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Yoga
When we choose to practice yoga, we 
are valuing ourselves by affirming our 
relationship to the integration of mind and 
body. It takes a certain courage to make 
such a conscious choice, to show up 
and follow through with the challenges of 
executing yoga asanas (yoga postures). 
Yoga can be many things to many people. 
Any one of the meanings it holds for us 
can occupy a central theme in our yoga 
practice. For example, yoga can be an 
assertion of living an embodied life. It can 
motivate us to open up our bodies to allow 
a freer flow of prana (the breath of life) to 
move through us. For many, yoga offers 
a pursuit of better coordination, or more 
broadly, a method of cross-training that 
enhances other activities and interests.

“The body and the mind are in a state 
of constant interaction. Yogic science 
does not demarcate where the body 
ends and the mind begins” (Iyengar 
2001, 11).

In its essence, yoga is about our minds and 
bodies in a state of constant relationship. 
The practice of yoga can very quickly 
show us our limitations and not just in 
the flexibility of our structures. There are 
qualities of our mind-body connection 
that we don’t see, and perhaps would 

rather not admit to, or didn’t even know 
existed. The beauty is that it also shows 
us a way to transform those limitations 
by engaging as fully as possible with the 
asanas. In the Iyengar tradition, “Yoga 
means the mind fills every particle of the 
body and thus brings harmony” (Mehta, 
Mehta, and Mehta 1990, 19). We can 
refer to this as an embodiment practice 
or embodied presence, that we are here 
in the moment in body, mind, and self as 
fully as possible. 
Yoga can stimulate our imaginations to 
visualize and sense the space around us 
and the lines of force and movement that 
the asanas generate. A yoga practice can 
be about centering the body: organizing 
the body and its principal masses (pelvis, 
thorax, and head) around a vertical center 
line and over the feet. Centering can also 
refer to the mind’s awareness. We might 
begin by imagining this kind of mind and 
body centering in tadasana, mountain 
pose (see Figure 1), a fundamental 
starting posture that begins in an upright, 
extended stance with the legs and feet 
close together and the arms by the sides. 
Here, there is a sense of extending to 
the sky with the feet firmly grounded 
and energetically reaching into the earth. 
The breath is easy and unforced, the 
body breathing itself with a feeling of 
spaciousness and presence.
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When we choose to practice 
yoga, we are valuing ourselves 

by affirming our relationship 
to the integration of mind and 

body. It takes a certain courage 
to make such a conscious 

choice, to show up and follow 
through with the challenges of 

executing yoga asanas.

In tadasana, we can be fully present 
with the breath or, perhaps with each 
moment. We can imagine and feel lines 
of force radiating out in all directions. The 
lines can extend from the pelvis, center 
of gravity, the heart, the cranium, etc., 
front and back, to the sides, diagonally, 
above and below. We can imagine 
lines of force from all those directions 
converging at the heart chakra or any 
chakra of our choosing. Chakras are 
points of physical and spiritual energy 
in the human body, the heart being the 
location of one of many. 
Coordination in yoga emphasizes 
moving with focus and grace into an 
asana, finding its full expression, and 
moving back out. Additionally, yoga 
practice can bring greater understanding 
and expression of symmetry, through 
a balancing of right/left strength and 
flexibility of the body in addition to a 
right/left integration of neuromuscular 
function from performing asanas on both 
sides. In a pose like trikonasana, triangle 
pose (see Figure 2), it can become quite 
clear which side of our body executes 
better than the other.
This cognizance gives us the opportunity 
to work intelligently and improve both 
sides equally, not simply for balance, 
but also for repatterning brain and 

nervous system function. A very enriching 
sensation accompanies that of seeking 
symmetry in yoga practice. It can also 
provide us a glimpse into our life histories 
that have been residing in our bodies for a 
long while. There are a number of reasons 
asymmetries reside in us, such as birth 
patterning, trauma, habits, etc. I have 
found this one to be particularly, but not 
solely, of interest to me as I spent many 
years in asymmetric athletics growing 
up. Every time I practice, I still feel the 
remnants of uneven torsion deep in my 
body from one side to the other. 

