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BY HILLARI DOWDLE

SEQUENCES BY JOAN SHIVARPITA HARRIGAN, TIM MILLER, AND ROBIN ROTHENBERG

Celebrate summer solstice with three 

innovative and inspiring Sun Salutation practices.  

sunshine  
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IT’S SO EASY TO GET LOST in the fl ow 
of Sun Salutations: Mountain Pose, 
Upward Salute, Standing Forward 
Bend, Half Standing Forward Bend,
Chaturanga, Up Dog, Down Dog, Half 
Standing Forward Bend, Standing For-
ward Bend, Upward Salute, Mountain 
Pose, etc., etc., ad infi nitum. So many 
yoga classes include them, and we’ve 
come to think of them as standard warm-
up fare, akin to a brisk walk pre-run. 
But that’s far from their traditional goal. 

Sun Salutations, known as Surya 
Namaskar in Sanskrit, originated as a 
prayerful way to give thanks for the sun, 
as well as a spiritual light within us. “You 
are saluting the outside sun for providing 
life to the planet, and your internal sun 
for providing consciousness,” says yoga 
teacher Richard Rosen, author of Original 
Yoga: Rediscovering Traditional Practices of 
Hatha Yoga. While no one knows exactly 
when Sun Salutations fi rst started or what 
they fi rst looked like, many yogis assert 
that they date back thousands of years to 
when ancient Indians would chant man-
tras while bowing and then standing with 
arms raised in a ritual prostration. Mod-
ern scholars point to mid-19th-century 

commentary on the Hatha Yoga Pradip-
ika, the manual for hatha yoga, as the 
fi rst reference to a Sun Salutation practice, 
but they say written instructions did not 
appear in any books until the early 2oth 
century—a time when the rajah of 
Aundh (a former state in India) sought to 
strengthen society physically and spiritu-
ally via a series of asanas. Today, Sun Sal-
utations are ubiquitous in Western yoga 
classes thanks in part to K. Pattabhi Jois, 
founder of Ashtanga Yoga. His Sun Salu-
tation A (described above) and Sun Saluta-
tion B (adds in Chair Pose and Warrior I) 
serve as a foundation for Ashtanga and 
most vinyasa practice in the United States.

From that foundation, Sun Saluta-
tions are still evolving, especially as 
teachers are more willing to innovate 
and experiment with the form—adding, 
subtracting, or rearranging poses as they 
see fi t. “Asana is this beautiful physical 
opportunity to move our bodies in all 
kinds of different ways, and adapt and 
learn and grow,” says Viniyoga teacher 
Robin Rothenberg, director of Essential 
Yoga Therapy in Fall City, Washington. 
“It’s always good to freshen up your prac-
tice so you don’t go into cruise control.”

If you need inspiration to try something 
new, summer solstice might be it. On June 
21 this year, the sun travels its longest path 
through the sky of the northern hemi-
sphere, offering the most daylight, so 
many yogis revere it as a powerful time 
to practice Sun Salutations. “All great cele-
brations tend to cluster around cyclical 
changes in light,” Rosen says. “We’re cele-
brating and recognizing that a transition 
is happening in the world.” 

We turned to Rothenberg and two 
other yoga teachers who offer unique 
approaches to standard sequences for ways 
to think about Sun Salutations in a whole 
new light. The result: the three inspiring 
sequences on the following pages from the 
Kundalini, Ashtanga, and Viniyoga tradi-
tions. You may love these creative versions 
and keep them with you for a lifetime. Or 
you may fi nd they help you become more 
aware of what you’re already doing, so that 
when you return to the good old Mountain 
Pose, Upward Salute, Standing Forward 
Bend, Half Standing Forward Bend, 
Chaturanga, and so on, you’re able to do 
it with a new perspective—knowing that 
while it’s just one of many options, it’s the 
one that resonates with you the most. 
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ASHTANGA, A PHYSICALLY demanding prac-
tice that involves synchronizing the breath 
with near-constant movement in a pre-
scribed series of postures, is already rich 
with Sun Salutations in the form of two 
sequences: Sun Salutation A (the well-
known sequence outlined on page 67) and 
Sun Salutation B, which weaves in Chair 
Pose and Warrior I (see part of the sequence 
on pages 7o–71). “Surya Namaskar both 
focuses the mind and warms up the body to 
do subsequent asansas,” explains Tim Miller, 
director of the Ashtanga Yoga Center in 
Carlsbad, California. “It also builds strength 
and helps detoxify the body. It’s probably the 
most effective use of our practice time.” 

