SHIPPED
FASCIA FIXES

A NEW
TWIST
ON YOGA

To relieve muscle
tension, avoid
holding your
breath in poses.

SOME
KIND OF
CALLOUT
HERE FOR
LOVE

ADDING A SIMPLE BALL—AND THE FOLLOWING EXERCISES—
TO YOUR YOGA PRACTICE CAN HELP RELEASE SORE,
TIGHT MUSCLES, ALLOW YOU TO MOVE BETTER AND
HELP YOU GET MORE OUT OF EVERY POSE . BY JANET LEE

Y

oga is known for improving flexibility, but sometimes you need
more than a good stretch to relieve tight, knotted-up muscles.
That’s where something called myofascial release, or MFR,
comes in. The fascia is a thin layer of collagen-rich tissue that encases the
muscles (as well as your organs and other bodily structures) like shrink
wrap. “Sometimes you get adhesions in the fascia and it sticks to itself,
like Velcro,” says Julie Lambert, e-RYT, a yoga instructor who works with
athletes at Oklahoma State University in Stillwater. “When that happens,
the muscles can’t move the way they’re supposed to, which leads to pain
and restricted range of motion.”
Researchers are learning more and more about fascia. We now know
that it’s one continuous sheath of fibers that runs from head to toe in the
body. “It’s completely connected, which explains why working on one area
or muscle can impact another one,” says Lambert. (She discovered this
for herself when she thought she had torn the meniscus in her knee. She
grabbed a tennis ball and used it on her gluteus medius, a key stabilizing
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FASCIA FIXES

muscle in the hips, and the pain disappeared—after just
one session.)
Yoga studios are jumping on the fascia bandwagon by
offering workshops on myofascial release and integrating
it into restorative classes. “Yoga is really a form of MFR.
It targets the fascia through movement, which helps to
increase hydration in, and mobilize, the tissues, just like
MFR with tools does,” says Allie Geer, e-RYT, a yoga and
meditation instructor in Niwot, Colorado. “Personally,
I’ve found that it has really helped put some puzzle pieces
together for me and enabled me to explore my body in a
different way. It’s enhanced my proprioception, which is
the body’s ability to sense where it is in space, as well as
my interoception, which is that sense of what’s going on
inside our body.”
“I would never do a yoga class without some MFR
now,” says Lambert. “When you do it at the beginning
of your practice, it gives you a bump in flexibility and

movement and it provides a layer of awareness about
where the tightness is and where you need that extra
stretch. Sometimes yoga is more about your headspace,
but MFR is very tactile.”
Another benefit of MFR is it moves the lymph, a clear
fluid that circulates throughout the body and serves
as a highway for removing waste and toxins. The more
you move the fascia, the more you move the lymph,
which can help relieve inflammation and even pain. “It
enhances your body’s capacity to heal,” says Geer.
The most important thing to remember when doing
MFR—which applies in yoga class as well—is to work
with the breath, adds Geer. “If you’re not breathing,
you’re basically stimulating the sympathetic nervous
system, which is that fight-or-flight response that
gets activated when you’re stressed. Taking nice, deep
breaths sends messages to the muscles that it’s OK to
release and soften.” That’s when the magic happens.

GEAR UP TO TARGET TENSION
These tools are designed
to help release tightness,
knots and soreness.
RUMBLEROLLER
Foam rollers come
in different lengths,
densities and textures—
mini to long, smooth to
knobby. The standard
white (softest), blue and
black (densest) foam
rollers will work, but
knobby ones give
you a little extra
oomph to target sore
muscles. (From $45;
rumbleroller.com)
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HYPERICE HYPERVOLT
CORDLESS VIBRATION
MASSAGER
Electric personal
massagers have come
a long way from those
old wand-type devices.
They’re pricier, too! The
Hypervolt features four
different heads and
three different speeds
to access a variety of
muscles and angles.
($349; rei.com)
GUA SHA
This Chinese healing
technique is having a
moment for both beauty
and self-massage.
Aestheticians are using
the tools (usually made
of jade or another stone)
on the face to improve

PICK
YOUR
POWER
TOOL.

circulation, but you can
find more robust handheld versions for use on
muscles. Here’s a secret:
You don’t need a pricey
gadget. Many Chinese
medicine practitioners
use a metal lid from a
spice jar or an Asianstyle soup spoon.
RAD ROUNDS
Sometimes a tennis ball
is too soft and a golf
ball is too hard or small.
These MFR balls come in
different densities and
pressure-seeking sizes
so you can use them on
your entire body,
from head to toe.
(From $16 for a
set of 3; rad
roller.com)

THERA CANE
MASSAGER
This handheld J-shaped
tool has been a staple in
physical therapy and
chiropractic offices
for years. It makes
self-massage—even
on hard-to-reach
spots—easy,
thanks to all
the different
grips and knobs. Keep
it next to your desk to
combat all that sitting
and poor posture.
($31.50;
amazon.

