supported, lower-intensity backbends. Bridge and Fish open the chest and counter the forward-flexed posture of most sports while demanding far less than Wheel. Kaminoff’s elbow-supported Fish and the one-leg Bridge are low-cost ways to keep the anterior line open.
1. Use backbends as active recovery. Bridge as a counter-activity (thighs take load, lumbar stretches) fits between training sessions; gentle Cobra restores the spine after compression and travel.
1. Respect the breath-and-recovery ratio. Short holds (~5 breaths) with rest (~4 breaths) deliver the mobility benefit without provoking the deep fatigue or cramping Kaminoff warns about (e.g., short-hamstring cramping in knees-flexed Cobra).
1. Keep it brief and frequent rather than long and heavy; avoid introducing new peak poses in-season.
Post-Season — Restore, Decompress, and Rebuild Range
Goal: undo the season’s cumulative compression, address asymmetries, and — once recovered — rebuild toward deeper expression.
1. Decompress the spine. Inverted and supported backbends (Bridge, Fish, wall-supported work) let the lumbar release; Kaminoff notes inversions allow tension at L4–L5 to release when the lower spine is free.
1. Rebuild range progressively. With competition pressure gone, this is the window to work toward Wheel and deeper poses, following the Prana Vashya progression from grounded foundations (Cobra, Camel) toward fewer points of contact (Kapotasana, Wheel).
1. Address the emotional load. Both traditions note backbends open the chest and pelvic regions where stress is held; the anterior line tightens under fight-or-flight. Post-season is a natural time to use this for decompression — expect, as Kaminoff and Vinay Kumar both observe, that deep anterior-line work can prompt emotional release.
1. Close every session with twists and forward folds to rebalance the structure and lock in the restored range, exactly as the Prana Vashya closing sequence prescribes.
Application synthesized from the source principles; the season framework is an applied extension for athletes.
Tailored to Soccer
Soccer loads the body in a specific, repeating pattern: hip flexors and quads fire constantly (sprinting, striking the ball, decelerating), the thoracic spine rounds slightly over a ball-focused forward posture, and the anterior hip stays chronically short from the running stride. The backbend’s job in a soccer body is to reverse exactly that anterior-line shortening — which is why the general principles above apply with particular force here.
The soccer-specific target: the kicking motion is a violent, repeated hip-flexion-to-extension whip driven by rectus femoris and psoas. These are the very muscles Kaminoff lists as ‘lengthening’ in Cobra, Camel, Bow, and Wheel. Backbends restore the length the kick keeps taking away — helping stride power and reducing the hip-flexor and lower-back tightness that plague midfielders and strikers.
Pre-Season — Build Capacity and Correct Imbalance
1. Reverse the soccer posture. Pre-season legs are tight from running volume ramping up. Camel and Cobra restore length to the psoas and rectus femoris — the same hip flexors the kicking and sprinting stride shorten — directly supporting stride length and shot power.
1. Build posterior-chain strength for deceleration and heading. Locust and Bow strengthen the spinal extensors, hamstrings, and glutes — the posterior chain a player relies on to decelerate, change direction, and hold position in aerial duels. This is the pre-season strength phase (Cobra, Locust before chasing range).
1. Drill pelvic control for kicking and cutting. The neutral-pelvis, eccentric-abdominal work that protects the lumbar in every backbend is the same control that protects a player’s lower back through the rotational, asymmetric loads of striking and cutting.
1. Volume: backbends 2–3 times per week on consecutive days, always paired with the twists and forward folds that rebalance the rotational, posterior-dominant demands of the sport.
In-Season — Maintain, Mobilize, and Recover
1. Favor supported, low-cost backbends between matches. Bridge and Fish open the chest and reverse the forward-flexed, ball-watching posture without the fatigue cost of Wheel — important when legs need to be fresh for match day.
1. Use Bridge as active recovery on the day after a match. Thighs take the load while the lumbar releases — a gentle counter to the pounding the quads and hip flexors take over 90 minutes.
1. Keep holds short (~5 breaths, ~4 to rest). Mobility benefit without the deep fatigue or cramping that could compromise sprint capacity — and avoid Kaminoff’s short-hamstring cramp trap in knees-flexed Cobra when legs are already match-fatigued.
1. Don’t introduce new peak backbends in-season — maintain, don’t build.
Post-Season — Restore, Decompress, and Rebuild Range
1. Decompress a season’s worth of impact. Supported and inverted backbends (Bridge, Fish, wall-supported work) let the lumbar release the cumulative compression of running, jumping, and contact; freeing the lower spine helps release L4–L5 tension.