That said, Miller does recognize that Sun 
Salutations A and B can start to feel a little 
automatic and mechanical when you prac-
tice them day after day, week after week.“If 
we fi nd ourselves on autopilot, it’s an indica-
tion that we’re no longer focused on the task 
at hand,” he says. And so, after taking a class 
with celebrated Iyengar teacher Roger Cole 
in 1988, Miller was inspired to play with the 
form—and to invent his own take on the 
Sun Salutation, expanding on Cole’s ideas 
of linking static standing poses in the heart 
of an Iyengar practice. “I took my Ashtanga 
background and Sun Salutations, and made 
Cole’s standing poses more fl uid using 
Ashtanga elements,” Miller remembers. 
“I call it Sun Salutation C; it’s like an impro-
visational jazz riff, using the basic structure 
of Sun Salutation B and then expanding it 
in interesting ways.” 

Miller practices Sun Salutation C within 
Sun Salutation B once a week to keep things 
fresh, and also practices it on its own from 
time to time—it’s a complete practice unto 
itself. “Sun Salutation C is now widely used 
in many vinyasa fl ow classes, and I take full 
credit and blame for that,” he says. Sun Sal-
utation C has lots of challenging twists, so 
try it if you’re looking to move a bit beyond 
your comfort zone. 

STYLE: Kundalini
INTENTION: Practice a full-body prayer

STYLE: Ashtanga
INTENTION: Turn up the heat

A PRIMARY GOAL OF Kundalini Yoga 
is a spiritual awakening, so Joan Shivar-
pita Harrigan, a brahmacharini (Vedic 
nun) and director of Patanjali Kundalini 
Yoga Care USA in Knoxville, Tennessee, 
isn’t at all concerned with the purely phys-
ical aspects of Sun Salutations, such as 
opening the hamstrings or building a tight 
core. She teaches a Kundalini Sun Saluta-
tion that is tied to reverence, prayer, and 
pranams, Sanskrit for “bowing in rever-
ence.” As such, the form likely looks more 
like the Sun Salutation the rishis of old 
might have practiced than what we see 
in most studios today.

“It is revering the divine in the form 
of the sun, which is an ancient practice to 
invigorate not just the physical body but the 
subtle energetic body,” Harrigan explains. 
While teaching Sun Salutations, she speaks 
liberally of concepts like the chakras (the 
energetic wheels that represent our poten-
tial for physical manifestation, sensuality, 
power, love, com  munication, intuition, and 
spiritual connection) and the koshas (the 
fi ve “sheaths” that represent our existence 
on the planes of the physical body, the 
energy body, the mental body, the wisdom 
body, and the bliss body). “We are incar-
nate, of the earth, and yet we are spiritual 
beings, capable of transcendent experi-
ence,” she says.  

To Harrigan, a Sun Salutation is noth-
ing more or less than a full-body prayer:  
“It is a beautiful practice, especially when 
used to help start the day. It vitalizes the 
prana system and gets the juices fl owing 
while acknowledging the spiritual pur-
pose of the day ahead.”

OUR PROS Teacher Tim Miller has been studying and 

teaching Ashtanga Yoga for more than 30 years. He 

was certified by K. Pattabhi Jois in Mysore, India. Model 

Ty Landrum is an Ashtanga teacher and director of the 

Yoga Workshop in Boulder, Colorado. 