HOW TO DO IT

1

STRIKE
A POSE

2

There are a variety
of ways to use balls
and rollers:

Try the following exercises every day if

1

you have muscle tension. You just need
two firm balls, like golf, tennis or lacrosse
balls. Here, yoga instructor Allie Geer uses
RAD Recovery Rounds (see sidebar, left),
a collaboration between RAD and Yoga

3

Medicine, a yoga education organization.
TRAPEZIUS TRICK
This muscle along the top of your shoulders
often gets tight, especially when you’re stressed.
Stand tall with your back against a wall and place a
tennis ball behind you along the top of your shoulder.
Lean the weight of your body against the ball, then
raise your arm up overhead and down (1). Do this for
5 to 10 breaths, then switch sides and repeat.
FOOT HEAVEN
The feet take the brunt of so much weight and it’s
often where knee, hip and even upper back pain
originate. Instructor Julie Lambert recommends this
move for plantar fasciitis and tight hamstrings.
Standing or seated, place a small, firm ball, like a
golf ball, under the middle of your foot and push
your weight into it for 30 seconds (2). Move the
ball to other areas and repeat. If you’re having heel
pain, rock your heel side to side over the ball. Or try
moving the ball under the base of your big toe, where
it attaches to the rest of the foot. Hold there for a few
seconds, then repeat under each toe. Finally, place
the tennis ball under your foot and roll from toes to
heel several times. Switch feet and repeat.

MFR TOOL
TRICKS

4

PIN AND HOLD
Place the ball under
the spot that’s
uncomfortable and use
your body weight to
hold it there for five to
10 breaths. “Just search
for the spot that feels
uncomfortable,” says
Julie Lambert. “You’ll
know it when you find
it. As you put pressure
on it, the tension will
dissipate.”
2

5

SPINE MASSAGE
The muscles along either side of your spine work hard all day to keep you upright.
Lie face up with a tennis or lacrosse ball on either side of your spine under your neck (you can
put them in a sock and tie the end of the sock to make this easier). Slowly move your body up
along the balls in 1- to 3-inch increments (3) (rest your head in your hands). Stop in areas that
are the most uncomfortable and take 5 to 10 breaths. When the balls are between your shoulder
blades, draw your arms up overhead by your ears, then down. When they’re near your hip
bones, draw your knees to your chest to increase the pressure.
HIP RELEASE
This move targets that cranky piriformis muscle deep in the middle of your glute, which can get
tight and compress the sciatic nerve, leading to pain and tingling down your leg.
Sit on the floor with your right knee bent, foot flat, and place your left ankle across your knee,
as if you were sitting in a chair (“figure 4” position). Take a tennis ball and place it about 2
inches to the left of the center of your left glute cheek (4) (Geer calls it the “bull’s-eye of the
buttocks”). Rest your weight on it, then move your left knee up and in toward the midline of
your body, stretching the muscle. Do this for 5 to 10 breaths, then switch sides and repeat.
HAMSTRING HELPER
Tight hamstrings can limit your range of motion and potentially lead to back and hip pain.
Sit on the floor or a chair with the ball under your right thigh, just below the bony protuberance
on the bottom of your pelvis where the hamstring muscles attach. (5) Use your hands to lift your
body, rolling your leg across the ball from side to side. Slowly make your way down until you reach
the lower attachment point of the hamstrings, just above your knee. Switch legs; repeat.

FLUSHING
Roll the ball along
tight muscles in the
direction of the fibers.
“This enhances lymph
and blood flow,”
says Allie Geer. “It’s
great for recovery.”
3

COMPRESS,
SHEAR AND
LENGTHEN
Put your weight on
the ball in a spot such
as the glutes, quads
or forearms; move
the muscle across the
ball in the opposite
direction of the fibers
as you lengthen
the muscle.
4

ROLLING
It’s like flushing, but
more of an exploration
to find tight spots, says
Geer. Roll in small (1to 3-inch) segments,
searching for tension,
then hold there for
5 to 10 breaths.
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