
Yoga Anatomy & Physiology



Anatomy & Physiology

• Anatomy-
One of the basic essential sciences of medicine that studies the 
structure of an organism.

• Physiology-
The biological study of the functions of living organisms and their 
parts.



Why is knowledge of anatomy & physiology 
important for yoga instructors?



• Knowledge of anatomy & physiology is the foundation of 
physical safety for both student & instructor 

• Yoga has the potential to heal & prevent injury

• Instructors will be asked by students about various 
injuries & conditions using the common language of 
medical terminology  

• As instructors, we are ambassadors of Yoga and 
therefore will be educated, knowledgeable, & 
compassionate



Physiological Systems of the Human Body





The Skeletal System
• The structural framework of the body

• Made of living tissues called bone

• Protects organs, spinal cord, & brain

• Attachment site for muscles 

• Red Blood Cell production

• Calcium, magnesium, phosphorus, and other 
minerals stored in bones

• Bone has the strength of steel -at the same 
time, it has elasticity

• Yoga asana strengthens bone density by 
applying healthy stress













The Vertebral Column

Cervical- 7 Vertebrae
Lordotic Curve

Thoracic-12 Vertebrae 
Kyphotic Curve

Lumbar-5 Vertebrae 
Lordotic Curve

Sacrum- 5 Fused Vertebrae 
that create one bone 
Kyphotic Curve

Coccyx- Tailbone

Vertebra=Singular
Vertebrae=Plural

“Breakfast, Lunch, & Dinner”





Movements of the Spine

• Flexion 

• Extension

• Axial Rotation

• Lateral Flexion



Anatomical Directions
• Midline- Center of the body

• Posterior- Toward the back of the body

• Anterior- Toward the front of the body

• Lateral- Away from the midline

• Medial- Toward the midline

• Proximal- Nearer to the center of the body

• Distal- Situated further away from the center of the body

• Superior- Above another body part/toward the top of 
body-head

• Inferior- Below another body part/toward the bottom-feet





Directions of Movement –
Extremities & Joints

• Flexion- Bending of a joint so that the bones 
that form the joint are pulled closer together 

• Extension-The movement that bring bones in a 
joint into or toward a straight position/back

• Abduction-The movement of a body part away
from the midline 

• Adduction-The movement of a body part 
toward the midline

• External Rotation (Lateral Rotation)-Turning 
a limb about its axis of rotation away from the 
midline

• Internal Rotation (Medial Rotation)- Turning a 
limb about its axis of rotation toward the midline



3 Types of Joints:

1. Fibrous-Bound together by dense 
connective tissue-designed for little to 
no movement

• Sutures found between the plates of 
the skull

2. Cartilaginous-Unite bones with 
cartilage-designed for minimal movement

• Joint at 1st rib and sternum, pubic 
symphysis, intervertebral joint-disc



3. Synovial Joints-
Articular capsule between two joined bones, bone 
surfaces protected by cartilage, supported by ligaments, 
nourished & lubricated by synovial fluid

• Wrist, ankle, elbow, shoulder, vertebral facets, hips, 
knees, knuckles, toes

Types pf Synovial Joints
Hinge Joint- Allows movement in one axis (Uniaxial)

• Elbow, Knee, Knuckles

Ball & Socket Joint-Spherical surface fits into dish 
shaped depression, designed for maximum mobility, 
triaxial-capable of circumduction

• Hip Joint, Shoulder Joint



Pivot- Surface of one bone spins within the ring shaped 
surface of another, like a door knob 

• C1-C2 Atlas & Axis

Ellipsoid Joint-modified ball & socket, oval shaped bone 
articulating in an elliptical basin of another bone, deigned 
for mobility, Biaxial-moving around two planes

• Wrist

Saddle Joint-Back and forth & side to side motion

• Base of thumb

Gliding Joint- Flat or nearly flat articular surfaces, glide 
past one another forward & back, side to side, slight 
rotation, designed for minimal movement

• Carpals in the Wrist, Tarsals in the foot



What is a 
Ligament?

Ligaments are bands of 
dense, fibrous, connective 
tissue that attach bone to 
bone. Provides structural 
integrity for the joints









The Muscular System

Composed of 3 types of muscle tissue
• Smooth-involuntary-intestines, uterus, bladder…
• Skeletal-voluntary-hamstrings, deltoids…
• Cardiac-involuntary-Heart

Creates movement of skeleton

Maintains posture

Produces heat

Aides in blood & lymph circulation







What is a 
Tendon?
• Tendons are 

made up of 
fibrous, flexible 
but non-elastic 
connective tissue 
that attach muscle
to bone









Reciprocal Inhibition:

• Describes the process of muscles on one 
side of a joint relaxing to accommodate 
contraction on the other side of the joint

• Agonist-Antagonist relationship

Stretch Reflex:

• A muscle contraction in response to 
stretching within the muscle. When the 
muscle spindle is stretched its nerve 
activity increases. The reflex causes the 
muscle to contract & thus resist the 
stretching

• An automatic safety mechanism bringing 
the muscle to a constant length




