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still re


calls clearly the day 30years ago when
 

he found his calling. Not yet a doctor,
 

he knew that he wanted somehow to
 

help people in pain. He was contem


plating going to medical school but
 

had chosen first to spend a year study


mgyoga with B.K.S. Iyengar in Pune,
 
India. "One day," Fishman says, "Mr.
 

Iyengar suddenly asked me. 'You want
 

to go teach my yoga?' It caught me off
 
guard, but I thought. 'If he says I can
 
teach I t, I guess I can teach i tl'''
 

Today Fishman is a noted specialist
 

in back pain with a rehabilitation clinic
 / .. 
in NewYork City. But he still teaches
 

at least one yoga class a week for his
 

patients. And he recommends yoga to
 
virebhadrasana I (Warnor I) lengthens your 

many patients with back pain, through spine, easing pressure onyour vertebrae. 
both his practice and lus books, the lat


est ofwhich IS Relief Is in the Streich:
 

End Back Pain Through Toga.
 
Most imporrantly after many years
 

of feeling Isolated hom his fellow doc
 Spine Savers
tors by his focu s on yoga, Fishman now 

finds himself sought out by them. Back bothering you? Join the club . 
"Using yoga to treat back pam is in- Better .yet, try these poses. 

creasingly respected by mainstream 

experts," Fishman says."I hear from more and more of my colleagues trial- the most definitive form of sc ientific 

that they are adding yoga to the therapies they recommend." evidcncc-« that showed quite clearly that yoga 

For a long time, doctors were reluctant to endorse yoga because helps those with low back pam : Not only did yoga 
o•	 they felt the re wasn't solid science showing It worked. Some stud work, but it worked so well that It surpassed even 

ies have been done ave r the years, but most were carried out in India tradit ronal physical therapy exercises. 

or Europe and didn't turn up in major American medical journals. Researcher Karen.Sherman and her colleagues 
That changed last Dccember wirh the publication in the respected at the Group Health Cooperative in Seattle rook 

Annals of Int ernal Medicine of a randomized, controlled clinical lOT adults suffering from chronic low back pam 

Q 

/ 

J~N, 2 0 0 6	 VOGAJOURNALCOM ~5 



The poseslisted here are better 
based on suggestions from your pnvsiclans Loren ~ i shman 

back and MaryPulligSchatz and 
Vlniyoga expert Garykraft 

sow.Wilile eachpose is generallyhelpful for 
tile typeof back trouble noted, you need to pay 
close attenuonto how your body responds 
when you do It. Backpain varies a lot, 50 you 
may need to moc!ity the poses.Of you're new 
to yoga and need more instruction on pose ba
sics, checkoutyogajourna/.com1poses,) 

Any time you have acute or IOrlgstandlrlg 
pain, seea doctor for a diagnOSIs before you 
start yoga That Willhelpyou andyour teacher 
choose the right poses, 

Notice how you feel afterward, too' If you 
frequently find yourselfsorer after practice 
til an before, check in with an experienced 
teacher for some guidance. 

TO lengthen the spine and 
reduce jOint compre sion 

Vlrabhadrasana I 
(Warrior I) 

BENErlTS Stretches and aligns the spine 
lJy COl recting asymmetry 

T I I~ Roll the snouloers backasyou stan the 
pose, then concentrate on moving your ShOUl
ders in front of your hips while li!tirlg the rib 
cage awayfrom the pelvis, bracing your lower 
abdornlnats 

Yak one-per-da 
nd 
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Ardha Chandrasana (Wlf Moon Pose) 

BENEF Irs Strengthens the hamstrlngs, inner 
thighs,and the musclesstaoiliz:ng the spine. 

TIP Keep kneesstraight; use a wall for 
balance: concentrate on keeping your body in 
one flat planeand everung out asymmetries, 

For posture-related muscle soreness 
Adho Mukha sv anasana 
(Downward-FaCIng D g Pose) 

BENEF ITS strengthens shoulder and back 
muscles to hold joints and spine in alignment 

TIP Pusll up on your tiptoes and rotate your 
arms inward for a deeper upper backstretch 

suaradvejasana I (Bharadvaja's TWist) 

BENEF IT Bestgentle stretch for tile spine 
and lnps, 

TIP Placea folded blanket under the sideof 
your hip to help postureand alignment. con
centrate on bringing the shoulders back as 
the top of your chest moves forward (lnd UD 

To extend the spine and help 
herniated disks and pinched nerves 

Bhujangasana (Cobra pose)
 

BENEFITS Opens lumbarand thoracc joints
 
and decreases pressureon the spineby
 
stretchmgthe abdomenandfront chest.
 

TIP ro get (he fullest stretch. pretendyou're
 
trying to look backward over your own head
 
as ifyou were trying to see your heels
 

RAU.BOW 

Utthlta Par5vakonasana 
(Extended Sloe Anglp Pose)
 

BENEFITS Lengthens the spine to clear space
 
for the nerves eXiting the spinal cord.
 

TIP When you revolve your torso upward,
 
concentrate on pressingthe pelvisback and
 
opening the opposite groin
 

To fully stretch the sp ne
 

Paschimottanasana rseaten rorward Bend)
 

BENEFITS Increasesthe flexibility of both
 
the lumbar spine and the hamstnng muscles
 

TIP use astrap around the soles of your feet
 
and keep your back straight to increase the
 
fulIness of the forward bend.
 

supra Vlrasana (Reclining HeroPo 8l
 

BENEFITS Stretches flip joint flexorsand
 
Increases fleXibilityin the lower some.
 