Padmasana – Lotus
By now you probably have made your own 
decisions one way or another about the 
value of yoga for yourself or your practice. 
Perhaps you have found it pivotal or at 
least useful, or have no interest in it at all. 
Maybe you wonder what use yoga has as 
far as Rolfing® Structural Integration (SI). 
Recently, I heard a respected colleague, 
who studied with Ida Rolf, PhD (1896-
1979), make the comment that her 
system of structural integration was her 
desire to bring the movement of yoga to 
the western body. The movement of yoga 
actually has quite profound implications 
for Rolfing SI.

Rolf referred to yoga as the best of 
the ‘exercise’ systems in her time but 
was not sold on it as achieving what  
she envisioned for the integration of 
human structure. 
“Why is yoga not a perfect answer for the 
modern seeker?” she asked (1977, 289). 
One of her concerns was that sitting in 
the yoga lotus position would shorten 
one sartorius more than the other and the 
result would be to rotate the entire pelvis. 
I remember from my studies with Emmett 
Hutchins (1949-2016), student of Rolf 
and cofounder of the Guild for Structural 
Integration, how he commented on the 
position of the legs in padmasana (lotus 
pose) was at odds with what Rolfing SI 
is trying to do (see Figure 3). This makes 
sense when we look at clients all day while 
they stand vertically before us completing 
the process of integrating a human in 
the field of gravity. Rolf showed us the 
vertically integrated human posture she 
was going for in her 1977 text, page 116, 
and it was not padmasana.   
Sitting in padmasana takes much of 
that relationship of Rolfing SI’s vertical 
relationship to gravity out of the equation 
when the legs are folded and only the 
spine and torso are associated with 
gravity’s vertical effect. The grounding 
comes from the pelvis, as opposed to the 

Figure 1: Tadasana – mountain pose. Photo by 
Cliff Booth with Pexels. 
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feet, connecting to the earth. In addition, 
typically with even the most perfect of 
lotus positions, the yoga adherent will 
pretty much always favor having the 
same leg resting on top of the other.
Padmasana has some significant 
purposes for embodied presence, even 
if it is not the perfect answer for fulfilling 
structural integration. With the spine 
and nervous system vertical, it brings 
us to a quiet and mindful centering, 
calming, and breathing without the 
added challenge of executing more 
dynamic or complex asanas. With this 
sense of ease, padmasana can actually 
play an important role in preparing us 
to be vertical in gravity. Padmasana is 
an example of a ‘hip opener’, an asana 
that affects all the joints, ligaments, and 
attachments that are associated with the 
pelvis. Hip openers include a variety of 
leg extensions, spinal twists, abductions 
with rotations of the femurs, and forward 
and back bending (see Figure 4). These 
asanas often focus on bringing a sense 
of motion to the synovial sacroiliac joints, 
floating the lower lumbar vertebrae, 
particularly at L5/S1, and a balance of 
stiffness and resiliency to the anterior and 
posterior lumbar, sacral ligaments, and 
tendons – in other words, breathing with 
the deep fascia of the whole pelvis. 
These asanas lend great value to our 
structural sessions when we consider 
the trauma pelvises have gone through. 