OUR PROS Teacher Joan Shivarpita Harrigan is 

director of Patanjali Kundalini Yoga Care USA in 

Knoxville, Tennessee. Model Melisa Jai Gobind 

Kaur is a Kundalini, vinyasa, and Yin Yoga teacher 

and massage therapist in the Denver area. 

LEARN MORE
To see their Sun Salutations in motion, visit yogajournal.com/sunsalutations
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AS A CERTIFIED YOGA therapist, Robin 
Rothenberg, director of Essential Yoga Ther-
apy in Fall City, Washington, sees plenty of 
broken-down yogis, ranging from beginners 
to experienced teachers. And guess what 
many of them are broken down by? Sun Sal-
utations. “Sun Salutations are like French 
fries—salty, crunchy, sweet, and you can 
get them really fast,” she says. “But just like 
when you eat too many fries, any repetitive 
movement done unconsciously can lead to 
serious problems.” 

One of the most common injuries she 
sees among yogis is damage to the rotator 
cuff, which supports the shoulder girdle,
a complex assembly of four shoulder joints. 
“Most people have pretty weak upper bodies 
since we are no longer doing much in terms 
of manual labor with our arms,” Rothen-
berg says. “Then we go into a yoga class, 
and right off the bat we’re asked to repeti-
tively support our body weight on our 
wrists, elbows, and shoulders in Sun Salu-
tations. The joints can literally wear out.” 
She advises students to pay attention to any 
sense of strain or fatigue, both signs to stop 
pushing and try alternate poses. “If you can 
barely do fi ve Sun Salutations, start there,” 
she says. “The classic teaching of yoga is not 
about the achievement of 1o8 Sun 
Salutations and putting on 
a show; it’s about being 
honest, real, and authentic.”

Rothenberg has developed 
a fl oor-based Viniyoga Sun Salutation 
that takes weight-bearing out of the picture 
and pressure off joints. “It’s a way of step-
ping back a bit and seeing how it feels,” 
she says. “Many yoga teachers are con-
vinced that standard Sun Salutations feel 
the best for everyone, but there are ways to 
practice that are less risky and can feel so 
much better, especially for beginners and 
women in middle age, who due to hor-
monal changes, have less stability in their 
joints.” Even if you want to move into your 
regular sequence, Rothenberg’s practice 
can serve as warm-up to prep your shoul-
ders for safer transitions between 
Chaturanga, Up Dog, and Down Dog. 
She starts by sweeping the arms wide in 
Vajrasana, which can be particularly help-

ful if you’re sitting at a desk all day with 
your shoulders hunched and locked.

Though the promise of Viniyoga is to 
help the individual where he or she is, this 
gentle routine works for many. 

STYLE: Viniyoga
INTENTION: Restore your body

OUR PROS Teacher Robin Rothenberg is an inter-

nationally respected yoga therapist with a full-time 

practice serving people living with chronic pain 

and illness. Model River Cummings has more than 

20 years experience as a teacher and practitioner of 

Viniyoga, yoga therapy, and Vedic chant. She lives in 

Boulder, Colorado, and offers retreats worldwide. 
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TURN THE PAGE TO TRY THESE SEQUENCES »
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Open your arms and 
hips, lifting your pelvic 
floor and lower abdomen 
to facilitate the widening 
of the front of the pelvis 
and external rotation of 
the hips and thighs. Ex-
tend strongly through 
your arms and hands. 
Hold for 5–10 breaths.    

Virabhadrasana II
(Warrior Pose II)

Lightly bring the right 
hand to the floor along-
side the little-toe edge of 
the right foot and extend 
your left arm over your 
left ear. Draw your right 
knee against your right 
arm. Press down into the 
outer edge of the left foot. 
Hold for 5–10 breaths. 

