

[image: ]



[image: image]



[image: image]



Contents

Introduction

The legacy of Joseph Pilates

The development of Body Control Pilates

The guiding principles

How to use this book

Before you begin

Chapter 1: The Fundamentals of Pilates

Alignment

Breathing

Centring

Mobility

Chapter 2: The Beginners’ Matwork Programme

Exercises

Workouts

Chapter 3: The Intermediate Matwork Programme

Exercises

Workouts

Chapter 4: The Advanced Matwork Programme

Exercises

The Advanced Matwork Sequence

Chapter 5: Pilates Equipment

STUDIO EQUIPMENT

The Reformer

The Cadillac

The Chair

The Barrel

SMALL EQUIPMENT

The Band

The Small Ball

The Toning Circle

The Big Ball

The Foam Roller

Free Weights

Chapter 6: Pilates for Health

JOINT HEALTH

Joints of the lower limb: hip, knee, foot, ankle

Joints of the upper limb: shoulder, elbow, wrist

Joints of the spine: lower back, upper back, neck

BONE HEALTH

HEART HEALTH

BALANCING MIND AND BODY

ANTENATAL PILATES

POSTNATAL PILATES

MENOPAUSE AND POST-MENOPAUSE

Chapter 7: Pilates for Work and Play

SEDENTARY LIFESTYLE

Work

Recreation

Travel

ACTIVE LIFESTYLE

Manual Work

Housework and DIY

PILATES AT THE GYM

PILATES FOR SPORTS



Further Information

Acknowledgements


How to use this ebook

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.

Look out for linked text (which is blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.

You can double tap images and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.



Introduction

Not long before he died, in 1967, Joseph Pilates predicted that, one day, everyone in the world would have heard of his method of exercise. It took the dedication of a handful of committed clients and teachers to keep the Pilates Method alive through to the 1990s, but by the start of the new millennium, Pilates had finally exploded onto the fitness scene. Now firmly established, Pilates continues unabated in its worldwide growth.

What is it about Pilates that draws clients back to classes week after week? Perhaps it is no surprise that Pilates came to the fore around the turn of the century as people began searching for a more thoughtful way to exercise – a method that combines mental and physical conditioning and that delivers its promise of a sound mind and a strong body. From your very first session, you will feel the benefits.

‘In 10 sessions you’ll feel the difference, in 20 you’ll see the difference, in 30 you’ll have a whole new body.’

Joseph Pilates, Return to Life through Contrology

We are fortunate that Joseph and his wife Clara left a huge legacy of work, both on the mat and with the studio equipment. In this book, we will try to do justice to that legacy. This is no small task. There exist today many different ‘schools’ of Pilates. While some still adhere closely to Joseph’s original work, at Body Control Pilates we have allowed his method to evolve with the times.

The legacy of Joseph Pilates

Born in Mönchengladbach, Germany, Joseph Pilates suffered from a number of serious childhood illnesses including rickets, asthma and rheumatic fever. As a result, doctors warned his parents that he would probably have a very short life expectancy. How wrong could they be! It appears that Joseph, even at a young age, had great determination. Through experimenting with many different health and fitness approaches he managed to rebuild his body strength to a fine physique.

Elements of the methods he used – yoga, martial arts, gymnastics, skiing, self-defence, dance, circus training and weight training – can be recognised in Joseph’s later teaching. By selecting and absorbing the most effective aspects from each, he was able to develop a system which he believed promoted the perfect balance of strength and flexibility, and which he called ‘Contrology’.

After teaching fitness and self-defence to the police and army in England, followed by an internment during World War I, Joseph returned to Germany, where he taught self-defence to the Hamburg Police and the German Army. In 1926, he decided to emigrate to the United States of America. This decision would literally change his life for, on the boat across, he met his future wife Clara and, when they realised they shared the same views on fitness, they set up a studio in New York together based on Joseph’s ‘Contrology’ method.

