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Want to unleash the true potential of your middle?
Turns out crunches—yes, the exercise you’ve avoided for years
in favor of holding Plank—are key to a stronger core and more
stable yoga practice. Here’s how to do crunches so they serve
you in every pose and help you score the core of your dreams.

YOGIS KNOW that a strong core is crucial.

Physically, it’s what helps you stay balanced, move from one pose to the next
with muscular integrity, and maintain
a healthy spine. Emotionally, your core is
arguably your most important body part:
It’s the way you show up spiritually and
ethically in the world. And given that the
practice of yoga is really about connecting
to your truest self, core work is key to
developing an even stronger sense of self.
Despite all this, it can be tempting to
rush through core work or see it as merely
a necessary evil. I know it’s not everyone’s
favorite portion of yoga class—I hear your
grunts when I’m teaching!—but here’s
another way to look at it: By working your
core with intention, you’ll be better able
to recruit your core muscles throughout
your entire practice, helping you engage the
back body during forward bends (preventing over-rounding and over-stretching of

the low back) and the front body during
backbends (avoiding pushing past what
your body can manage).
One of the most important lessons
I’ve learned in my years of practicing and
teaching is that how we work in poses is as
important as the poses themselves. Doing
the yoga crunch outlined on the next page
will engage your core muscles in such a way
that you’re able to find that same “work” in
each pose of the sequence that follows, not
only helping you strengthen your core but
also preparing you for your fullest—and
safest—expression of each pose.
STORY AND SEQUENCE BY TIFFANY RUSSO
PHOTOGRAPHY BY AMANDA FRIEDMAN

THE YOGA C RU N C H ,
E X P L AINED
FOR YEARS, abdominal crunches have gotten a bad rap. Yes, they only work the front-body

core muscles, and the core muscles wrap around the entire midsection. That’s why Plank
Pose gets so much love: It engages all of the core. However, knowing how to isolate the
front core muscles (specifically the transverse abdominis [TA] and psoas) is incredibly important—especially when it comes to backbends. Learn how to isolate your TA and psoas in a
yoga crunch and you’ll be better able to isolate those same muscles when you’re moving in
the opposite direction (read: backbends), which is the key to lifting the chest and avoiding
“dumping” in your low back.
Enter the “Carpenter Crunch,” so named because it was invented by my teacher, Annie
Carpenter, the creator of SmartFLOW Yoga. This four-part move focuses on shortening the
front body (called spinal flexion) so that when you do the backbend sequence that follows,
you can move into spinal extension with greater safety and ease. Do the 4 steps of this
crunch 10 times before you start to flow.

STEP ONE: Find a neutral spine
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STEP TWO: Flex your spine

STEP THREE: Extend your legs

Keep everything the same as in step no. 1, and as you exhale, curl
up, rounding your torso (from your shoulders to your tailbone)
off the ground. As you curl up, press your navel down toward the
ground and bring the bottom of your ribs closer to your pubic
bone. This rounding creates spinal flexion.

Keep everything the same as in step no. 2, and as you inhale,
extend your legs straight from your hips so they’re at a
45-degree angle to the ground (or lower, for a greater challenge). Firm your legs, lifting your kneecaps as you reach
through your feet. If you feel any discomfort in your low back,
bend your knees or try one leg at a time.

MODEL: TIFFANY RUSSO; STYLIST: ASHLEY TURNER/HAZEL & PINE; HAIR/MAKEUP: MICHELLE HODNETT; TOP: MANDUKA; BOTTOMS:
INNER FIRE; NECKLACE: NATALIE B JEWELRY; BRASS BANGLE: HAZEL & PINE; MALA BRACELET: FIVE STAR HIPPIE; RING: MODEL’S OWN
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Begin by lying on your back, knees bent and feet hip-width apart and flat on the ground.
Inhale and reach your arms to the sky; exhale and press your bottom ribs into the mat.
Keeping your ribs pressing down, interlace your fingers behind your head.

MIDDLE MANAGEMENT
These are the muscles that make up your core:
RECTUS ABDOMINIS (RA)
Your “six-pack” abs, which run along
the front of the body from the middle
of the rib cage to the pubic bone.

OBLIQUES
The side muscles that run diagonally along
the flank of the body and attach to the RA at
your midline.

On an exhale, bend your knees and return your feet to
the ground. At the very end of your exhale, round your
back even more, curling higher and flattening your low
back to the ground. Then, return to step no. 1.

QUADRATUS LUMBORUM (QL)
This stabilizing muscle runs from the lowest
ribs to the pelvic crest in your back body, and
is often thought of as the key to good posture.
TRANSVERSE ABDOMINIS (TA)
These run horizontally below your obliques,
from your rib cage to your pelvis, and act as
a corset for your abdomen.
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STEP FOUR: Round your
spine even more
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PSOAS
This hip-flexor and spinal-extensor
muscle runs from each vertebra of your
lower (lumbar) spine, travels across the
front of your pelvis, and attaches to your
upper, inner thighbone.
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T HE SEQUENC E
NOW THAT YOU HAVE a strong sense of your front-body core, you can move into backbends more

safely, knowing you can consciously engage the muscles needed to protect the lumbar spine.
To begin, come to your hands and knees in Tabletop and do a few Cat/Cows. As you inhale, move
the bottom tips of your shoulder blades in toward your front body, opening your chest. As you
exhale, push the floor away and draw your navel to your spine. As you move through this spinal
extension and flexion, can you recall the feeling of your pubic bone and sternum moving toward
each other during crunches? Then, move into Plank Pose: From all fours, straighten your arms with
your shoulders over your wrists, step both legs back, and straighten your knees, reaching through
your heels. Lift the tops of your thighs as you reach your pubic bone up toward your sternum.
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1 SALABHASANA C Locust Pose C