No doubt many or most of our clients 
come in complaining of chronic low back 
pain accompanied by little awareness or 
movement of their pelvises. Most likely 
there is little to no movement of the pelvis 
during walking and when asking them to 
move their hips it’s like asking them to 
decipher the Dead Sea Scrolls. Consider 
the list of some of the experiences to the 

pelvis that we all undergo in the course 
of our lives: falls to the hips, sacrum, 
and coccyx; childbirth and associated 
complications; rear-end collisions 
whose force strikes the pelvis first; bad 
chairs from childhood, and on; poor 
and prolonged sitting postures; abuse; 
surgeries. 
The effects of these kinds of experiences 
reach down deep into the pelvis resulting 
in degrees of hypermobility and immobility. 
We cannot actually touch those layers 
with our fingers in our practices, but 
we can with the movements associated 
with yoga. Starting with padmasana and 
other hip openers, the stimulation of the 
proprioceptors in the joint capsules of the 
hips and sacrum can begin to be liberated 
as the sacrum and ilia can begin to nutate 
and rock. The fascial moorings of L3 to 
S1can be more responsive to the tide and 
flow of fluid verticality. By association, 
they support emancipating the psoas and 
three-dimensional breathing inclusive of 
the whole pelvis.

Fascia
Yoga is good for fascia. Fascia needs 
movement and hydration to remain 
healthy. Most yoga asanas involve 
stretching. Yoga’s movement is deep 
and capable of touching all layers of 
fascia with the river of liquid motion to 

Figure 2: Trikonasana – triangle pose. Photo by Arthouse Studio with Pexels.

Figure 3: Padmasana – lotus pose. Photo on left by Elina Fairytale and photo on right by Monstera, 
with Pexels.
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every type and location of tissue. Rolfing 
instructor and fascia researcher Robert 
Schleip, PhD, writes about four functions 
of fascia: shape, movement, supply, 
and communication (Schleip et al. 
2021). Fascia provides our bodies with 
everything from protection, and structure, 
to maintaining tensegrity, transporting 
nutrients and fluids, and transmitting 
stimuli and information throughout the 
brain and nervous system. A case can be 
made for fascia being the largest sense 
organ for all the innervation (Stecco et al. 
2007). And the proportion of fibroblast 
fiber production at the cellular level will 
determine the proportion of collagen and 
elastic connective tissue fibers, as well 
as minute contractile elements from the 

action of myofibroblasts (Schleip 2007). 
Fascia needs to stretch to stay hydrated 
and elastic so that it can perform all 
these functions.
Anatomist Gil Hedley, PhD describes that 
human fascia has layers and does indeed 
stretch.1 He refers to the body as an onion 
tree to explain how the different layers of 
fascia have different textures and different 
relationships to stretching. Stretching 
fascia depends on what type, weave, 
and direction is involved. For example, 
perifascia is loose, chaotically organized, 
and, being super hydrated, it is a reservoir 
of fluid. It allows for sheering under 
stress and, thus, differential movement. 
Having no particular course, perifascia 

is involved with the movement in many 
planes of direction. Hedley reports that 
it is incredibly elastic and distensible 
tissue, this type of fascia has the essential 
property of allowing movement because 
of how the fascia fibers are woven 
together. 
Deep fascia lies under the others. It is 
dense, fibrous, and regularly arranged in 
lines and layers like a fabric grid, such as 
the iliotibial band. Deep fascia does not 
stretch as readily or as freely as perifascia. 
Its stretching will be more congruous with 
the direction of its fibers, will take more 
time, and will take a different perception 
of relating to it through movement. 
Movement is essential to the health of 

Figure 4: Some yoga asanas that open the hips. 
Photos by Alexy Almond, Andrea Piacquadio, 
and Agung Pandit Wiguna with Pexels. 
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fascia. It is in our interest to stretch it in as 
many ways as we can on a regular basis 
in order to get hydration to the many 
layers and types of fasciae in the body. 
In terms of training, Tom Myers writes in his 
book Anatomy Trains to favor movement 
forms that involve a lot of variety in 
direction and load, which builds versatile 
balance and stability into your body 
(2009). Yoga asanas are particularly useful 
for stretching the long chains of fascia in 
numerous directions, offering the kind of 
system-wide engagement it needs (see 
Figure 5). Training too hard or repeating 
the same routine without variation can 
lead to fascial adhesions or injury.
Hedley (2022c) uses the term perifascia 
to describe what is also called the loose 
areolar connective tissue (Hedley used 
to call this tissue the fuzz), he says it 
is like a structured membrane whose 
collagen allows for a lot of differentiated 
and sheering movement (see Figure 6). 
It is not hard to imagine this in motion in 
the long anatomy train sheaths (Meyers 
2009). If that were the only type of fascia 
we have, then we would all probably feel 
as free as an octopus or jellyfish when 
we move. But as previously mentioned, 