For Joe, as his friends called him, and Clara the studio was a way of life rather than a business. They were more concerned with the teaching of clients than with managing the finances and they were both unbelievably generous in sharing ideas and knowledge. While the first studio clients were predominantly male – many from the boxing community – the proximity of the New York City Ballet encouraged dancers to seek Joe out when they were injured. Many of these dancers went on to become his assistants and greatly influenced the way in which his method evolved. The original exercises that Joe created were mat-based but, over time, in order to help to build the strength and flexibility of his clients and to supplement those matwork exercises, he created the various pieces of studio equipment (here). It is a testament to his excellent design skills that the equipment used in studios today varies little from his original designs.

It was in this 8th Avenue studio that the Pilates Method as we know it today was defined. Joseph was a passionate, larger-than-life figure who ran the studio with a rod of iron. It is testament to his fitness that, despite a penchant for cigars, he lived to eighty-four years of age. He firmly believed that his method, which became known as ‘Pilates’ only after his death, should be part of an overall commitment to a healthy lifestyle.

Loved and respected by his clients, Joseph never doubted that one day his method of exercise would become popular worldwide – just how right he was in many of his ideas on both health and fitness makes him nothing short of a visionary. His belief in the value of self-discipline and self-help and the importance that he intuitively placed on Pilates fundamentals, such as core strength, would come to be clinically recognised in research studies carried out more than twenty years after his death.

The development of Body Control Pilates

Body Control Pilates was founded in 1995 with a vision to make the benefits of Pilates accessible to the average person, irrespective of age, income and fitness level. This represented a fundamental change from the rarefied, more studio-based approach to Pilates that predominated at that time. We saw a need for a more structured and modern approach to teaching that would meet these goals, so we created a unique programme that takes you progressively and safely towards Joseph Pilates’ original work, supplemented by a comprehensive teacher training programme to enable us to build an international network of Body Control Pilates teachers. In order to do this we had to revisit Joseph’s original teaching and modify many of the exercises. We see the Pilates Method not as a finite set of exercises but, rather, as an approach to mind and body training, a thoughtful movement method. In this way, we have been able to develop and grow his technique.

By drawing on the latest sports and medical research, we ensure that the Body Control Pilates approach is safe and effective. Acutely aware that our greatest teachers are both our own bodies and our own clients, we have broken down many of the original classical exercises, which are very challenging for the average person, so that they can be taught progressively. Each of our exercises will teach you a new movement skill, gradually developing your body awareness, increasing your strength and flexibility, improving your posture and coordination. Each exercise will take you one step closer to Joseph’s original work. It has always been our belief that it is the quality of teaching that defines good Pilates and we are proud that Body Control Pilates is now widely seen as a benchmark for safe and effective mat and machine teaching of the highest quality. To date, we have trained more than 1200 teachers around the world.

The guiding principles

In order to practise Pilates effectively, you need to grasp the basic philosophy behind the method. Joseph Pilates taught that one of the main results of his method is gaining complete control of your body. He drew inspiration from the martial arts – slow, controlled, flowing movements performed with thoughtful awareness. Over the years, different schools of Pilates have attributed a variety of principles to the method. While these may vary in number and name, they are, in essence, the same.

At Body Control Pilates, we list eight principles that underpin our approach to the teaching and practice of Pilates:

• Concentration

• Relaxation

• Alignment

• Breathing

• Centring

• Coordination

• Flowing movements

• Stamina

Concentration

Thoughtful awareness of your whole body while you are performing the movements is key. In order to bring about change to the way you move, the body and mind need to work together. Pilates will help you to develop greater body awareness and control, through concentration and focus on the detail and precision of the exercises performed. When you are aware of the movements within each exercise, this way of moving will ultimately become automatic, bringing about unconscious improvement to the way the body moves in everyday life.

Relaxation

Relaxation of the mind and body is an essential part of any Pilates session. Focusing on releasing areas of tension within the body before, and during, each exercise is important as it allows constructive change to occur. As you focus completely on your movements, your mind feels relaxed and free from stress. It is vital to try to release unwanted tension from the body before and during the exercises. If you still hold tension, the overactive muscles that tend to dominate your movements will continue to do so. This is why you need to take time to release areas of tension at the start of your workouts. This can be done by taking a few moments going through the checklist for The Relaxation Position or any of the Starting Positions.

