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Introduction



The splits have fascinated audiences over the decades. It’s no wonder, therefore, that they are still an indispensable element of many sport disciplines.






	▪ Dancing


	▪ Pole dancing


	▪ Martial arts







	▪ Gymnastics


	▪ Wheel gymnastics


	▪ Circus







	▪ Ballet


	▪ Ice-skating


	▪ and many others








When performed with a smile, the audience easily gains the impression that the splits are child’s play. In reality, thousands of athletes every year are only able to perform this ultimate measure of physical flexibility through regular and often painstaking training.


Not only professional athletes but also an increasing number of novices want to perform a perfectly executed split to their audiences.


Although the splits are mentioned in some books as a stretching exercise, scientific publications fail to reach consensus on the effects of stretching methods and there had not been a genuine textbook teaching people how to do the splits until the practical book, ”Learning the splits”, was first published in 2012. It has now been revised and supplemented with impressive images of many sports disciplines.


This book was written for people who want to learn how to do the splits, or how to do them better.


It includes both basic theory and an excellent practical section containing numerous photos which makes the exercises far easier to comprehend. Trainers and coaches can use the book as a valuable reference work and study book.


However, it is not intended to replace a trainer, so always listen to your trainer or coach’s advice when learning the splits. This book was written for healthy individuals, so always consult a physician if you have any concerns about learning the splits. This book does not claim to be exhaustive. Please remember that some of the exercises are only recommended for advanced learners!
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I. The splits and variations of the splits



Although the splits are an intrinsic aspect of dancing and many other sports disciplines, very little literature is available about them. They are often presented as a stretching exercise, but without the stretching exercises that are necessary to prepare for the splits.



1.1 The split



The term “splits” or “split” in this book refers to the version with both legs are stretched out on the floor - one in front and one out to the back.


This type of split is often referred to as the front split. In this book, we simply call it the split.


[image: image]


Execution1


▪ Both legs are stretched flat on the floor when doing the split.


▪ The front and back leg form a straight line.


▪ The hips and pelvis face straight forwards following the line of the upper body.


▪ The left and right hip bones face straight forwards.


▪ The knee of the leg stretched out behind is facing down.


▪ The front leg is extended at the knee and ankle joints (kneecap facing up).


▪ The instep of the foot behind you is on the floor.


▪ The instep of the front foot is facing up.


▪ Toes are pointed on both feet.


▪ The upper body is straight.


▪ The line of vision is straight ahead.


If the right leg is in front, it is called a right leg split [image: image], and if the left leg is in front it is called a left leg split [image: image].
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Remember


▪ Don’t allow any lateral movement in the hip.


▪ The back leg shouldn’t be pointing out to the side because that would laterally overstretch the knee.


▪ Keep the back straight and don’t allow it to hollow.


▪ Don’t sit on just one buttock.


▪ Backwards back bends should only be performed by professionals under the supervision of an expert.



1.2 The side split



Terms


The side split is often called the straddle split or center split. However, since the legs are stretched out to the sides, this book simply calls it the side split.


Execution


▪ Both legs stretched out sideways.


▪ The foot-hip-foot line is 180 degrees.


▪ Both hip bones are facing to the front with the pelvis tipped forward.


▪ The instep is extended.


▪ Both knees are facing up.


▪ The toes are pointed.
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Remember


▪ Don’t twist the knee forward.


▪ Keep the upper body straight.


▪ Both legs are in a line.


▪ Don’t allow the hips to rotate outwards.



1.3 Standing split



The standing split is a difficult balance exercise that not only requires flexibility, but also strength and coordination.


Terms


The standing split is also called the vertical split. It also be an oversplit, and a front oversplit with the back arched backwards is sometimes called a layout.


For simplicity’s sake, this book merely refers to the standing split.


If the right leg is being held, it is a right standing split. If the left leg is being held it is a left standing split.


Execution


▪ Stretch out one leg to the front or side.


▪ Hold the inside or outside of the foot with one hand.


▪ The leg is fully extended.


▪ The knees of the supporting leg and the free leg are extended.


