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GET TO KNOW YOUR

Want to be able to sit in Lotus pose more easily? 
Here are some tips for helping you develop a 
balance of hip flexibility and strength.

deep rotators

The peaceful yogi meditating in Lotus 
Pose is the classic yoga image. For many 
in the Western world, even a basic cross-
legged position is painful and difficult, 
with the meditation mantra quickly 
becoming, “my knees, my knees” or “my 
back, my back.” To sit comfortably and 
steadily, our hips need to be open. That 
is why many yoga asanas emphasise hip 
opening. However, it is a mistake to 
make flexibility the sole focus of asana, 
whether it is of the hips or any other joint. 
Asana that is safe and useful finds the 
balance between strength and flexibility. 
To best find that balance in the hips, it is 
vital to understand the function of the 
hip’s deep external rotators in posture 
and movement.

The first thing to understand is that hips 
are very individual joints. One only need 
visit Paul Grilley’s website (paulgrilley.
com) to look at his Bone Gallery to see 
the tremendous, normal variability in the 
shape of thigh bones and hip joints. If the 
hips vary so much from person to person, 

it follows that the way we find the balance 
of flexibility and strength through asana 
should have a personalised approach. 
There is no best hip stretch; there is only 
the best stretch for your hips. 

Get in touch with  
your deep rotators

The yoga pose, One Legged King Pigeon 
Pose (Eka Pada Rajakapotasana), is the 
classic stretch for the deep external 
rotators of the hip joint. To find and feel 
your deep rotators, take your awareness 
underneath your gluteus maximus 
(buttock muscles) to the back of the hip 
joint (fig 1).

One way to do this is stand in Mountain 
Pose (Tadasana), and try to squeeze 
your heels toward each other and your 
toes away from each other by squeezing 
your buttocks. Then repeat, without 
contracting your gluteus maximus; keep 
it soft. You will now feel the action of the 
deep rotators under the softened buttocks. 
The deep rotators externally rotate the hip 

(turn the thigh bone out), and stabilise the 
hip joint when we stand on one leg, and 
during walking and running. 

It is essential that the deep rotators are 
strong, but if they get too tight, they can 
limit the ability to bend forward from 
the hips. For those who wonder why 
hamstring stretching doesn’t improve 
forward bends, the culprit may be the 
deep rotators. For the pelvis to hinge 
forward there needs to be slight internal 
rotation at the hip joints, a spreading of 
the sitting bones, and of course, a release 
of the grip of the hamstrings. To feel how 
tight rotators limit hip flexion, find and 
contract them again in Mountain Pose, 
and then try to fold forward into Standing 
Forward Bend (Uttanasana). You can 
feel the restriction immediately: the 
tailbone is pulled under and the sit bones 
are pulled together. Try again, without 
gripping the deep rotators, allowing the 
sit bones to spread and the thighs to 
internally rotate. If you put your hands 
on your sit bones as you fold forward, 
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Figure 1. Hip external rotators 
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you will feel the rotators working 
eccentrically (lengthening) as you fold 
down and concentrically (shortening) as 
you come back up. 

The most notorious of these deep rotators 
is the piriformis muscle. The piriformis 
has the unique role of crossing both the 
hip joint and the sacroiliac joint. When 
tight, the piriformis can press on and 
irritate the sciatic nerve in a condition 
known as piriformis syndrome, which 
is the most common cause of sciatica. 
Sports people, like runners and 
cyclists, get tight hips from too much 
strengthening and not enough stretching. 
Tight people get quick relief from simple 
stretching, but they have to make sure 
they are stretching the right spot. If the 
hips aren’t open enough, the knees and 
lower back will pay the price. The irony 
is that people with sore knees often need 
to stretch their hips, but many injure their 
knees doing hip stretches. People with 
sacroiliac instability often have a tight 
piriformis too, but they need to stretch 

the hips without letting the stretch move 
up into the sacroiliac joint. So how do 
we find the stretch we need in the hip 
joint without asking the joints above and 
below to compensate?

The following are a series of variations of 
the classic hip opening yoga pose, One 
Legged King Pigeon Pose. Experiment 
to find the best variation for you. You 
should feel a deep, juicy stretch at the 
back of the hip joint, under the gluteus 
maximus. If there is any sensation in 
your knee, sacrum, or lower back, it is the 
wrong variation for you. When it comes 
to knees, the sensation of discomfort 
signals knee injury. There are several 
knee friendly versions of One Legged 
King Pigeon Pose that will allow you to 
deeply stretch the deep rotators without 
endangering the vulnerable knee joint. 

Another common mistake in One 
Legged King Pigeon Pose is allowing the 
pelvis to tuck, forcing the stretch from 
the hip to the lower back. Moving the 
pelvis into an anterior pelvic tilt makes 

the critical difference between stretching 
the lower back and stretching the deep 
rotators. Moving into an anterior pelvic 
tilt is the opposite of tucking the tailbone. 
If finding an anterior tilt is difficult, 
contract the pelvic floor and tuck the 
tailbone first, then release it and move 
as far in the other direction as you can. 
You will feel the intensity of the stretch 
increase beautifully. Pelvic Rocking, 
either supine (on your back) or in the 
classic Cat/ Cow Pose, makes a good 
warm up, making it easier to control your 
pelvis for optimum stretch in the One 
Legged King Pigeon Pose variations.

