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Utthita Trikoṇāsana with a Chair 

 

Introduction 

Standing poses are the basis for Iyengar Yoga practice. These poses open and strengthen the 
body, develop flexibility and build the muscle actions required for more advanced āsanas. 
Beginners learn how to use the legs for activating the lower torso and how to use the arms for 

activating the upper torso. By extending the muscles of the legs and groins, one attains free 
movement at the hips. This allows the spine to extend freely, which is critical for preventing back 

pain. By creating movement in the shoulder girdle, the shoulders retain their flexibility and the 
chest can broaden. This, in turn, improves breathing and blood circulation; it also keeps the body 
agile and light and the mind fresh. 

This article focuses on one prop: the chair, and on one basic āsana: Utthita Trikoṇāsana.  

Utthita Trikoṇāsana is a very basic standing pose, which can be done even by beginner students. 

A much more comprehensive presentation of the usage of chairs for yoga is available in my book: 
The Extended Chair for Yoga, A Comprehensive Guide to Iyengar Yoga Practice with a 

Chair – which at present, available in English, Spanish, Russian, Japanese & Chinese. 

 Why Chairs? 

The chair is indeed a very useful prop, which is both widely available and very effective as an aid 
for all types of āsanas. As you will see here, there are many ways to use this one simple prop. 

Often, chairs can replace specialized expensive props. For example, many Iyengar Yoga centers 
have a “horse” prop, or trestle – which is a large and bulky piece of equipment. It's not feasible to 
have such specialized and expensive props for every student in a class, or to allow students to 

have it in their homes. Chairs can serve as a good substitute, and yoga centers usually have 
enough chairs to provide one for each student.  

Here is an example of using a chair instead of a trestle for Utthita Trikoṇāsana. 

 

 
Photo 1 Comparing usage of a yoga trestle with that of a chair IMG_0751 & 390C8477 

Yoga chairs are affordable for practitioners to have at home for their self-practice. Moreover, 
chairs are not made just for yoga; they are everywhere and can be used to do simple yoga poses at 

home, in the office, and even in airplanes and trains. 
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The chair enables one to stay longer in the pose and learn the actions required for their correct 

execution. The chair also enables people with movement limitations to enjoy these poses. 

The article is organized according to four types of chair usage:  

1. Support from behind 

2. Support from the front 

3. Elevating the front leg 

4. Support from the side 

Usage 1: Chair Behind the Body 

Benefits 

✓ The chair behind is used to support the hands and the back. This reduces significantly the 
effort required for maintaining the pose. It keeps the body aligned laterally and helps to 

move the shoulders back and to open the chest. 

✓ The chair’s backrest or back rail, provides a straight line, so one can align oneself 
according to this line (see photos). 

 

To do the pose on the right side: 

→ Place the chair behind you on the right side with the backrest closer to you. 

→ Turn your right leg out and hold the backrest behind the back with your left hand. 

 
Photo 2 Entering Utthita Trikoṇāsana with chair supporting the back 390C8474 
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→ Bend into the pose and place your right hand on the seat. 

→ Grip your left hand on the backrest to roll your left shoulder back. 

→ Wait there for a while and use the support to adjust the pose: extend the right side of your 
trunk; turn your chest from right to left. 

 

 

 
Photo 3 Bending to place the right hand on the seat 390C8475 

→ Then move your arm in front of the backrest and go further down. Grip the leg of the chair or 
support your right hand on the horizontal rung. 
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Photo 4 Bending to hold the rung 390C8477 

 

Photo 5 Using the chair behind - back view - 390C8478 

A helper can give traction to your spine and neck. 
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Photo 6 A helper extending the neck to turn the head - 390C8486 

Usage 2: Chair in Front of the Body 

Benefits 

✓ the chair in front helps to turn the trunk and to broaden the front of the body. 

 

To do the pose to the right:                                                                                                         

→ Place the chair in front with the backrest towards you, next to your right leg. 

→ Turn your right leg out. 

→ Go to the pose; place your right hand on the seat or the rear rung.  

→ To turn the chest further, push your left hand against the backrest while extending the right 
side of your back and your right arm down. 
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Photo 7 Using the chair in front - 390C8490 
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Usage 3: Elevating the Front Leg 

Benefits 

✓ Raising the front leg shifts the body weight backward and reduces the load on the front leg. 
Thus, it helps to move the head of the femur (thigh bone) into its socket, stabilize the knee 

and the ankle in correct alignment, and move the buttock bone in. This support is 
especially needed in case of weak ankles, knees or hips. 

✓ Shifting weight to the back leg also helps to illustrate the sensation of anchoring the pose 
from the back leg. 

 

We show three options of raising the front leg (from highest to lowest): on the backrest, on the 
seat and on the bottom of the seat of an inverted chair.  

One can study each standing pose by practice all these options, starting from the highest support 
(on the backrest), descending gradually (to the seat, then to the inverted chair), and finally do the 
pose with the foot on the floor (as in the classic pose). This is a good way to compare the different 

options and explore their relative benefits. 
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Variation1: Front Foot on the Back Rail 

Benefits 

✓ In addition to the benefits mentioned above, raising the front leg to a high support opens 
the groins and creates more space in the pelvis region. 

