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PREFACE: A PERSONAL NOTE

I am indebted to many great dance teachers, movement educators and my colleagues in dance companies around the world for their careful work and inspiration. Over the years I have also learnt from working closely with some of the greatest performers of their generation – they have been the catalyst for the invention of many new exercises.

When I was a ballet student, I was inspired and encouraged by one book in particular: it was entitled Dance! Therapy for Dancers, and was written by Beryl Dunn, who was at the time the physiotherapist for The Royal Ballet. I would like to think that my book will encourage others in the same way.

Writing this book has also brought back fond memories of my own Pilates instructor, the late Avi Shoshana, who originally inspired and encouraged me to follow this career path. He gave me his time with great generosity and led me to teaching with a flexible approach based on the individual and not following a rigid system. His focus was always on finding and doing what worked best for each participant, not on simply knowing hundreds of exercises. He felt that memorizing a list of exercises was beside the point. His work was about understanding the movement and the person and how those two elements went together. It was frustrating for me at times, as an apprentice who was keen to know more and yet more. But now with years of experience behind me, as Avi himself had, I better understand what he was trying to tell me.

Avi wanted me to teach the Pilates Method in a selective, considered way, respecting the principles but bending the rules when required. I hope I have lived up to his expectations.
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INTRODUCTION: HOW ARE YOU TODAY?

If you were coming in to my Pilates studio, my first question to you would be, ‘How are you today?’ It is not simply a matter of being polite; it is the starting point for us working constructively together. Whatever level you dance at, and in whatever dance form, this moment of reflection and analysis is where we all begin. I will come back to this thought later.
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My own work has been almost entirely with elite-level professional dancers and athletes. However, whilst I hope those people will read it and gain practical advice from it, this book is specifically aimed at dancers who do not usually enjoy the same extensive support system as elite performers. For those dancers, it is always going to be more difficult to answer the ‘how are you’ question – or at least more difficult to translate the right answer into positive action. I want to help any dancer in any dance form who does not have ready access to Pilates practitioners or conditioning coaches, and those who would like to gain a deeper understanding of a professional conditioning programme. This book is for students preparing for a professional career, for freelance contemporary or theatre dancers, and anyone in a small ballet or touring company. All these individuals need to be able to make their own informed choices about how they can best support and enhance their technique and reach their full performance potential. It is vitally important in a career where time is precious for dancers to know that what they are doing to improve or rehabilitate themselves will make a positive difference.

This book sets out some self-help strategies for all those who do not have access to a high level of help, to enable them to ask more informed questions of themselves. It will hopefully also benefit dance teachers, as they seek to support their dancers’ development.

In selecting the exercises shown in this book, I have tried to pick those that, over twenty-five years of working with some of the world’s best dancers and athletes, I have found to be the most useful to the most people. They represent a ‘tool box’ to fix common problems and a ‘pick and mix’ selection, to improve movement patterns that will enhance technique. Not all of them require equipment or access to a studio or gym; some can be done using only a few small props.

The exercises should not place too great a demand on time either. Every dancer I know has very little spare time, nor do they have excess energy to waste. As a result, no dancer should be doing any exercise that does not have a specific benefit at that particular moment. Going back to my original question – ‘How are you today?’ – it means that everyone needs to identify the most effective and beneficial way to work, given all the other demands of their day.

I hope this book will interest both the Pilates novice and the seasoned professional and that it will provide simple, practical support in times of need. Dancers are constantly striving to improve their technique, but at the same time they need to protect themselves from the extremely high toll taken on the body that a career in dance inevitably involves. Every dancer will sustain an injury at some time, so having an understanding of the workings of the body and some reliable exercises and strategies to hand will be a real asset. This knowledge is often gained through training with great dance teachers, but supplementary training methods such as Pilates are an invaluable additional educational tool.