TIP Modify by placing il folded blanket be

tween your shins. Keepyour knees 3S close
 
together as possible and straighten your
 
spine fllily before beginning to Jeanback
 
(If you can't go all the way. just go far enough
 
to put your hands on the floor tJellind you.)
 

setu Bandha Sarvangasana (Sri ge Qsel 

BENEFITS Strengthens tile entire back, 
mcreases range of motion,and opens chest. 

TI Your safest bet IS to do a supported 
version of tmspose, usingyour hands to lift 
and noio YOLlr pelvis up M. I·~ . 
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WEll 

and randomly assigned them into three 

groups . One group at tended weekly yoga 
classes for 12 weeks, followi ng a thera 

peutic routine developed speci fically for 

lower back pain byVinivoga experts Gary 

Kraftsow and Robin Rothenberg.Th epar 

ticipants were also expec ted to prac tice 

the poses at home every day. 

, 

The second group attended a program 

of stretching and strengthening exerc ises 

de veloped by a physical therapist , also 

once a week with dally home practice.The 

third group rece ived a sel f-care book that 

I 
included some stretches and relaxation 

exercises. 

It turned out that the yoga participants 

had less pam and were better able to go 
about their daily activities than people in 

either of the comparison groups. Follow

up revealed that after three months, the 

B£IN G 

gives your body a chance to move and re

spond in new ways ." Indeed, many ofthe 

study participants - most of whom had 

had little or no previous yoga exp enence s

chose to continue practicing afte r the 

study ended. 

Of course, none of thi s would surprise 

yoga teachers and the rap ists, who see yoga 

benel1ting people with back pain every 

day. "Yoga is about seemg the patterns In 

th e body and how to bnng th em into bal 

ance and stability," says janice Gates, a 

yoga theraprst and the founding dire ctor 

of Yoga Garden Studio m San Anselmo, 

California. "You figure out where things 

are tight and where th ings are loose and 

how to even them out." 

What 's tri cky, though, IS that what pro 

vides he aven-sent reli ef to one person 

might do 11 tt le - or even make thi ng s 

worse-for an other. 

'No matter what type of b: ck	 That's because the dif 

ferent types of backpain you have. there are poses 
pain often have very 

appropriate for that type of pain:' different causes. 

yoga practit ioners continued to have less 

pain and better function , and they needed 

fewer pain medications. 

This certainly ec hoes my own experi 

ence. Chron ic back pain that was keeping 

me from workrngmore than a few hours 

a daysent me to my first yoga class, aching 

for relief. And I discovered that certai n 

po ses -Marjaryasana (Cat Pose) at the 

beginning of the day.Supra Baddha Kona

sana (Recliru ng Bound A.ngle Pose) at the 

cnd-make a huge differen ce. 

Yoga's effectiveness stems in part from 

th e body awareness it promotes . " Yo u 

learn to pay attention to what your spine 

is doing," says She rman. 

And then there is yoga's, well, tlexibil

iry, "There are multiple kinds of back 

pain," says Kraftsow; who's based in Santa 

Monica , California, and IS the author of 

Yoga fo r Transformation _" W ha t 's ideal 

about yoga is that you can offer d ifferent 

remedies for different condit ions.' 

Adds Mary PuJ1Jg Schatz, a physician 

and ryengar Yogapractitioner in Nashville , 
Tennessee , and th e author o f Back Care 
Basics, "Practic mg yoga gives you J more 
acute sens e of body awareness , which 

"No matter wha t 

type ofback pain you have, there are poses 

appropriare (or that type of pain ," says 

Fishman. "But not all back pai n is the 

same, and yoga can work in di fferent ways 

depending on what 's going on WIth your 

body." (See"Better Your Back,'',(acingpage, 
for specificpostures to try.) 

Take me, for instance. I have a wacky 

spine , flatten ed an d Fused in one a rea. 

overly mobile in another, which means 

th at when I do certain poses, the mobile 

part is all that bends, and the pain in th e 

rest of my back never goes away. My teach

ers have taught me how to modify po ses 

to keep mylower spine ngid and focus the 

flexin g and extension m my upp er spine, 
where r need it . 

If you don't do this kind of f ne-run ing, 

says Gates, "you can end up deepening the 

grooves rather than making new move

mcnr patterns" So don't be afraid to tai 

lor your practice to what works for you. 

And who knows?You might love what 

yo u' re doing so much that it be comes a 
brand-new calling. _ 

M elan ie Haik e" bus iurrtrcnfor Alt ernative 

Medicine and Health. 

a"d pJritualleader. 
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SEATTL E: June 1-4 

S.E BAY ARE : June 6-18 

OS ANGELES: June 20-24 

ALBUQUERQUE: June 26-30 

DALU\, : July 2·3 

CH ICAGO : July 5-6 

IOWA: ]uJy 8-9 

WASH IN GTO N: July 11-12 

NEW 'l O RK:July 14-16 

BOSTON: July 18-21 

TORO NTO : July 23 -26 

"...her hug is meant to impart 
divine inspiration . .. 

-New }'ork Times 

fREE PUBLIC PRO RAM 
AND R[TRfATS~ 

'Visit www.amma.org or call 
(5 JOlSj 7 -94 J7 for more in for rna rio n. 
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