Try the following variations with care 
and awareness to find the best one for 
you. Trying a suite of variations is like 
food tasting; you have to bypass your 
intellect and look to your somatic, sensing 
self to feel which variation your hips like 
best. Snuggle into the poses, and play 
with the position of your pelvis until you 
find a sweet spot. Be demanding, and 
keep exploring until you find your One 
Legged King Pigeon Pose.
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Variations of the classic hip opening pose, 
One Legged King Pigeon Pose

Classic Eka Pada Rajakapotasana 

Spread out a blanket and have props ready: extra blanket, block, or bolster.

• From all fours, slide your left knee to your left wrist, and wriggle the left foot toward the right side of the mat. Let it 
move forward by itself; don’t pull it into the pose with your hand.

• Slide the right leg back towards the wall behind you, trying to sit down into the left buttock. 

• If your left buttock isn’t resting on the floor, place a folded blanket or block underneath and really sit down onto it. 
Feel the weight resting on the hip joint not the knee joint.

• You should now be acutely aware of the left buttock at the back of the hip joint. You should not feel anything in 
your left knee.

• Keep the hips as square to the mat as you can and anchor the seated buttock. Move the right front hip toward the 
floor without losing the anchor.

• Come down onto your elbows or forearms and rest your head. 

• Relax around the tailbone and pelvic floor and soften into the stretch.

Legs up the wall version

This version is best for knees, sacroiliac joints, and lower 
back. It gives you a great stretch and has the reclined 
relaxing effect of legs up the wall. It is safe for knees 
because there is no weight bearing. It is safe for the 
sacroiliac joint because the back of the pelvis is resting 
on the floor, stabilising the sacrum. It is vital that the 
stretch happens at the hip joint, not the lower back. It 
is also important that the lower back retains its neutral 
curve, and the tailbone doesn’t lift off the floor. 

• Start with legs up the wall, or if you are tight, move buttocks away from the wall and bend your knees as much as 
you need to rest the back of your pelvis on the ground.

• Cross the right ankle onto the left thigh. Then slide the left foot down the wall until you feel a little stretch in the right 
buttock.

• Make sure the back of the pelvis is sitting heavily on the floor, not floating above it, and keep the hips square.

• Begin to pelvic rock gently in the pose. Start by curling the tail up, feeling the pelvis about to lift off the floor. Then 
release, and go as far in the other direction as you can. The tail reaches for the floor, and it feels as if you are sitting 
down into the pose. Feel the right hip crease deepen and the sit bones move apart. 

• Stay for a few minutes breathing slowly and calmly before swapping legs.
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Maria Kirsten, MA, ERYT500, has been teaching 
beginner’s yoga to householders in Lennox Head since 
2000. A certified Yogalates teacher, and asana and 
anatomy teacher trainer, Maria’s mission is to help 
new yoga teachers develop the clarity and confidence 
to safely teach beginning students to practice yoga. 
Her website is www.yogaforgrownups.com, and her 
beginner’s yoga DVD is Yoga for Grownups.

Experiment with several versions of these deep rotator stretches 
and find your favourite. If you are an athlete, incorporate them 
into your cool down. For unstable sacroiliac joints, incorporate 
some of these gentle stretches into a practice that safely 
strengthens deep core muscles. Finding the best and safest 
stretch for your deep rotators will liberate your sciatic nerve, 
transforming your forward bends. A daily One Legged King 
Pigeon Pose or variation will open the door to finding a steady 
and comfortable seat. 

Standing version with rail

This is good for times when you don’t want to lie on the floor. It is relatively safe 
for the knee and sacroiliac joint, but those with injuries should be extra careful of 
knee and pelvis alignment.

• With hands on a railing, stand about arms length away.

• Bending the left knee slightly, cross the lower right shin onto the left thigh.

• Bend the left knee while sitting your buttocks back into an imaginary seat. It 
is vital that the pelvis moves back in space to protect the knee and that the 
front shin stays vertical.

• Do not let the tail curl under; reach the tail out and up, and feel the sitting bones spread. Feel the hip creases 
deepen as you move into an anterior pelvic tilt. Imagine sliding your buttocks back to the very back of a seat.

Seated version on a chair

This is a great version for the office for people who have trouble getting 
down on the floor.

• Sit down on the front edge of the chair with the feet under the knees. 

• Cross the right ankle onto the left thigh. If you can’t get the ankle up 
high enough, straighten the left leg to lower the thigh.

• Fold forward from the hinge of the hips until you feel the stretch in the right 
buttock. 

• Make sure not to round the spine. The idea is to locate the stretch in the 
hip joint, not the spine.

Restorative version

This one is for people with flat upper backs who carry tension in their necks. The bolster supports the thoracic (upper 
back) curve and there is a slight traction for the neck as the head hangs down. Long exhalations and breathing into 
the back is the key to letting go in this version.

• In the classic One Legged King Pigeon Pose, place the bolster onto the knee and thigh perpendicular to the mat.

• Rest the chest onto the bolster. 

• Turn the head to the side and relax it completely. 
Feel that the top of the head is pointing slightly down 
towards the floor so the weight of the head hangs off 
the spine.

• To increase the thoracic kyphosis (the upper back 
curve) and traction the neck, place a block under the 
bolster to better support the chest. Turn the head to 
the side and relax completely.

• Feel your back breathe. Be as soft and relaxed as you can.

• Try not to dribble on the bolster.