perifascia is not the only type of fascia 
we have.
Time and attention become important 
factors in yoga stretching. The more 
freely we extend our perifascial around 
muscles as they taper off into more dense 
tendons, the more access we get to the 
continuous structures, such as ligaments, 
aponeuroses, and periosteum tissues. All 
those tissues and layers like to and need 
to be stretched and moved. In this way 
they are, indeed, hydrated, nourished, 
and made healthy by doing so. How we 
relate to that reality in the midst of an 
asana becomes important. 

“Making the shapes of the postures 
is a physical activity; understanding 
and implementing the finer details 
is necessary to develop complete 
involvement . . . mental effort is 
required. The mind must be sharply 
focused toward the part concerned. 
The mental force is internalized  
. . . creating a reflective attitude . . . 
This reflective attitude refines the 
intelligence. Practicing in this way 
refreshes both the mind and the 
body . . .”  (Mehta, Mehta, and  
Mehta 1990, 16).

Yoga is not just about releasing tissue 
through stretching. It is also about 
engaging the mind and body, and creating 
a balanced tone throughout. It refers to the 
fact that we don’t just arrive at a position 
or shape of the asana and become static 
or strive to become hypermobile. It 
means that the asana is always alive even 
when it appears that we are ‘holding’ a 
posture. The most fundamental aspect 
of the aliveness is that there is always 
breath happening. Knowing what the 
yoga posture is asking for, what our 
interoceptive sense is communicating, 
and what kind of response interaction 
to engage with are intimate companions 
with our yoga fascial stretching. 
There is a phrase that we use in yoga 
practice referred to as work in the posture. 
Work in the posture means that we are 
always moving into the full expression 
of the asana and keeping it alive through 
the extensions of our body. When we 
feel prevented from full expression of 
a pose, particularly at the deep fascial 
layers, rather than thinking of the asana 
as homogenous, we can adopt a more 
heterogenous attention, knowing that 
the fascia comes in types, layers, and 

Figure 5: Stretching several lines of fascia in 
many directions at once. Photos by Cliff Booth 
and Oluremi Adebayo with Pexels.
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organization. We can use a more nuanced 
and differentiated awareness, such as 
which layer, type, and direction we in any 
given moment. We can employ micro-
contractions and micro-releases with 
small changes in direction that can be 
obvious or almost imperceptible. Playing 
with the activations we feel and the 
allowances of letting go, we work in the 
posture, then these internal adjustments 
can become play in the posture. This is 
good for the fascia at every level. We can 
even get a sense of the fascia itself is the 
largest sense organ for all the sensory 
feedback we get while making these 
micro-adjustments.
Some of the ways we can work and play 
in the postures include:
1.	 Bidirectional and multidirectional 

intention in the extension movements 
of the body, feeling the asana opening 
in more than one direction, as in 
pandiculation (Bertolucci 2012), and 
the infinite reaching of the cardinal 
axes’ lines in all directions.

2.	 Positions of the viscera, such as 
the position of the heart, motions 
and locations of the organs, and our 
general interoceptive sense in any 
given moment.

3.	 Knitting the web – this refers to the 
feeling of the myofascial contractile 
elements of the entire fascial wrapping 
of the torso converging transversally 
toward the center midline. It includes 
what Schleip refers to as the abdominal 
net (2021) and the functional lines of 
Tom Myer’s anatomy trains (2009), but 
it really feels as if all the fascial layers 
are hugging the center vertical line. 

