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" beneath
the surface

It’s almost summer —and chances are good that peo-
ple all over America want to tone up their tummics,
and they’re adding crunches to their routines to doit.
But sit-ups alone won't make a potbelly disappear. In
fact, they just might have the reverse effect!

To achieve a toned and healthy midsection, you
need to work with a number of muscles that are com-
monly called the “core.” Your core includes more than A
just abdominal muscles. Most exercises that target
your abdominals can actually tighten the muscles
around your tummy in such a way that they prevent

~A~  ahdominal tone and, if done without proper aware-
ness, can push your belly out and even hurt your back. AA
It's often the psoas that will cause you to lose the
battle of the bulge. A key muscle at the very center of AAA.
i your core, the psoas is all too often overworked in ab ~A
exercises. You'll benefit most from your core work if
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you learn the actions that not only tone your
tummy, but also tame a tight psoas.

THE DEEP-DOWN MUSCLE
The psoas is the deepest and one of the larg-
est muscles in the body. On each side of your
lumbar spine, it attaches to the vertebrae and
stretches over the hip joint—like the strings
of a violin stretching from the neck over the
bridge — to attach at your femur (inner thigh).
You use the psoas when you walk: It initiates
every step you take by exerting a powerful pull
on your leg at your inner thigh. It also plays a
critical role in forward bends, working in tan-
dem with your abdominals to flex your spine.
Especially important, the psoas provides
structural support for the curves of your
spine. In fact, it runs so deep that when you're
lying down, your abdominal organs literally
sit on top of it, which is why the psoas can
have a profound effect on the appearance of
your abdomen. Thanks to the way the psoas
contracts to flex your legs toward your spine,
it’s almost impossible to avoid tightening the
psoas in any abdominal exercise. And this can
continued on page 84
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1 Supta Padangusthasana

(Reclining Hand-to-Big-Toe Pose)

Supta Padangusthasana will * Lie on your back with

tone your abdominal muscles your left leg extended.
and lengthen your psoas. Use a strap to hold your

right foot and then lift
your right leq. Before moving your right leg closer to your
torso, tilt your pelvis forward slightly to establish the
natural inward curve to your low back, using the draw-
string action to help: Work your left leg as though you
were trying to lift it, firming your transverse abdominis
and narrowing the space between your hip points. (See
the section “The Drawstring and the Zip-Up" on page 119
for more details.) Feel your left leg spiral inward and the
arch in your low back increase slightly, signaling a release
in your left psoas.

Now use the zipper effect by drawing the pit of your abdo-
men in and up to engage your rectus abdominis, and press
out through the mound of your big toe. If your left leg
turns outward and your low back touches the floor here,
your psoas is gripping and shortening.

Maintain these lengthening actions as you take your right
leg closer to your torso. Hold for 10 breaths or longer,
remaining firm but not tense in the pose. Release your
right leg and repeat on the second side.
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The internal and external obliques are cut away from the front body
in this illustration so you can see the psoas deep within the belly and
surrounded by the corset of the transverse abdominis.
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2 Torso Curl

T Maximize the work in your abdom- i
inal muscles and minimize the pull

of your psoas on your low back

with this upper-body curl. You'll

start in a position that keeps your

psoas as neutral as possible.

— —_—.

From lying down, bend your knees so
your thighs are closer than 90 degrees
toward your chest. (If your thighs are
beyond 90 degrees in relation to your
torso, your psoas will tighten.) To check
that you're engaging your abdominal
muscles whiie keeping your psoas neu-
tral, hold your knees with your arms
almost straight. Press your knees into
your hands, while simultaneously firm-
ing your lower abdominals and rounding
your low back into the floor.

Extend your arms to the sideina T
position, with your palms up and your
hands in line with your shoulders.
Round your low back and press it into
the floor. Press your knees together
to help firm the pit of your abdomen,
squeezing your hip points toward each
other as you curl your tailbone up
toward the ceiling. On an exhalation,
straighten your legs and curl your torse
up, reaching your hands toward your
knees or shins. On an inhalation, bend
your knees and release your torso
down. Repeat 5 to 6 times, moving with
your breath. Eventually you may work
up to 10 or more repetitions. Avoid jerk-
ing movements or straining your neck.
Instead, gracefully curl your torso
upward, extending your arms forward
and up while keeping your throat soft.
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3 Purvottanasana ( Upward Plank Pose). variation

This variation of Upward
Plank works your rectus
abdominis while releasing ‘
and lengthening the psoas. |

Sit with your knees bent, feet
hip-distance apart and flat
on the floor. Place your hands
behind you, a little wider
apart than your feet.

Draw your shoulders back
and open your chest, Keep
your chin tucked slightly and,
on an inhalation, lift your
hips up to the height of your
knees, Thanks to the tug of
your psoas, your low back will
likely arch and your belly
will pooch out a bit.

Activate your hamstrings and
gluteals, which will inhibit
your psoas, by isometrically
pulling your feet toward your
hands on an exhalation. Squeeze your hip points inward as
if you're tightening the drawstring, and zip up by drawing
your low belly in and up. Now, lift your hips higher. Use your
inhalations to open your chest, and your exhalations to iso-
metrically pull your feet toward your hands, making any
signs of a potbelly disappear. Hold for 5 to 8 breaths or for
as long as you can with good form. Repeat 2 to 3 times.

continued from page 82
be a problem unless you actively incorporate poses
and techniques that release and lengthen your psoas.

RETHINK YOUR CORE

Surrounding the psoas you'll find what is most com-
monly referred to as the core — three layers of muscle
that provide much-needed control and support for
the movements of your spine.