1. Address left/right asymmetry. Most players have a dominant kicking leg, building a measurable hip-flexor and rotational imbalance. Post-season is the time to work the asymmetrical poses (one-leg Bridge, Pigeon’s folded-forward variation for the dominant-leg hip) to even the body out before the next pre-season.
1. Rebuild range progressively. With matches done, work toward Wheel and deeper poses, following the grounded-to-fewer-foundations progression (Cobra, Camel → Kapotasana, Wheel).
1. Close every session with twists and forward folds to rebalance and lock in the restored range.
Soccer application extends the general season framework using the same source principles; sport-specific demands are illustrative.
Sequencing Backbend Classes
This section is built on the Prana Vashya sequencing method as taught by Vinay Kumar, with Mark Stephens’ Yoga Sequencing drawn on only as a comparative reference where another tradition frames the same idea differently. The Prana Vashya logic is specific: every posture in a class is chosen to prepare the peak pose, the lumbar spine is kept active throughout, and counterwork is timed deliberately rather than applied pose-by-pose.
The Prana Vashya class arc
A backbend class is structured so the practitioner feels all the benefits of the peak posture even if they never reach its full expression. Every chosen posture must work at least one of the muscle groups the final pose engages, and the class builds from postures with the most points of contact on the floor toward those with the fewest:
1. Sun salutations to warm and initiate. In the first backbends the legs stay straight to activate the lumbar correctly.
1. Side bends to engage the obliques and open the shoulders and hips, establishing the lateral stability the spine needs before extension.
1. Posterior-line activation and hip rotations to free the pelvis — the central stabilizer that controls the lumbar and, through it, the cervical spine. (No hip rotations for those with spinal issues; side bends only.)
1. Lumbar A / B / C subsequences that progressively open the spine — hips and thighs (A), core and spinal awareness (B), chest (C) — arranged so each subsequence prepares the next, interleaved with neutral counter-activities.
1. Peak pose, attempted only once the body and the readiness gates allow.
1. Closing sequence — the deep counter-stretch (Paschimottanasana, Kurmasana) and twists to reprogram the spinal line and preserve the new range.
Comparative note (Stephens): Stephens frames the same shape as a five-stage arc — initiating, warming, pathway to the peak, peak exploration, integration — a useful parallel vocabulary. The core agreement is structural: warm thoroughly, build deliberately toward one peak, then integrate on the way down.
The Lumbar A / B / C framework
Prana Vashya organizes backbends by which segment of the spine they target and which joints anchor the movement. This is the spine of the sequencing method — a class is assembled by choosing subsequences (commonly A-B-B, A-A-B, or B-C) that lead toward the peak:
Lumbar A — strengthens the hips and thighs; the legs are the fixed foundation and the torso moves. Ankle/wrist activated. Cobra is the signature pose — and the first backbends keep the legs straight to set Lumbar A correctly.
Lumbar B — builds core strength and, more importantly, awareness of spinal mobility; the extremities join together and the pelvis draws toward the shoulders. Elbow/knee activated. Fish, Bow, and small bridge live here. Lumbar B reduces stress on the joints.
Lumbar C — opens the chest; the shoulders are the fixed reference and the legs move. Hip/shoulder activated. Camel is the signature pose, and gravity-assisted and inverted postures trigger it.
Lumbar B is accessible only once A and C are open enough and the practitioner has gained spinal awareness — so the framework also encodes a teaching order, not just a catalog.
Prana Vashya sequencing principles
1. Every posture prepares the peak. An advanced pose engages multiple muscle groups at once; the sequence should pre-open each of them, so the benefits are felt even without the full expression.
1. Most foundation to least. Begin with postures well grounded on the floor (Cobra with bent knees) before those with fewer points of contact (Kapotasana); among advanced poses, progress the same way — Pigeon, then Kapotasana, then Wheel, then Chakra Bandhasana.
1. Start with what the practitioner can already do. Use simple poses to observe each person’s capacity, then build from there.
1. Keep the lumbar active throughout. Do not insert counterposes until the peak is reached — counterposes flatten the pelvis and rest the lumbar, undoing the back-flexibility work. The aim is to keep the lumbar engaged across the whole working phase.