Alignment (precision of movement)

Correct alignment at the start of and throughout the movement is absolutely essential. By correctly aligning the body and bringing the joints and soft tissue into their natural neutral zones, sound recruitment patterns are encouraged and the joints remain healthy. This precision of movement is the key to good Pilates practice.

Breathing

Breath is the essence of life itself. It is a movement process in its own right and therefore has great bearing on the efficiency of each movement performed. Synchronising the breath to movements is a key part of Pilates. Like any other movement in Pilates, we are looking for precision and efficiency. Breathing is no different; learning how to breathe more effectively within movement helps both the mind and body to relax, recharge and focus.

Centring

Depending on your school of Pilates, this may be referred to as ‘core stability’ or ‘using the powerhouse’. Pilates focuses on maintaining support and control of the body as movement takes place. It does so by encouraging the recruitment of deep core muscles that help to control and stabilise movement. Staying centred involves using appropriate muscles to stabilise your core. All Pilates movements stem from a strong centre. The recruitment of the muscles involved in the centring process should be both dynamic and responsive, reflecting the demands of the movement being performed.

Coordination

Each movement involved in a Pilates exercise should be performed purposefully with control. Through focusing on the quality and detail of each movement that makes up an exercise, coordination, control, mobility, strength and the overall efficiency of the whole body are improved more effectively.

Flowing movements

Pilates movements are controlled, graceful and flowing, lengthening outwards from a strong centre. Efficiency and fluidity are pivotal to performing the exercises correctly. You will be taught how to articulate your spine through flexion, extension, side flexion and rotation, learning how to move the spine bone by bone. Similarly, you will be mobilising your joints, taking them through their normal ranges of movement. The end result is longer, leaner muscles that are stronger through their entire range.

Stamina (muscular endurance)

Pilates exercises are usually performed only for a low number of repetitions as the focus is always on quality, not quantity. As you master each exercise, you will be learning a new movement skill. When ready, you can then add more challenging exercises to your programme. These will build muscular endurance and stamina into your body.

‘Physical fitness is the attainment and maintenance of a uniformly developed body with a sound mind fully capable of naturally, easily and satisfactorily performing our many and varied tasks with spontaneous zest and pleasure.’

Joseph Pilates, Return to Life through Contrology

How to use this book

Regardless of your Pilates experience, you should start with The Fundamentals of Pilates. This chapter contains all the basic movement skills of our approach and is the foundation on which the whole programme is built. Even if you have years of experience, we still hope that you will find this chapter informative and extremely useful. You will find that under the headings of Alignment, Breathing, Centring and Mobility there are exercises that help to illustrate these fundamental skills. Before you attempt each exercise, read it through several times. Note the aim in the tinted box at the start of each exercise, as that will give you a clear understanding of the exercise’s main objectives. Take time to find the correct starting alignment as this will impact on the precision of your movements. You will find the different Starting Positions in the Alignment section. Make sure that you fully understand all the movements described in the Action. If you look at the photographs that accompany them, you will see that they provide the sequence of movements. They will also give you a visual image of what you are trying to achieve. The watch points at the end offer extra tips on how to perfect your technique and avoid common pitfalls.

The programme allows you to work at your own pace and build your skills step by step. When you feel competent at the Fundamentals, you may move on to The Beginners’ Matwork Programme. At the end of this section, you will find workouts of varying lengths. These sample workouts will give you an idea of how to balance a session. You will also need to create your own workouts. When you do so, please take note of the advice given in the Workouts section. For example, you will need to include all the movements of the spine (flexion, rotation, extension and side flexion). Also take time to prepare your body before you start and to wind down afterwards. Ideally, we would like you to aim for three hours of practice per week. If this is not possible, do not despair; even a little Pilates practice, providing it is done regularly, will make a huge difference.

Once you feel capable and comfortable with all the exercises in The Beginners’ Matwork Programme, you can start to learn The Intermediate Matwork Programme. Some of the exercises in this section are very difficult, so take your time and be patient. It is very important that you continue to include fundamental and beginners’ exercises as these will help you build your strength and flexibility and further your understanding of the technique. Sample workouts are also provided at the end of this chapter.