Utthita Parsvakonasana 
(Extended Side Angle Pose)

Straighten your right leg 
and bring your left arm 
to a vertical position. Lift 
your kneecaps by engag-
ing your quadriceps, and 
either grab the big toe of 
the right foot with the 
right hand or place your 
hand on the ankle or shin. 
Hold for 5–10 breaths. 

Utthita Trikonasana  
(Extended Triangle Pose)

Bend your right leg 
and place your right hand 
about a foot in front of 
the right foot, leaning 
forward to straighten the 
right leg. Bring the left 
leg up so it’s parallel to 
the floor. Flex the foot; 
extend the left arm up. 
Hold for 5–10 breaths.

Ardha Chandrasana 
(Half Moon Pose)

Place your left hand on 
the floor next to your 
right one and lift your 
right arm straight up by 
twisting the torso. Point 
the left foot and extend 
the left leg. Hold for 5–10 
breaths. Bend your left 
knee and lower the foot.

Parivrtta Ardha Chandrasana 
(Revolved Half Moon Pose)

Step forward with your 
right leg and gradually 
bend your right knee. Lift 
from the tailbone toward 
the navel and move your 
arms and torso into a ver-
tical position. Turn the 
back foot slightly in, while 
squaring the hips and tor-
so. Hold for 5–10 breaths.    

Virabhadrasana I 
(Warrior Pose I)

TO BEGIN Start with these 
seven poses from Sun Salu-
tation B, then go to C. 

KU
N

D
A

LI
N

I

Open your palms, 
keeping thumbs to-
gether, and reach up 
and back. Bring your 
arms next to ears, bow 
back, and look up, re-
ceiving the grace of the 
divine through your 
heart chakra. 

Urdhva Hastasana 
(Upward Salute)

Bow forward, bending 
your knees if necessary, 
and place your hands 
beside your feet. 

Uttanasana 
(Standing Forward Bend)

Step back into a Low 
Lunge, dropping 
your back knee to 
the floor. Arch your 
back and look up.

Anjaneyasana
(Low Lunge), variation

Step back with your 
front leg and bring 
your chest down. 
You’re prostrating your-
self to the earth in full 
pranams, conveying 
the oneness of our 
earth body with our 
living planet.

Astanga Pranam  
(Knees-Chest-Chin Pose)

Lie flat on the mat, place 
your forehead on the 
floor, extend your legs, 
and point your toes. 

Begin standing tall and 
grounded, taking in the 
power of the earth and 
focusing on that with 
your palms together 
at your heart. 

Tadasana
(Mountain Pose), variation

Makarasana 
(Crocodile Pose)

On an exhale, fold the 
hips back toward the 
heels as is comfort-
able, bringing the 
arms and forehead to 
the floor in a relaxed 
position, elbows bent. 

Balasana 
(Child’s Pose)

Slide forward into a gentle 
Cobra Pose. Roll your 
shoulders back and down. 
Hug your belly in to sup-
port your lower back as 
you inhale and lift your 
heart to the sky.

Bhujangasana
(Cobra Pose)

On an exhale, draw up 
through the belly, allow-
ing the lower back to flex 
or round gently and fold 
back. Release hips to 
heels; relax arms and 
forehead on the floor. 

Child’s Pose

On an inhale, lift the 
arms forward and up, 
creating a slight exten-
sion of your spine. 

Sweep your arms wide 
on an inhale and bring 
them together in front 
of your heart in Anjali 
Mudra. On an exhale, 
bow your head slightly. 

Urdhva Hastasana  
(Upward Salute), variation

Thunderbolt Pose, 
variation

Start by kneeling, 
arms at your sides. 

Vajrasana   
(Thunderbolt Pose), 

variation
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Move your left foot back 
about a foot and bend 
your right knee over your 
right ankle. Move your 
right hip back and in, 
drawing your sitting 
bones toward each other. 
Press into the outer edge 
of your left foot. Hold for 
5–10 breaths.