1. Use neutral counter-activities between backbends. Sit-ups, squats, high lunge, and bow pose support the backbend muscles (thighs, hips, pelvis) without releasing the lumbar; choose ones that don’t overload the knees for a given peak (e.g. avoid high lunge before Kapotasana).
1. Match counterwork to what was shortened. After Kapotasana the posterior line is short, so follow with a leg/hamstring stretch that tilts the pelvis forward; counterwork can also mean giving weight back to the muscles just stretched, not only stretching the opposite side.
1. Close with twists. Since the spine bends back and forth but releases rotational tension only through twisting, the closing sequence uses twists to reprogram the spinal line and keep the freshly lengthened muscles from losing range.
Comparative note (Stephens): Stephens reaches the same conclusion from a different premise. His pratikriyasana warns against the literal pose-by-pose ‘opposite counterpose’ (e.g. deep forward bend straight after deep backbend) and instead sequences similar shapes, saving integration for the wind-down. His backbend rules also echo Prana Vashya almost point for point: warm first and deepen gradually; place contraction backbends (active spinal erectors, e.g. Locust) before leveraged ones (Bow, Wheel); never deep-backbend straight after deep core work; symmetrical foundations before asymmetrical; and build drop-backs slowly through Laghu Vajrasana. He also offers a clean three-way grouping — contraction, traction, leverage — that complements the Lumbar A/B/C lens.
Readiness gates for the peak
Prana Vashya makes readiness diagnostic, not aspirational — specific simpler poses reveal whether a practitioner is prepared for the peak:
1. Cobra with bent knees is an ‘inverted Kapotasana.’ If the shoulders surpass the hip line and face the sky, the practitioner is ready; if not, Lumbar C isn’t open enough. If the shoulders pass the hips but the legs aren’t near 90°, Lumbar A isn’t adequately open. Too much weight on the knees rather than the upper thighs signals Lumbar C still closed.
1. Camel is the second test: if the abdomen, shoulders, and thighs are on one line, the practitioner isn’t ready (needs more Lumbar A to isolate torso from legs); if the head lifts toward the chest, Lumbar C isn’t open enough.
1. For Pigeon specifically, the two prerequisites are squared hips and an independent thoracic — tested in Camel (independent chest, head free to bend back) and Lunge (back-leg thigh close to the floor, hips not dropping sideways).
Worked sequences (Prana Vashya)
Three peak-oriented sequences from the method, each assembling postures that prepare its specific peak:
Pigeon-oriented
Because Pigeon stretches one side of the torso at a time, the warm-up emphasizes side-body stretch and strength. A representative order: Cobra (Lumbar A) → Camel (Lumbar C) → standing straight-leg-forward/bent-leg-back for hamstrings and quads → Dhanurasana leg-to-head with hip up (Lumbar B) → square lunges to open hip-to-ribcage space → splits → Fish (thoracic) → Purvottanasana for shoulder/chest opening → twisted bent-leg Cobra to open one side → Pigeon.
Kapotasana-oriented
Kapotasana needs the central torso line and Lumbar A, with side bends avoided so the centre stays neutral. The arc runs: sun salutations → warm-up keeping the centre neutral (side bends, twisted Prasarita, standing leg forward/back or sit-ups, full hip rotation) → a first A–B subsequence (Cobra forward/back – Lumbar A; Fish and Dhanurasana – Lumbar B) → counter-activity that spares the knees (squats or Sirsasana padangusthasana, avoiding high lunge) → a second B–C subsequence (King Cobra – Lumbar B; Camel – Lumbar C; Kapotasana – Lumbar B) → counter-activity stretching the now-short posterior line (seated or lying leg stretch, hips up) → Setu Bandhasana → closing.
Vamadevasana-oriented
This sequence targets the thighs to release tension built by prolonged sitting. Warm-up: side bends, Warrior II bound arms, Prasarita bound arms. First subsequence emphasizing thigh stretch: Cobra A (forward), Cobra B (back), Cobra C bent-knees, single-leg Camel, full or half Bakasana, then a thigh-stretch counter (high lunge with hands on floor, then foot in hands). Second subsequence loading the thighs: Kapotasana, standing backbends through the four gaze variations, then a hamstring-stretch counter (standing split head-to-foot, sit-ups). Peak: Vamadevasana. Final: Scorpion or Wheel. Close.
Sequencing framework and worked sequences: Prana Vashya TAC (Vinay Kumar). Comparative notes: Mark Stephens, Yoga Sequencing.
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