The Advanced Matwork Programme is the final and most challenging series of matwork exercises. It requires a high level of core strength, coordination and flexibility. It may well take years of practice to achieve these exercises, so approach them as a progressive journey and enjoy the process. At the end of this section, you will find the Advanced Matwork Sequence, which is our interpretation of what is often referred to as the ‘Full’ or ‘Classical’ Mat. This constitutes the full mental and physical conditioning workout that Joseph Pilates originally created.

In Chapter Five, you will discover how matwork and machine work are interrelated. This section takes you through a selection of exercises for each piece of studio equipment (The Reformer, The Cadillac, The Chair and The Barrel). If you are interested in working at home with small equipment, we have included a section where you will find exercises for all levels of ability using Stretch Bands, small and large inflatable Balls, Toning Circles, Foam Rollers and Free Weights.

Recognising that Pilates enjoys a wide variety of applications, you will also find advice on how Pilates can help with common health conditions. This is not a substitute for medical advice, but rather a guideline for how Pilates can help with maintaining general health across the different stages of life.

The principles of Pilates should not be limited to your Pilates sessions, but should be integrated into your daily life. With this in mind, the closing chapter offers advice and workouts appropriate to a wide range of activities for both work and play.

Before you begin

Here is a list of the equipment you will need:

• a padded non-slip mat

• a folded towel or small flat pillow

• a plump pillow

• a stretch band of medium strength or a long stretchy scarf

Always prepare the space in which you are going to exercise by making it warm, comfortable and free from distractions. Make sure that you have enough room to move your arms and legs without knocking any ornaments off the coffee table. If you like, you can play some background music, but it should be quiet and not distracting!

You might find it helpful to check your alignment initially in a mirror.

Wear clothing that permits freedom of movement but that will also allow you to check your alignment. Barefoot is best, but you may also wear non-slip socks.

Please do not exercise if:

• you feel unwell

• you have just eaten a heavy meal

• you have been drinking alcohol

• you are in pain from injury

• you have been taking painkillers

• you are undergoing medical treatment or taking medication

Remember, it is always wise to consult your doctor before taking up a new exercise regime. For example, many of the exercises are wonderful for back-related problems, but you should always seek expert guidance first. Similarly, not all the exercises in this programme are suitable for use during pregnancy.

Whether you are new to Pilates, a regular client, an experienced teacher or a medical practitioner, you will find this book an invaluable resource.



Chapter One:
The Fundamentals of Pilates

This chapter is arguably the most important in the book. Whether you are new to Pilates or have many years of experience, you will find these basic skills fundamental to good practice.

We have chosen to identify four key fundamentals:

Alignment

Breathing

Centring

Mobility




Alignment

Alignment is one of our key principles, but why is it so important?

When we talk about alignment, we are referring to how you position the body both when you are ‘still’ and when you are moving. The reason this ranks so high on our list of priorities is that, if your body is habitually out of good alignment, it places an enormous strain on your joints, ligaments and muscles and has a detrimental impact on how you move.

One of our main goals is to improve your proprioception (awareness of where your joints are in space). If you exercise without concern for the correct position of the joints, you risk injury and additional wear and tear to the joints. Furthermore, muscles have an optimal resting length from which they function best. If you have poor postural alignment this length may be altered; muscles can end up too long or too short, and either way their ability to do their job properly is affected. By placing your joints in the right position before you start an exercise and being aware of where they are while you do the exercise, you reduce the possibility of injury and stand a good chance of getting the movement right, which means your workout is going to be really effective. This, in turn, will help to improve not only your posture but also how you move on a daily basis.

In fact, posture and movement are inseparable. It is impossible to stand completely still. We may think that we are standing still but in fact our muscles and our nerves are making hundreds of small adjustments every second in response to the pull of gravity and our surroundings. Our habitual posture and how we move are affected by a wide variety of influences ranging from genetics to personal and medical history, environmental and cultural influences. To facilitate any lasting changes to posture and movement patterns, you must understand and experience how to use your body well. This is what you will be doing when you practise the Pilates exercises in this book. You will be learning good body use as you experience good posture through movement.