First, the outermost layer consists of the abdomi-
nals, which, in addition to moving the torso into
forward bends, are also involved in twists. The rectus
abdominis is the most visible member. It gives you
that six-pack look and is emphasized in many popular
abdominal routines. The rectus abdominis does make
your belly look trimmer by providing support for your
abdominal organs, and its active function is to bend
the spine forward. It's worked strongly in poses such
as Ardha Navasana (Half Boat Pose) and arm balances
such as Bakasana (Crane Pose).

The other members of the outermost layer are
the internal and external obliques. These start at the

continued on page 87
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4 Forearm Plank Pose

Plank Pose on your forearms is a
smart all-abs workout. It creates
stability and strength in your core
while keeping your psoas neutral.

From lying on your stomach, come on to
your forearms with your fingers inter-
laced, elbows shoulder-width apart. Turn
your toes under and lift your hips to
shoulder height, stacking your shoulders
directly above your elbows. You're likely
to begin with an arch in your low back,
thanks to the action of an eager psoas
overpowering your abdominals.

To assist your abdominals and release
your psoas, first squeeze your hip points
toward each other, then isometrically
push your forearms forward while keeping
your shoulders stacked above your elbows,
Firm and draw your lower belly in and up
toward your heart while lengthening
through your tailbone back toward your
heels. Hold for 5 to 8 breaths. This pose
is a healthy alternative to Chaturanga—
stronger on your abs and easier on your
wrists and shoulders.
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7 Virabhadrasana |
(Warrior Pose I)

Virabhadrasana | works the two key
core actions—pulling the drawstring
and zipping up—and moves you even
deeper into lengthening your psoas.
Step your right foot forward, release your left heel
down, and place your hands on your hip points. Lean
forward and pull the drawstring by squeezing your
hip points toward each other. Firm your lower belly
and feel the muscles of your inner thigh move
toward your sitting bones.

Lift your torso up, and zip up by drawing your lower
belly in and up. Your abdominals need to release
slightly to allow the backbend here, but don't let go
of your abdominals entirely!

The two actions keep the top of your pelvis from tilt-
ing forward (anterior tilt), which would allow your
psoas to pull on the lumbar spine and pinch your low
back. By stabilizing the pelvis, this pose becomes a
deep psoas stretch, while the abdominals pressurize
the abdomen to both support your low back and
control the tilt of your pelvis. Activate the gluteals
in your back leg to help release your psoas by pulling
your left foot back isometrically and extending into
the earth through your heel. Hold for 10 breaths

or for as long as you can comfortably maintain align-
ment. Release and repeat on the second side.
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6 High Lunge

" High Lunge gives you the opportunity
to fully integrate toning your transverse
abdominis and rectus abdominis while
lengthening your psoas and stretching
your quadriceps.

From standing, step your right foot forward
into a lunge. Fully straighten and firm your
left leg. Start to lift your hips a little higher
and squeeze your hip points toward each
other, pulling the drawstring to engage
your lower belly. Maintain that firmness
and sink your hips down lower while keep-
ing your left leg straight.

Place your hands on your right thigh and
lift your torso upright. Keep your abs toned
and take your arms out to the sides in line
with your shoulders; this will help you
steady your balance and center your hips
beneath your chest. Then, lift your arms up.
Hold steady for 10 breaths while keeping
your lower belly engaged and your back leg
straight and firm, balancing the actions

of your abdominals and psoas. Release the
pose and take the left side.
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continued from page 84

side and front body at the ribs and sternum and
wrap around the front torso to your pelvis. Their
primary function is to twist your torso as well

as to bend it sideways. They join with the rectus
abdominis to add power to your forward bending.
The obliques have a protective function in twist-
ing: They ensure that the spine twists evenly, so
that the vertebrae do not turn too strongly in any
one place and injure an intervertebral disk. You
will find them at work in poses such as Marichyas-
ana III and Ardha Matsyendrasana (Half Lord of
the Fishes Pose). The obliques also get a workout
and a strerch in lateral sidebending poses such as
Utthita Trikonasana (Extended Triangle Pose).

The second, or middle, layer plays quite a dif-
ferent role. It supports your spine by bracing
it, especially when you're picking up something
heavy. This layer is really a system of muscles
whose prime member is the transverse abdominis.
These muscles wrap around your torso—from
back near your lumbar spine around to the
front—covering your entire abdomen from ster-
num to pubic bone. They're often described
as a muscular corset.

The transverse abdominis works in combina-
tion with the diaphragm and pelvic-floor muscles
to pressurize your torso, protecting your spine
from stressful loads. To feel this system at work,
take a small breath in and then hold it; tense the

continued on page 118
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8 Eka Pada Rajakapotasana

(One-Legged King Pigeon Pose)

Eka Pada Rajakapotasana ' Come onto all fours and

stretches and releases | bring your right knee

your psoas. This makes it forward to the outside
a great pose to practice of your right hand; your

after abdominal work. right heel should be in

— —line with your left hip
peint. If your right sitting bone does not release
down to the floor, keep your pelvis level by placing
a blanket or block underneath your right hip. Lean
your upper body forward and extend back through
your left leg and big toe while you squeeze your hip
points toward each other. To release more deeply
into the stretch, pull your thighs apart laterally and
engage your outer hips to make space for your
hips to descend and your psoas to lengthen.

Move your lower belly in and up, and start to lift
your torso. Continue reaching back through your
left leg and big toe to keep your leg active and
aligned. Keep lifting your lower belly in and up to
encourage the stretch through your front body,
lengthening your psoas. Again, you'll have to
release your abdominals slightly to allow the back-
bend, but avoid simply letting your lower belly go
slack. Hold for 10 to 15 breaths or longer, breathing
smoothly. Then release, come back to all fours,
and take the pose on your left side.
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