▪ The arm can be held in a variety of positions.


▪ (Angle/height of the leg is the same as that of the arm = Y hold)


▪ The standing split can be performed in a stationary position (hold for at least 2 seconds) or while moving (e.g. small jumps on the spot).
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Remember


▪ Keep upper body straight.


▪ Don’t allow the hip to rotate.


▪ Don’t simplify the exercise by bending the support leg.


Tip


Beginners should start off by practicing the standing split while sitting down.



1.4 Backwards standing split / arabesque



The arabesque is a classic ballet position. It requires the same stretch as the splits to execute because of the elevation angle of the leg. That’s why it is often referred to as a backwards standing split.


To execute an arabesque, the dancer stands on one leg and extends the other leg upwards behind the body, ideally until the splits position is reached. The arms can be held in various positions; and the knee of the extended back leg can be held with one hand (2).
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Execution



▪ Stand on one leg.


▪ Lift the other leg back up to an angle of at least 90 degrees.


▪ The support leg and the elevated leg are completely extended.


▪ Various arm positions are possible, e.g. both arms at the side, one arm to the front and one to the back, one arm holding the elevated leg, both arms on the floor with the upper body leaning down etc.


▪ Good posture and back muscles engaged.
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Remember



▪ There are a lot of factors at play in the arabesque. especially the back muscles and the transverse muscles between the shoulder and leg (knee and pointed toes).


▪ Don’t let your hip rotate to the side.


▪ A supple back is essential.


▪ The muscles in the entire body have to be strong.


 



1.5 Variations of the split and the standing split



Once you have learned the split, you can try out all kinds of variations. There’s the split roll on the floor, which involves holding the front foot with both hands and rolling sideways until you reach the starting position again, as well as jumps and somersaults.


In many sports, the splits aren’t executed on the floor, but on equipment such as the beam (gymnastics), a horse (vaulting) or a moving item of equipment (cyr wheel, artistic bicycle).


These splits should only be learned with the help of a trainer.


But to motivate you we’d like to show you a number of variations on the splits and explain them briefly at this point. Please refer to the relevant literature for information about their correct execution1.


1.5.1 Grand jeté


The grand jeté is basically an airborne split, a big leap where the front leg is extended straight out in front and the back leg is extended straight out to the back, jumping up from one leg and landing on the other. It is a classic ballet move that is also used in dance competitions and other sports such as gymnastics. The arms and legs are fully extended. In the classic grand jeté, the upper body is vertical. In gymnastics, it is often leaning back slightly.
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1.5.2 Jump splits



Jump splits are a very popular element of majorette routines.


The dancers jump into the air from a squatting (or standing) position, do the splits and then land on the floor in the splits. Jump splits and practice sessions should only be performed with the assistance of a trainer and should never be attempted unless you can already execute the splits perfectly.


Variation: Clap the hands above the head (not illustrated).
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1.5.3 Straddle vault



In the air the legs are straddled into the side split position with the upper body leaning slightly forwards. The back is straight, toes are pointed and the legs are fully extended. The arms extend to the left and right, holding the feet, and in some variations they can be extended down or clap above the head.


A squat is the usual starting and ending position for a straddle vault.
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1.5.4 Split and side split in a handstand



Anyone who has the necessary balance and strength can do a split or side split while performing a handstand [image: image]. There is always a support phase, when the split is held in a handstand, in a cartwheel split [image: image].
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1.5.5 Cartwheel split



If the adductors are supple enough, it is also possible to perform a split or side split while doing a cartwheel.
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1.5.6 Lift positions



In pairs dancing and in many show dance formations the performers often do the splits during a lift. The supporting dancer can hold the lift at the thigh, buttock or foot.
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II. Proper stretching



There is still a lack of survey data on stretching methods and mobility. Without going into the details of studies that are in some cases disputed, I’d like to explain the key terms and rules of stretching. They are partly based on theory, but mainly on practical experience.