With this in mind, you will notice that for every exercise in this book there are a lot of directions on how to position your body before you start the exercise and also constant reminders throughout the exercise. Correct alignment of each and every part of the body is crucial not only to safety but also to learning good body use and how to control your movements. This was part of Joseph Pilates’ teaching:

‘Be certain that you have your entire body under complete mental control.’

Joseph Pilates, Return to Life through Contrology

To help you learn this, you will also need all the other principles of Pilates.

The neutral zones of the spine and pelvis

Many of the exercises require you to start and finish with your spine and pelvis in their natural ‘neutral’ positions. For some of the exercises, you may also be asked to keep the spine and pelvis ‘in neutral’, but for others you will be moving the spine and pelvis out of neutral. Although the neutral position of the pelvis and spine are interrelated, they are not the same thing.

Let’s look first at the spine. The natural curves of the spine develop during early childhood and enable the spine to absorb some of the shock that would otherwise be transmitted up to our head when we move. The deep postural muscles of the body are, when we stand, working constantly to keep us upright. One of the benefits of doing Pilates regularly is that you strengthen these deep postural muscles. As a result, standing tall with good postural alignment becomes easier. Learning how to maintain the natural curves of the spine is a proprioceptive skill that Pilates can teach you. You need also to be aware that any change in the curve of one part of the spine will have an impact on the other curves. If you habitually sit slumped in a chair, you alter the angles of the curves of the spine, which may stress the ligaments, muscles and intervertebral discs. Eventually, pain may set in.

In the Introduction, we explained how Joseph Pilates’ original teachings have been adapted and modified according to current medical knowledge. Joseph actually believed that a healthy spine was a ‘straight’ spine, without curves. We know now that this is not the case and have adapted our teaching accordingly. He was correct, however, in his belief that elongating the spine is important. You will find, throughout the book, directions to ‘lengthen up’ through the spine.

In short, we are aiming for a spine that is able to retain its natural curves, an elongated S-shape. As forces conspire to compress our spine, including gravity, poor posture and old age, we can reverse these effects by creating more space between the vertebrae. This strengthens the spine, because it is those parts of the spine where one curve meets the next that the spine is at its most vulnerable. A lengthened spine that is able to articulate freely is also important (see here).

The angle of the pelvis will have an impact on the curvature of the spine. If you tilt your pelvis backwards, moving the pubic bone forward and tucking your tailbone under, you will lose the hollow curve (lordosis) of your lumbar spine. If you tilt your pelvis forwards, moving the pubic bone backwards, you will increase the hollow of your lumbar spine. What we are looking for is a mid-position between these two extremes. This is the most evenly balanced position of the pelvis relative to the spine and thighbones. It encourages the surrounding joints and muscles to be balanced and provides us with a stable base from which to move.

When the pelvis is in neutral, the pubic bone and the prominent pelvic bones (anterior superior iliac spines) are level, which means that the pelvis is tilted neither backwards nor forwards. The prominent pelvic bones should be level with each, the waist equal in length on both sides. The Relaxation Position and The Compass will help you find neutral.

Neutral should eventually feel natural and comfortable; it is not a fixed point to be held at all costs! However, it may take a few weeks to maintain a neutral pelvic position as often the deep stabilising muscles are weak whilst other muscles are holding tension. If you need to, initially, you may place a folded towel under your lumbar spine when you are in the Relaxation Position to help you maintain neutral. This can be useful when you are trying exercises such as Leg Slides, Knee Folds or Knee Openings. However, you should always remove this towel for other exercises that involve moving the spine. After a few weeks, as your deep postural muscles strengthen and tense muscles release, you should not need a towel.

Whilst The Compass will help you to identify a neutral position for your pelvis and lower (lumbar) spine, we also need to find a way to help you identify the best position for head and neck (cervical spine) and also the shoulders, ribcage and upper (thoracic) spine. Chin Tucks will help you with the head and neck position while Four-point Kneeling, The Cat and Ribcage Closure will assist in positioning the shoulders, ribs and upper spine.