4.	 You can get a sense of this without 
the pressure of performing an asana 
by sitting in lotus and feeling it from 
there. This awareness tends to free the 
central line bidirectionally extending 
no matter what movement shape we 
are in.

5.	 Partnership of the voluntary and 
the involuntary movement motor 
activation. It’s like a dance between 
a conscious motor plan and a sense 
of movement from the emotional brain 
that is related to the basal ganglia, 
thalamus, midbrain, and brainstem.

The most challenging hang-ups in our 
stretching tend to show up with the deep, 
denser, and more regularly organized 
layers. It is often in these locations that 
we may never have had much or any 

movement or where there has been a 
rigidification due to traumatic experiences 
or habitual relationships to our bodies. 
Because of the differing types, densities, 
and directions of fascia, we can benefit 
our yoga practice by adopting a varied, 
differentiated, and multiperceptive 
engagement with the asanas. Nuanced 
and differentiated mindful stretching 
includes micro-contractions and micro-
allowances. 
It is hard to imagine a better way to get 
movement, balance, and organization into 
those deep fascial layers than through 

yoga. It is not that movement forms, 
such as, dance, athletics, and martial arts 
don’t in some ways address the question. 
It is more that their stretches tend to be 
specific to their activities and may be 
borrowing from the thousands of years of 
yogic practice (see Figure 7).

Yoga and Rolfing SI
Yoga carries an inherent sense of 
enrichment and accomplishment. There 
is a joy in learning to move parts of the 
body and aspects of the mind together 

Figure 6: Sheering and differentiating the fascia. Photos by Antoni Shkraba and Miriam Alonso  
with Pexels.

We can use a more nuanced and 
differentiated awareness, such as 

which layer, type, and direction 
we in any given moment. We can 
employ micro-contractions and 

micro-releases with small changes 
in direction that can be obvious or 

almost imperceptible.
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as one. Awareness of body sensations 
and spatial perceptions supports 
important skills for monitoring internal 
experiences and personal relationships. 
Yoga instills confidence in the movement 
of the body while helping calm the mind 
and emotions. Moving through asanas 
embodies the yin of receiving sensory 
information from the body and the yang of 
activating motor responses. In the mind, 
it is the coexisting opposites of focused 
concentration and open spaciousness. 
Once we are practicing all this beautiful 
yogic embodiment, how does it translate 
into the Rolfing experience of fluid 
verticality?

“[Yoga] is still a superior system of 
individual development, but it is not a 
‘final revelation’” (Rolf 1977, 289).

Yoga offers an intricacy of movement 
depth and perception of the mind-body 
integration that we encourage in Rolfing 
SI, yet it still fell short of Rolf’s vision for 
the human being. Flexibility and freedom 
of movement within our tissues from 
yoga, though very desirable, does not 
guarantee integration and relation with 
the Rolf ‘Line’ and gravity. Yoga can be 
like any other form of movement that 
gives us joy and meaning, a way of 
providing us with a more full and ready 
relationship to gravity and the living 
Line. Yoga offers a specific felt sense 
of mobilizing deep tissues, a sensibility 

that bonds yoga and Rolfing SI together. 
That bond encourages our capability of 
carrying the lines of movement, including 
the fluid vertical line, with us in whatever 
form or shape of movement we choose 
(see Figure 8).

“True verticality, the goal of Structural 
Integration, is more than a figment of 
the imagination. Indeed, it is very real; 
it is a functional phenomenon, a line 
around which the body’s energy force 
fields balance” (Rolf 1977, 289).

