Partnering up in yoga
class can deepen your
practice and connect
you to yourself and your

fellow yogis.
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‘We were only a few minutes into the yoga class
when the teacheruttered the five words I dread hear-
ing: “OK, everybody, find a partner!” As we students
sized up one another withvarying degrees of wariness,
the teacher demonstrated what she wanted us to do by
leaping lightly onto the thighs of a supine volunteer
and balancing there, as gracefully as a cat, her feet
grounding and rotating her partner’s thighs inward.

Full disclosure: My approach to partnering exer-
cises in yoga class has generally been of the “Lie back
and think of England” variety, though I usually partici-
pate as gamely as I can. But this particular caper was
just too much for my inner Woody Allen. What if my
partner or [ slipped and fell? What if T had bone den-
sity issues I didn’t know about? What if my partner
outweighed me, or I her? What about my bad knee?
Where were the feet supposed to go? Concerned
about my safety, and uncomfortable turning to the
person next to me and saying, “It’s nice to meet you.
I’'m now going to place my bare feet on your thighs,”
I declined to participate.

Unlike “partner yoga,” in which two people come
together to create a single pose, often practiced with
afriend or significant other, “partnering” takes place
when your teacher asks you to consider the student
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next to youas ahuman prop to help you get intoa
pose more fully, isolate a particular action, or help
youbalance. A teaching tool in many styles of yoga
classes, partnering tends to inspire strong feelings
among practitioners: Mention the subject to a
group of yoga students, and the room is likely to
erupt in exclamations as people tell their stories
of awkward moments, contact with another per-
son’s sweat or stinky feet, and even injuries.
Here at the Yoga Journal office, where we prac-
tice yoga together every day, we ask that our teach-
ers not do partnering exercises in class—not all
of us are comfortable with the degree of physical
intimacy involved in sharing sweat with a super-
visor, or gripping a co-worker from behind. But
the frequency of partnering exercises in the other
classes I attended made me wonder whether my
resistance to them could be holding me back.
What was I missing by participating reluctantly,
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! THE POWER
A Working with a partneris a fun
O F TWO way to realize some basic actions :

more deeply and to experience the poses in a new
way. These instructions refer o the person doing

the pose as the “receiving partner” and the person -

assisting as the “helping partner”

or optingout entirely? When I started asking around, I discovered that
there’s no simple answer to that question, since partnering exercises
themselves, and people’s attitudes toward them, vary greatly. A few
teachers told me that they never teach partnering exercises in class,
because of the risk of injury. For other teachers and practitioners, ask-
ing, “How do you feel about partnering?” was like asking, “How do you
feel about yoga?”—so central does the one practice seem to be to the
other. Still others described partnering, when done safely and skillfully;

as a useful tool for deepening your practice.

SO WHAT'S NOT TO LIKE?

But let’s face it: Depending on the exercise, partnering in class can be
embarrassing. I think of myyoga teachers the way I think of my doctor
or physical therapist, and I've never felt uncomfortable with a teacher’s
adjustments. But I can’t say the same when a fellow student is fumbling
for my hip points or squeezing my inner thighs. “If someone’s in a sup-
ported Paschimottanasana, and the other person’s hands are on their
back, just giving feedback, that’s fine,” says Cyndi Lee, Yogu Journal’s
Basics columnist and the founder of OM Yoga in New York, who says
she doesn’t teach much partnering, especially in beginners’ classes —in
part, because of the embarrassment factor. “But your yoga classmate is
not your doctor. There’s not that same natural boundary.” In addition
to the discomfort of sharing my personal space, it’s embarrassing to
put my hands or feet on a stranger’s body; to wonder where their feet
have been, or when my own last pedicure was. Most of all, it’s embar-
rassing to admit how embarrassing these inconsequential corporeal
details can be. I practice yoga so that I can further my development as

80 YOGAJOURNAL.COM

VIRABHADRASANA || -==-----

(Warrior Pose i)

A common tendency in this pose is to
lean one’s weight too far forward, toward
the front leg. Working with a partner
whose size is similar to yours can help
you feel where the torso should be
placed, how much weight should be in
the back leg, and what the action of the
arms should feel like.

As partners, come into the pose left
shoulder to left shoulder—next to each
other, but facing opposite directions—so
that each partner’s left foot is the back
foot in the pose. Place the outer edges
(little-toe sides) of your back feet against
each other. Push your back foot against
your partner's to help lift your inner
arch and keep your back leg active and
straight. Grasp each other’s forearms
and pull gently, helping each other
lengthen the back arm. Hold the pose
for 30 seconds to a minute. To come
out, push into your back foot a little
more as you straighten your front leg.
Repeat on the other side.

asana instruction by
Leslie Howard
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