 

To do the pose on the right side: 

→ Place the chair on your right, about 2 cm (1’) away from the wall. 

→ Place the middle of your right heel on the back rail. 

 
 

Photo 8 Placing the foot on the back rail and against the wall DSC01660 
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Photo 9 Utthita Trikoṇāsana with the front foot lifted on the back rail DSC01662 

→ Bend into the pose. Catch your ankle, or the frame of the backrest. 

 

Variation 2: Front Foot on the Seat 

Optional Props: wall 

 

Benefits 

✓ As mentioned, raising the leg on the seat reduces the load on the front leg. The pressure of 
the heel on the edge of the seat activates the foot, knee and hip of the front leg. The knee 
becomes active without overloading it, and the femur bone is drawn better into the socket of 

the hip joint.  

✓ The back leg becomes heavy and stable. However, the grounding of the front leg is lost. 

✓ The opening of the groins is increased.  

 

To do the pose on the right side: 

→ Place the chair on your right. 

→ Place the middle of your right heel against the edge of the seat and bend into the pose. 
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Photo 10 Placing the heel against the edge of the seat - 390C8499 

Note: If the chair slides, place its back against the wall. 

 

Variation 3: Front Foot on Inverted Chair 

 

Benefits 

✓ The slanted support changes the angle of the front foot, this helps to activates the front 
leg and enable working better on the ankle, knee and hip. 

✓ This angle reduces load from the ankle (over- compression in the ankle of the front leg 
may lead to injury of the Achilles tendon). 

✓ The rungs and legs of the chair enable gradual extension in the pose   

 

To do the pose on the right side: 

→ Invert the chair (legs up).  

→ Turn your right leg out and place your foot on the inverted seat. If the chair slides, 

place its backrest against the wall. 
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Photo 11 Preparing for Utthita Trikoṇāsana with foot on inverted chair - 390C8492 

→ Go into the pose and hold the higher (rear) horizontal rung. Turning your hand out will help 
you to roll the right shoulder back and to turn the chest upward. 
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Photo 12 Holding the higher (rear) rung - 390C8493 

→ If possible, go down further and hold the lower (front) leg of the chair; or go even further 

down and catch the lower (front) horizontal rung (not shown). 
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Photo 13 Holding the chair's leg - 390C8494 



 

U
t
t
h
i
t

 

 

Photo 14 back view - 390C8495 

 

Usage 4: Chair Supports the Side of the Body 

Variation 1: Hand on Backrest 

Optional Props: blanket or bolster 
 

Benefits: 

✓ One of the challenges of Utthita Trikoṇāsana is to maintain the length of lower side of the 

trunk. Supporting the lower-side hand helps to extend that side of the trunk and to extend 

both sides of the trunk evenly.  

 

To do the pose on the right side: 

→ Place the chair on your right and bend into the pose. 

→ Put your right hand on the backrest and slide the chair away to extend the right side of 
your trunk. 
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→ At the same time, move the ribs of your left side to the right. 

→ As you inhale deeper, observe if the left and the right lungs breath evenly. 

 

 

 
Photo 15 Utthita Trikoṇāsana hand on backrest 390C9589 

Variation 2: Armpit on Backrest 

Another option is to place the armpit on the backrest and the hands on the seat. 
 
Benefits 

✓ Placing the armpit on the back rain elongates the side of the body. 
✓ It also supports the trunk, so one can relax in the pose and hold it for a longer time. 
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Photo 16 Armpit on the backrest - 390C8510 

Variation 3: Head on Backrest 

You can also rest the right side of the head or its back on the backrest. 

Benefits 

✓ The support for the head enables a complete relaxation, especially for the neck and face. 

✓ It also helps to learn to extend the neck and turn it to the ceiling. 

 

To do the pose on the right side: 

→ Pad the backrest with a folded blanket or a bolster. 

→ Bend into the pose, place your right hand on the seat or hold the rear rung. 

→ Extend the right side of your trunk and support the right side of your head on the padded 
backrest. 

→ You can then turn the chest and head to look up. 
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Photo 17 Resting the head in Utthita Trikoṇāsana - 390C8511 

Note: Tall people may have to increase the height of the chair by two blocks under its rear legs; 

short people may need to place a block under their front foot. 

Variation 4: Front Groin against the Chair 

Optional Props: wall, 2 blocks 

 

Benefits 

✓ Deepening the front groin allows to bend into the pose from the hips. The support of the 
chair helps to learn that. 

 

To do the pose on the right: 

→ Fold the chair and place its backrest against your front groin. 

Notes:  

• If the chair is too short for you, place it on two blocks. 

• If the chair folds, tie a belt around it. 

→ Bend into the pose and support your right hand on the chair.  

→ Extend both sides of your trunk from your hips. Use your hands to turn the chest from 
right to left. 

→ Stretch your left arm up. 
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Photo 18 Utthita Trikoṇāsana with a folded chair to support the front groin IMG_5126 
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Photo 19 Using the wall and two blocks to elevate the chair 390C9960 

 

 