There has been so much that has 
changed with yoga in the Western and 
globalized world since Rolf brought her 
work into being. Yoga is mainstream in 
the west, and there is much agreement 
that it is scientifically valid as a treatment 
of chronic and low back pain issues. In 
addition, many movement, art, health, 
and fitness practitioners study and 
incorporate yoga in their professional 
practices and personal lives. Even though 
there have been many types of yoga 
classes and approaches, the core of yoga 
remains vital and meaningful, as any true 
time-tested mastery supports the health 
and wellness of being human.
Rolf saw yoga as a system of freeing 
joints and encouraging more extensive 
movement. She saw it as “a means of 
stimulating the nervous-emotional system 
in such a way that, among other changes 
in consciousness, the phenomenon call 

Kundalini could be evoked” and that 
along with controlling the breath “brings 
out another aspect of human personality 
normally latent in our time — the psychic   
. . . psychic awareness is best grounded 
in and supported by a physical body 
whose sensitivity and sturdiness allow 
psychic events to occur naturally and 
with adequate support” (Rolf 1977, 288).
Her words suggest a wholeness of being 
that includes more than just the structure 
of the body. I get the impression of an 
open and resilient body that supports 
and allows the expressions of the self and 
the cosmos to flow freely and securely. In 
this sense, yoga and Rolfing SI are quite 
compatible. Yoga certainly encourages 
that kind of wholeness that Rolf was 
referring to in a sensitive and sturdy 
physical body that allows for expressions 
of deeper aspects of what it means to  
be human.
I have seen yoga practitioners execute 
some of the most exquisite asanas and 
still not have the organized structural 
understanding of being vertical in gravity. 
But rather than wonder if yoga philosophy 
is superior or equal to the intentions Rolf 
brought to our world, we might instead 
look at the value it lends to structural 
integration and its relationship to fascia. 
Moving the fascia in as many planes and 

Figure 7: Arda matsyendrasana [half lord of the fishes pose] – stretching spiral lines and functional 
lines. Photo by R. F. Studio with Pexels. 

Figure 8: Garudasana [eagle pose] – stretching 
arm lines and centering. Photo by R. F. Studio 
with Pexels. 
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directions as possible keeps it healthy 
and always readily available to relate to 
gravity in a fluid and resilient manner. This 
approach keeps the fascia robust and 
adaptable enough to be able to depart 
from and return to a centered, grounded, 
and fluid vertical relationship with gravity 
with ease and grace. 
Healthy fascia needs movement (see Figure 
9). A good yoga practice will encourage 
freedom in the long facial sheath lines and 
buoyancy to the deep fascia of tendons, 
ligaments, and capsules, while also 
stretching the myofascial wrappings. Yoga 
is a good partner in a relationship to the 
Line, core, and gravity that we introduce 
and intend in our Rolfing SI work. Yoga 
and Rolfing SI’s compatibility presents 
a coming together of the best of their 
individual realms.

Endnote
1. Gil Hedley, PhD, is an anatomist and 
an educator who has led hundreds of 
hours of human dissection workshops 

throughout the world. As a former Rolfer, 
he has expertise in fascial anatomy and 
has contributed to the development 
of the definition of fascia and fascial 
systems with Carla Stecco, PhD (see 
article page 4). Hedley has an active 
YouTube channel where he teaches 
about anatomy, videos that support this 
article’s discussion include: 1. “Layers?” 
or “No layers!” (2022a); 2. Are all fasciae 
alike? (2022b); 3. The structure of 
perifascia. (2022c).
Darrell Sanchez, PhD, is a Certified 
Advanced Rolfer, psychotherapist, 
teacher, Rolf Movement practitioner, 
craniosacral therapist, and professional 
dance instructor and performer. Sanchez 
has been studying, practicing, teaching, 
and performing in the movement and 
healing arts since 1974. The common 
thread woven through all of his work is 
the facilitation of creative transformation 
in the experience of the whole person. 
Over forty-four years of knowledge 
and experience in dance, psychology, 
functional movement, body-centered 

work, and the creative process contribute 
to the rich array of skills that he brings to 
his work as a holistically-based Rolfer, 
therapist, and instructor.
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Figure 10: Yoga makes available fluidity of responsiveness and specificity of movement into the 
deepest element of the body – tendons, ligaments, joint capsules, and even periosteum and cells. 
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