
SPINAL TWISTS IN YOGA 
by Rebecca Bly 

INTRODUCTION 

“Hey, do you like twists? Yeah, why?” I asked all the yogis I could find within spitting distance the other day. They all said 

the same thing; “They feel really good.” 

I completely agree; except when I don’t. 

Twists are a group of poses in yoga that can feel fantastic when done correctly, relieving pain in the back, hips and even 

shoulders. But sometimes, especially when I’m off with my form or pushing too hard, I feel an intense and aching pull on 

the sides of my lower back or beneath my backside bottom ribs that is a clear sign that something isn’t right. Those 

aches are the sign my body gives to me when I’m out of alignment or not properly engaging muscularly and I need to 

back off and rethink it. 

I want to share what I know about twists and twisting so this never happens to you (or me) again and we can all be 

happy twisters in yoga class.  

WHAT IS A TWIST, EXACTLY 

A twist in yoga is a rotation through the thoracic portion of the spine. Your spine has four 

curves; two primary and two secondary. The main rotation we initiate with a yoga twist, 

happens through the thoracic portion of the spine while we attempt to keep the base (the 

lumbar and sacral portion) very steady. This means we have to anchor the base support 

first, then elongate, then rotate through the thoracic curve and optionally the cervical 

spinal curve. Yes, there is some rotation happening through the lumbar curves, but the 

focus is mainly concentrated higher up the spine.  

Donna Farhi describes it beautifully with the spiral staircase metaphor. “Imagine in every 

twist that there is a spiral staircase running through the central axis of your body. Just as 

you must step up as you ascend a spiral staircase, while you inhale, elongate your back 

upward, and while you exhale, turn into the movement.” (Yoga Mind, Body and Spirit by 

Donna Farhi, p. 159) 

 

WHY ARE TWISTS VALUABLE 

1. We like twists. They feel good. It’s a very natural way to move the body and get relief from the stiffness and tension 

due to long periods of inactivity, like sitting or sleeping.  

2. They’re used as counter postures in yoga after back bends, side bends and hip openers, to release residual tension in 

the lower back.  

3. They stimulate the internal organs, improving circulation, tone and function. This typically is associated with improved 

digestion and elimination of toxins from the internal organs.* 

4. They help maintain spinal health by strengthening the supporting musculature and improving flexibility. 

*ARE TWISTS REALLY DETOXIFYING 

The good news is that yoga has been helping improve people’s health for thousands of years, although primarily in the 

west for just the last hundred. The bad news is that the scientific studies aren’t out yet. Twists are often associated with 

detoxifying the body, perhaps because this is a very shiny benefit that attracts people to the practice and forgives their 

overindulgence in yesterday’s brunch mimosas. Although we’re still waiting for proven studies to come out (and they 

are, slowly), the evidence is mostly anecdotal. The proof however, is in the practice; how does it make you feel? What 

changes do you see and feel in your life as a result of your practice? Has your digestion improved? Have your dietary 

choices changed due to a more mindful lifestyle? There are a million possible ways that deep breathing, mindfulness and 



movement can be beneficial for us physically, mentally and emotionally; it’s possible improved digestion, elimination 

and detoxification is one of them. Listen to your body; you know it best and how specifically your practice is helping you.  

HOW TO TWIST 

First, it’s important to do twisting poses from the inside out, initiating the movement from the center of the body then 

moving outwards towards the limbs. Going back to the spiral staircase, we must first elongate the spine before we 

rotate in order to do a twist without pain or strain. If we make a mistake by leading the twist with a push off the elbow 

or hand, then we lose the support and alignment and it can be painful. 

Think about three horizontal planes in your body as you are standing; hips, ribcage and 

shoulders. In general, we have to keep the hips steady and square in order to elongate the 

spine and then rotate through the ribcage. The shoulders have to stay aligned as well 

while they are typically being used to push or pull off of something for leverage to deepen 

the twist.  

The best place to start is sitting. When you’re sitting on the ground with your legs crossed, 

you can feel the sitting bones touching the floor. This is a great indicator that the pelvis 

(the “hips” plane mentioned above) is level. Think about the muscles that are supporting 

your pelvis so that you can rotate: your glutes, abdominals, lower back and muscles inside 

the pelvis all support a solid base. Here is a nice article where you can read more details 

about the anatomy of a supported twist from Dr Ray Long, who is an orthopedic surgeon 

and yoga teacher.  

HERE’S HOW I DO IT 

In general, I like to think about first anchoring my sitting bones down to the ground by pulling my deep abdominal 

muscles to my lower spine and gently squeezing my glutes like I’m trying to pull my sitting bones together. From the 

grounding downwards action, I rebound upwards through the top of my head to find as much length as I can on an 

inhalation. I find something easy to grab onto for leverage when I prepare to rotate. It’s not useful to reach too far or 

too deep because it can throw off my pelvic alignment by leaning to reach it or it can strain my shoulders and neck. 

From a push or pull off of this leverage, I exhale and rotate by moving from the inside out, engaging my oblique muscles 

for support in the twist. I continue to inhale for length and exhale for rotation. One last trick is to try to rotate your hips 

in the opposite direction of the twist, in order to keep that base secure. I only move more deeply into rotation if it feels 

right and after a few breaths.  

Remember that breathing can be restricted since twisting limits space in your abdomen making it difficult to allow your 

body to be moved by breath. Continue to breathe deeply but think of directing your breath where there is space, 

allowing your chest, collarbones and shoulders to undulate with breath.  

WHO SHOULDN’T DO TWISTS 

Your doctor usually will tell you if twisting isn’t advisable with your particular injury or condition like herniated discs or 

degenerate disc disorder. If you have a sore back from an injury or recent trauma, take it easy and do what feels right for 

you, moving slowly at first. Pregnant women are often advised to limit twisting but can usually modify by twisting into 

opposite direction so there is space for her abdomen at any stage. Remember, on any day, you can skip twisting if it just 

doesn’t feel right for you. 

 

The pictures in this article are from Donna Farhi’s book Yoga Mind, Body and Spirit. I highly recommend this book for 

yoga practitioners of any level or ability and often use it as a tool for teaching and practicing.  

https://www.yogajournal.com/teach/yoga-antomy-prevent-low-back-pain-twists
https://www.yogajournal.com/teach/yoga-antomy-prevent-low-back-pain-twists