There are many excellent books on anatomy, physiology and dance technique available, and it is worth searching them out and learning from them. Knowledge of anatomy will certainly help you have a better understanding of Pilates work and you will find it helpful if you sustain an injury to study the joints and muscles involved as you rehabilitate, but it is a vast topic. As it is not practical to try to cover it in any detail here, a list of key terms and anatomical notes can be found at the back of the book, in addition to further recommended reading. Anatomical terms will be kept to a minimum in describing the chosen exercises, but sometimes it is impossible to avoid using the name of a particular muscle or muscle group, as it saves time. If you are unsure about any of the anatomical terms that are used, please look them up in a reference book to clarify them for yourself.

There are times when I am working face to face with a dancer when we have to discuss the anatomical focus – especially in injury rehabilitation. Clearly, in those cases, anatomical terms have to be used. It is vital when talking about injuries with medical professionals, but it is not essential to achieving the aims of this book. Some dancers are interested in the anatomical aspect of Pilates and that is great, but for many it is unnecessary information and they learn better from a more sensory-based teaching.

However, dance terms will be used throughout, on the assumption that everyone who reads this will be familiar with the terminology. This book is, after all, aimed at those who are dedicated to a career in dance and who will have grown up with this language.

There is another reason why I prefer to avoid including too much anatomical information – one that I consider to be of great importance. Dance is an art form. Despite being compared for some decades now to elite athletes, dancers are artists. Too much focus on the physical components of a movement can lead to an over-analytical attitude and a lack of spontaneity in their approach to the work. In experiencing Pilates and other somatic therapies, I feel it is better to focus on the feel and the intention of the movement. The quality and control of the action should be cued with visual imagery, imagination and kinesthetic awareness. This is why in the exercise instructions you will find a separate cue of ‘Focus’, which will sometimes provide an image or thought to aid the quality of movement or to refine the intention beyond the physical execution.

At other times, the ‘Focus’ box might have a more practical element, reminding you, for example, to ‘check your hip to knee alignment’. In these instances, I have included them because, when observing a particular action, I have identified a correction that is commonly needed.

This book is not intended to be a comprehensive guide to everything the Pilates method offers. There are a number of good textbooks on Pilates, some of which are listed later. My writing is aimed at the individual dancer who needs help now, today and in the moment. It will provide ideas on how to decide what is appropriate for each individual in the moment. I almost feel that there are no bad exercises. It is always about the way in which they are approached and executed and the movement quality that results from doing them that is either good or bad. Dance is an art not a sport, and quality and intention must always underpin the movement.

One of the enduring traits of dancers is that the competitive nature of their profession means that they tend to seek immediate help anywhere, without always applying much quality control on the advice they find. Their sense of urgency – that a step has to be perfected ‘now’ – is understandable, but the information should always be filtered, and reliable sources identified. When I look at blogs and podcasts from inexperienced if well-meaning individuals offering their advice on how to achieve higher extensions or better arches in the feet, I shudder to think of the damage that could be caused to the body of a dancer who follows it – especially a young dancer, whose determination to excel may cause them to act unwisely.

It is essential to say that there are no magic exercises. Simple, regular and non-extreme consistent work based on sound knowledge is the only beneficial way forward. There are no short-cuts.

WHY CHOOSE PILATES?

I have worked alongside many excellent Pilates practitioners, as well as outstanding people in other areas of training and the wider fitness industry. I still have not found an exercise method that is as appropriate for dancers as Pilates. It does not answer all training needs, in that it always needs to be combined with, for example, some work to improve cardiovascular fitness. However, in other respects it is almost perfect. Many aspects of dance technique can be improved through Pilates exercises and no rule of dance technique is ever ignored as the principles of both are similar.
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A Pilates studio.



Many dancers seem to think that the method was devised specifically for their profession, but that is not the case. When the German-born Joseph Pilates (1883–1967) developed the Pilates Method of Mental and Physical Conditioning, he had begun by formulating his ideas during the First World War and had originally been inspired to help sick and injured soldiers and prisoners of war.

When Joseph Pilates later moved to New York, he quickly attracted dancers to his studio. Legendary choreographers Georges Balanchine and Martha Graham – significant influencers of classical ballet and contemporary dance – both sent their dancers to Pilates. His method seemed to be effective for rehabilitation and could also, it was hoped, prevent further injury. Pilates was soon inspired to add many movements from dance technique alongside his already established exercise programmes, and this is where the method’s long association with dance began.
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