2.1 Which muscles have to be stretched



Stretch for the front split


The front split involves extreme hip flexion, a good stretch in the knee, back thigh and foot (instep and toes) on the front leg. To extend the back leg you need a good stretch in the thigh muscles, especially the front thigh and foot (instep and toes). Generally, supple muscles throughout the leg, including the calf, is an advantage.
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Stretch for side split



When you do a side split, you have to straddle your legs very wide apart. To do this, you need to be able to stretch the inside thigh muscles (adductors) properly.


The entire thigh and calf muscles, as well as the feet and toes, also have to be supple.
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Stretch for standing split



To do the standing split, you’ll need to elongate the back thigh, the hip flexor muscles and the calf muscles on the elevated leg. The adductors and abductors are also stretched in a standing split with the leg elevated sideways. In addition to the leg stretch, you will need strong legs, arms and upper body to perform this difficult exercise.
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2.1.1 Back thigh stretch



Stretching the back thigh and the buttock muscle or gluteus maximus (stretching the leg backwards)


The muscles involved in a hip stretch are


▪ the gluteus maximus (buttock muscle)


and


▪ the back thigh muscles consisting of the biceps femoris, the semitendinosus and the semimembranosus.


The extensors start behind the hip joint and run from the pelvis to the femur. The gluteus maximus is the most important extensor. It covers a large area starting at the back of the ilium and sacrum and exerts pull on the back of the femur.


This muscle also performs other important functions. It stabilizes the pelvis and prevents the upper body from tipping forward.


The three muscles mentioned above support the gluteus maximus in its extensor function. They are often simply called the back thigh muscles. They run behind the hip and knee to the calf, so they don‘t just function as hip extensors, but also as knee flexors. Since they are attached at the side below the knee, they can also rotate the knee inwards or outwards.2


All of the back thigh muscles play an important stabilization function when we are standing up because they control the pelvis and therefore help us to keep our balance. This stabilization function comes increasingly into play the further forward we lean our upper body.3 Many people have tense back thigh muscles, which can lead to back pain.


Remember


“A lack of strength, which is generally associated with a lack of back thigh flexibility, and a diet that isn’t geared to sports activities can lead to sudden strains and tears, or gradually manifesting chronic back thigh problems.4”



Consequences for stretching



When stretching the back thigh muscles it is important to ensure that no strain is placed on the intervertebral discs and that the stretch does not occur in the back /pelvis region. Both knees should not be extended.


Meyer/Albrecht also recommend not to flex the foot at the beginning of a stretch. “If the foot is flexed and the knee extended, the sciatic nerve is always under pressure and the stretch in the muscles and connective tissue is either impossible or difficult to execute.5”






2.1.2 Stretching the hip flexor and front thigh muscles



(Bending/ spreading the legs forwards)


The hip is mainly flexed by the


▪ dorsal hip muscle or hip flexor muscle (iliopsoas)


▪ and the straight thigh muscle (rectus femoris).


The sartorius muscle and tensor fasciae latae also play a role in hip flexion, and the adductors support hip flexion when the hip is extended.


The dorsal hip muscle (hip flexor muscle)


The most important hip flexor is the iliopsoas muscle, which is also called the hip flexor. It is used to lift the thigh towards the stomach, for example when sprinting. When the thigh is extended, the hip flexor muscle tips the pelvis forward.


Actually, the dorsal hip muscle is two muscles, the psoas major muscle and the iliacus muscle. Their names are combined into iliopsoas. You cannot see this important hip muscle because it is located deep inside the hip. Like all flexors, it runs in front of the hip.


Influence on spinal and pelvic statics


The psoas major muscle starts at the twelfth thoracic vertebrae and on the lumbar vertebrae and the iliacus on the inside of the ileac wings. Both are attached to the femur. So the iliopsoas muscle affects several joints and has a correspondingly strong influence on the spinal and pelvic statics. One important function that is performed by the psoas major muscle is the stabilization of the lumbar spine6 and pelvic position7. In conjunction with the other hip flexors, it has an antagonistic action (i.e. it opposes the action of the stomach and buttock muscles).8


If the psoas major muscle is “shortened” a hollow back posture can occur.9


Generally, if this muscle is shortened, pain will be experienced in the groin.
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