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For those of you “Yoga Noodles” who have truly flexible bodies and slide into 

the splits with ease, this article is not for you! It may be helpful to some of you 

teachers who have forgotten how it once felt to feel the screaming tones of these 

muscles as you ventured into your first few Downward Dog poses. But really 

this article is dedicated to those of us who are seriously hamstring impaired. If 

bending forward is just not an option and these muscles talk loudly to you in 

many of the seemingly basic standing poses... read on!

A mini anatomy lesson to start: How do these muscles get so bound up? It 

could be summarized in their cross-cultural name, which combines the Ger-

man word hamme meaning back of leg and the Latin verb stringere—to draw 

together. These muscles—of which there are three separate sections—are all 

attached to the bottom of the sitting bones and the backs and sides of the knees. 

So when they contract, they literally draw the base of the pelvis toward the 

knees (and vice versa). And the intriguing thing is that if you are a couch potato 

and just sit all day, your hamstrings tighten up. If you are super active—jog, 

hike, or run marathons, they also tighten up. Whatever draws these two points 

together actively or passively binds these muscles into what can seem like per-

manent gridlock. They are those “darn pig chords!” as one of my students so 

endearingly called them.

Cowboy Stance
Just the way you stand can contribute to the problem. Look at Fig. 1. Our 

model, Jay, is standing in his classic “cowboy” posture, where the bottom of the 

pelvis is drawn down toward the floor. Notice how tense his knees are and how 

the thigh bones are pushed forward. In Fig. 2 we have asked him to relax the 

groins (top inner thigh muscles) and even bend the knees slightly, which will 

immediately release the pull of the hamstrings and bring his pelvis more into 

balance. If he walked around like this all day, the rest of this article would prob-

ably be immaterial! Check your own posture out with the help of a friend or a full 

length mirror and see whether your pelvis has this collapsed and jammed look as 

in Fig. 1, or is more aligned, with relaxed groins and knees, as in Fig. 2.

Process Rather Than Product
How many times have you seen the same tight person in a gym, standing or 

sitting in a forward bend and bouncing their hands closer to their feet (Fig. 3)? 

Do their hamstrings lengthen temporarily? Perhaps. In the longer term, if you 

force your hamstrings as Jay is doing here, they spring back like rubber bands 

and feel even tighter than they did before. You can actually cause miniature 
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Unraveling the Back Thigh Muscles
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tears in the muscle fiber, which heal, but, like all scar tissue, 

create further inelasticity. This aggressive approach can also 

create problems in the back. See the way Jay’s spine danger-

ously rounds, putting a lot of stress on the lower back and the 

discs. When the hamstrings refuse to give, what has to give 

next? Many lower back problems are related to unyielding 

hamstrings. 

Start Slowly with the Breath
Consider your hamstrings as a vehicle for self-understand-

ing, possibly a pathway to the divine! And then approach them 

with patience and enquiry like all the other contracted places 

in our lives. 

Lie on the floor in Savasana (Fig. 4). Have a strap and a small 

towel nearby. Begin with eyes closed and simply relax, letting 

your breath drop into your pelvis. Imagine that the breath is 

touching the fibers of the back thighs and that as you exhale, 

there is a sense of release, the thighbones dropping deeper into 

the ground. Let the exhale be complete and easy.

After a few minutes, bend the left knee and draw the thigh 

toward your chest. Don’t let the back of the right thigh come 

any further off the floor than it was before Fig. 4. Use your 

small towel underneath this area so that you have something 

to root back into as you extend the leg (Fig. 5). There is a strong 

relationship between the back thigh muscles and the groin and 

deep abdominal muscles. You may find that your right thigh 

pops up as soon as you draw your left leg forward as in Fig. 

5B. Back off a little, these two muscle groups need to work in 

harmony. Only draw the left thigh forward without letting the 

right thigh rise from the floor. On your inhale, pause and relax. 