Parivrtta Parsvakonasana   
(Revolved Side Angle Pose)

Urdhva Mukha Svanasana  
(Upward-Facing Dog Pose)

Adho Mukha Svanasana   
(Downward-Facing Dog Pose)

Raise arms overhead 
while lifting from the tail-
bone toward the navel 
and moving the arms and 
torso into a vertical posi-
tion. Turn the back foot 
slightly in and ground the 
outer edge, while squar-
ing the hips and torso. 
Hold for 5–10 breaths. 

Warrior Pose I Chaturanga Dandasana
(Four-Limbed Staff Pose)

Straighten your right leg, 
turn your back foot in, 
and internally rotate your 
left thigh. Place your left 
hand to the outside of 
your right foot. Draw your 
right hip back and down, 
extend your right arm 
up, and open your chest. 
Hold for 5–10 breaths. 

Parivrtta Trikonasana
(Revolved Triangle Pose)

On an exhale, bring your 
hands to the floor; step 
back with your right leg. 
Bend your arms and low-
er your chest until your 
shoulders are the same 
height as your elbows, 
balancing on your toes, 
keeping your thighs and 
midsection firm.  

On an inhale, push for-
ward through your toes 
and bring your chest up-
ward until your arms are 
straight, pressing firmly 
into the tops of your feet 
as you broaden your 
chest and roll your shoul-
ders out and down away 
from your ears. 

Pull your toes forward 
until you can use the toe 
tips as pivot points, then 
flip feet and push back 
through your hands, 
moving shoulders back. 
Drop your head and press 
through your heels. Hold 
for 5–10 breaths. Repeat 
sequence on other side. 

TO END  Finish with 
these eight poses from 
Sun Salutation B.

Move into namaste 
with prayerful hands at 
your heart. Rest here for 
a few breaths, feeling the 
effects. Repeat on the 
other side. 

Raise your head up and 
look up, lifting your back 
off the ground vertebra 
by vertebra, receiving the 
radiant light of the sun. 

Bow forward in another 
way by moving into 
Downward-Facing Dog. 

Step forward into Low 
Lunge with the opposite 
leg. Look up in aspiration 
to the heavens. You’re al-
lowing the lower chakras 
to be close to the earth 
while the upper chakras 
simultaneously aspire 
toward the heavens. 

Bring your back foot 
to meet your front foot, 
placing your hands be-
side your feet, bending 
knees if necessary. 

Reach up as if tracing the 
inside of a bubble that’s 
above your head. Bow 
back and look up with 
arms next to ears in a full 
standing salute.

Bhujangasana  
(Cobra Pose)

Adho Mukha Svanasana    
(Downward-Facing Dog Pose)

Low Lunge, variation   Standing Forward Bend

Begin again with the next 
inhale, standing on the 
knees for Thunderbolt Pose, 
sweeping arms wide again. 
Repeat the sequence from 
the beginning a few times. 

Thunderbolt Pose, 
variation

When warmed up, bring 
the right foot forward and 
set the shin perpendicular to 
the floor to support the knee. 
Place fingertips on either side 
of the front leg propped on 
blocks. Hold for 3–4 breaths. 

Anjaneyasana
(Low Lunge), variation

Draw your hips back toward 
your heels and flex your 
front foot. Either keep your 
right knee slightly bent or 
move into a full extension of 
the leg for a few breaths. 

Parsvottanasana 
(Intense Side Stretch), 

variation
Transition back into Low 
Lunge position, moving the 
pelvis forward and allowing 
the hip flexors and quads to 
stretch. Repeat the Lunge-to-
Parsvottanasana sequence 
2–3 times. Switch sides.   

Low Lunge, variation

After lunging on both sides, 
keep your knees on the 
floor and rotate your pelvis 
forward, extending the 
spine for Puppy Pose before 
beginning the whole se-
quence again.   

Anahatasana
(Puppy Pose)

Return to Thunder-
bolt Pose with hands 
folded at the heart in 
Anjali Mudra. 

Thunderbolt Pose, 
variation 

Mountain Pose, variationUpward Salute
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