2 PARSVA UTKATASANA

3 ANJANEYASANA Low Lunge, variation

Lie on your belly and ground your hip
points and pubic bone into the ground,
creating your foundation for the pose.
From here, extend your legs straight
out from your hips, pressing your feet
firmly into the ground, and spin your
inner thighs up to the sky, reaching
your tailbone toward your heels. Now
reach your arms straight back and
interlace your fingers. Keep your hands
clasped as you reach your arms back
toward your feet to lift your chest and
your feet. Hold for at least 8 breaths.

Revolved Chair Pose

From Mountain Pose, step your left leg
back and lower your left knee to the
ground. Press your front foot and back
leg firmly into the ground and roll your
left inner thigh back. Then, work to reach
your tailbone down toward the floor, lifting
your low belly away from your hip points.
Reach the bottom of your sternum toward
your pubic bone as you extend your arms
overhead. Hold here for 5 breaths, then lift
your back knee off the mat and move into
Crescent Lunge, continuing to work all of
the same actions as Low Lunge. Hold Crescent Lunge for 5 breaths, then move into
Downward Dog. Switch sides.

From Adho Mukha Svanasana (DownwardFacing Dog Pose), step your feet forward
and come into Tadasana (Mountain Pose).
As you inhale, reach your arms overhead,
shift your weight into your heels, and
send your thighs back and down to sit in
Utkatasana (Chair Pose). Bring your hands
together in Anjali Mudra, and as you inhale,
lengthen your spine. As you exhale, hook
your left elbow on the outside of your right
thigh. Keeping your weight even in both
feet, drive your left thigh back as you sit a
little lower in your right leg. Release your
inner thighs toward the mat as you lift
your pubic bone up toward the bottom of
your sternum. Stay here for 5 breaths, then
repeat on the other side.
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Kneel with your knees in line with your hips,
pressing firmly into the tops of your shins.
Roll your inner thighs back and reach your tailbone down toward the backs of your knees.
Place your hands on your hip points and press
down on your pelvis to lengthen it away
from your low back. On an inhale, press your
shoulder blades forward to lift your chest. On
an exhale, lift the back ribs away from your
low back. When your sternum is facing the
sky, reach back with your hands to grab your
feet and hold here for 5 breaths. Can you recall
all of the work of the crunches in this pose?
To come out, press down into your shins to
lift your chest skyward, then sit back on your
heels. Place your hands over your heart and
check in with your breath.
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4 USTRASANA Camel Pose

71

5

5 NAVASANA Boat Pose
Start in Dandasana (Staff Pose): Sit with your legs straight out in front of you and find
a neutral spine. Bend your knees and place your hands on the backs of your thighs, just
above your sitting bones. Press your quadriceps into your hands as you lean back to
straighten your arms. As you do this, press your shoulder blades into your chest to keep
your collarbones lifted. Keeping your knees bent, lift your shins off the ground parallel to
the ground, then reach both arms forward, keeping them in line with your shoulders.
Work toward straightening both legs as you hold for 5 breaths.

6 PURVOTTANASANA Upward Plank Pose
From Staff Pose, walk your hands back about 6 inches and straighten your arms as you
push the floor away. Bend your knees so your feet are on the ground, in line with your
hips. As you inhale, lift your spine and hips off the ground for Reverse Tabletop. Keeping your feet facing forward, push into all four corners of your feet, roll your inner thighs
toward the ground, and actively reach your frontal hip points up toward your navel. Reach
your tailbone to the backs of your knees, then come down and take a breath. Repeat with
your knees bent, or do all of the same work but with straight legs for Upward Plank Pose.
Move back and forth between Boat Pose and Upward Plank Pose, holding each for
5 breaths for a total of 3–5 times per pose.
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7 MARICHYASANA III
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OUR PRO Teacher and model
Tiffany Russo is a Los Angeles–
based SmartFLOW yoga teacher
and teacher trainer. Learn more at
tiffanyrusso.com.

From Staff Pose, bend your right leg and place your right foot as close to your right sitting
bone as you comfortably can, keeping your left leg neutral. Press the tops of your thighs
into the ground. As you inhale, reach your left arm skyward; as you exhale, hook your
left arm around your right knee. On an inhale, lengthen your spine away from your sitting
bones through the crown of your head; on your exhale, reach your right hand behind you
and place your fingertips or palm on the ground. As you inhale, lift your spine on all four
sides; on your exhales, twist deeper. Hold for 8 breaths, then repeat on the second side.

8 PASCHIMOTTANASANA Seated Forward Bend
From Staff Pose, reach your arms skyward. Keeping your arms in line with your ears, hinge
at your hips to fold halfway forward. Press the tops of your thighs into the ground as you
lift your navel toward the back of your body. Reach forward to fold further at the hips and
lengthen the front of your spine as much as possible, placing your hands around the soles
of your feet. (Use a strap if your hamstrings are tight.) If your hamstrings or low back feel
tender, come onto your back and reach your legs to the sky with a strap around your feet.
In either variation, maintain the natural curve of your low back and hold for 8 breaths.
To finish, lie on your back and take Supine Twist on both sides, followed by Savasana
(Corpse Pose) for 5 minutes or longer.
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