On the exhale, see if you can go a little deeper in.
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Take your strap and place it around the ball of the foot and 

extend the left leg toward the ceiling. Keep the bottom leg in 

the same relationship to the floor as before, using the towel if 

necessary. If the leg can only go about 45 degrees or less from 

the floor as is the case with Jay, bend the right knee and put the 

right foot on the floor as in Fig. 6. This will put less leverage on 

the back and give you a bit of wiggle room. It’s very common for 

the hamstring impaired to feel the impact of most stretches in 

the knee. It takes focus to soften the knee and direct the stretch 

into the bulk of the muscle, not its over extended extremities.

Patience and Persistence
Keep the upper body relaxed and tune into the breathing. 

On the inhale, just relax. Let go of the battle and on the exhale 

invite release through the raised leg. In this way you create 

a more permanent undoing. When you move 

into the high-octane mode, you know that you 

are not really gaining anything except further 

tightness. This is the most important part of 

this article. I have many students that years 

later have confessed that even though they 

consistently dismissed this suggestion, it was 

only when they finally let go of fighting their 

leg muscles and worked with the breath and 

the process, that their hamstrings began to 

unwind.

Change sides after five-ten relaxed breaths.

Coming From All Angles
So far we have moved the thighbone within 

the hip joint. In Downward Dog pose, the feet 

and legs are stabilized and the pelvis moves 

around the thighbone, which gets into some 

other interesting corners of the hamstrings. 

Start with your hands raised on a ledge or 

chair. Step your feet back a little further than 

your pelvis and have your feet wider than hip width apart. Go 

up onto your toes and lift your sitting bones into the air, mov-

ing the thighbones back, away from your heart. Extend into 

your arms and along your spine. Lower your heels and bend 

your knees as in Fig. 7. Sometimes the screaming comes more 

from the calves than the hamstrings in this pose. They are all so 

connected! Breathe into your right back leg and slowly extend 

through that leg, keeping the left knee bent (Fig. 8). Don’t worry 

about bringing the heel to the ground or fully straightening the 

right leg if you’re struggling. Just let the breath absorb and ease 

this gradual extension. Change sides after three-four breaths. 

Take a full cycle of breath with both knees bent and imagine 

yourself like a dog truly seeking that internal length through 

your spine and legs. Rest in Child’s Pose afterward (Fig. 9).
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Legs Up the Wall
The hardest thing about this pose is getting into it! Go close 

to the wall, lie down and then roll to the side and swing your 

legs up. It is critical that you have your lower back and pelvis 

on the floor and that you move sufficiently far away from the 

wall to not have your hamstrings in agony (Fig. 10). If your legs 

go to sleep or there is tingling or numbness, try the alternative 

version as in Fig. 10 var. In either position, use your hands to 

push the thighbones toward the wall at the root of the thigh, 

allowing the breath to deepen and move into the pelvis and 

legs. Then move the hands up a few inches and repeat, bringing 

attention now to the breath in the mid back thigh. Finally bring 

the hands to just below the knee. Again this is not a forcing but 

an unraveling, an inviting. 

Finally, relax the arms and close the eyes, keeping minimum 

activity in the legs; soften into the pose and rest. 

I think of this pose as “Sports Page” Pose (Fig. 11). When 

my partner, Berni, first started doing yoga many moons ago, we 

realized he had some of the tightest hamstrings in the world. 

He would, on occasion with varying enthusiasm, do the poses 

above and a few standing poses that are also highly recom-

mended. But this was his favorite—mainly because he could 

read the sports page as he did it. Now I’m not suggesting that 

you try to do much of anything else when you practice yoga! 

However, instead of sitting on the couch to read the paper, per-

haps you could incorporate yoga poses like this into your daily 

activities. Berni has moved onto a daily practice of an hour or 

more of serious yoga. He rarely misses a day, mainly because 

with the amount of driving and active work he does, his ham-

strings bunch up and his back is in jeopardy. For many of us 

with our genetic dispositions and types of activities, we have 

to get very creative about daily addressing those dear old “pig 

chords.”

Mary Paffard is Director of Teacher Training at Yoga Mendocino in 
Ukiah, CA, and is a Co-founder of the Cuba-U.S. Yoga Exchange. 
www.maryyoga.com.

(All photos taken at Piedmont Yoga Studio in Oakland, CA. Sunset 
yoga mat furnished by Hugger Mugger, www.huggermugger.com) 
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