The following exercises will help to develop your awareness of good alignment in a variety of positions. They are also used as the Starting Positions for the exercises. Please note that for many of the exercises they are also the position you should return to, with control, after the movement. This is as much part of the exercises as the main action!
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the relaxation position


A fundamental starting position offering a high level of support and providing useful feedback to alignment, making it an ideal position to start your Pilates session with.




starting position

Lie on your back on a mat. Lengthen and release your neck, allowing the natural curves of your neck to be maintained; if necessary, place a small firm flat cushion or folded towel underneath your head. Bend your knees and place the soles of your feet firmly on the mat; your legs should be hip-width apart and parallel with one another.

Either:

Place the hands on your lower abdomen with your elbows bent, resting on the mat. This arm position is suitable for relaxation and awareness.

Or:

Lengthen your arms by the side of your body on the mat with your palms facing down. This arm position is in preparation for movement.

action

• Allow your entire spine to widen and lengthen as it relaxes and feels supported by the mat.

• Focus on your three areas of body weight: the back of your pelvis (sacrum); the back of your ribcage; and your head.

• Be aware of the parts of the body that are in touch with the mat and encourage them to feel heavy and supported. In your lower spine, you will feel less contact with the mat.

• Release your thighs and soften the area around the hips.

• Focus on the width across your chest and feel released in the breastbone.

• Feel lengthened in your neck and release this area, as well as your jaw and the rest of your face.

• Allow time for the body to adapt to this position and allow the spine to release.
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finding neutral – the compass


Helps you develop an awareness of neutral alignment around the pelvis and lower spine. Also a great way to mobilise and release the lower back.




starting position

Align yourself correctly in the the Relaxation Position, lengthening your arms by the side of your body on the mat. Imagine that there is a compass on your lower abdomen: your navel is north, your pubic bone is south and the prominent bones of your pelvis on either side are west and east.

action

• Breathe in, preparing your body to move.

• Breathe out as you gently tilt your pelvis to the north (the pubic bone moves forwards and up). Feel your lower spine release into the mat as your pelvis tilts backwards.

• Breathe in as you tilt your pelvis back through the mid-position, without stopping, until the pelvis tilts gently forwards to the south (the pubic bone moves backwards and down). Your lower back will slightly arch.

Repeat this north-south tilt five times.

• Now, return to the Starting Position and find your neutral position, which is neither north nor south, but in between.

• Breathe out as you roll your pelvis to the west. Feel the opposite side of the pelvis lift slightly as the pelvis rotates.

• Breathe in as you roll your pelvis through the mid-position, without stopping, to the east. Feel the opposite side of your pelvis lift slightly as your pelvis rotates.

• Return to the mid-position. Your pelvis is level and this is your neutral position.

QUICK NEUTRAL CHECK

For a quick check that you are in neutral, place your hands on your lower abdomen with your fingers touching your pubic bone and the base of your thumbs resting approximately on your prominent pelvic bones to form a triangular shape. When you are in neutral, your hands are parallel to the floor and both sides of your waist are equal in length.

[image: image]


WATCH POINTS

* The tilting of your pelvis should be small and achieved with ease. The rest of your spine will react slightly, but do not overexaggerate this.

* The final position of neutral should feel natural and comfortable. It must not feel fixed or rigid.

* In neutral you should feel the back of the pelvis (sacrum) heavy and grounded into the mat.

* Allow your hip joints to be free and released.



Now we can focus more specifically on the correct alignment of the head and neck relative to the rest of our spine.
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chin tucks and neck rolls


Help you develop an awareness of neutral alignment around the head and neck.



starting position

Align yourself correctly in the Relaxation Position, with your arms by your side.

action

• Breathe in, preparing your body to move.

• Breathe out as you lengthen the back of the neck, tipping your chin down. Be sure to keep your head in contact with the mat.

• Breathe in as you tip your head back gently, passing through the mid-position without stopping. Once again, keep the back of the head in contact with the mat; this is a small and subtle movement.

Repeat the Chin Tuck five times and then find the mid-position. This is neutral, with your face and your focus both directed towards the ceiling.

• Breathe out as you keep your neck released and roll your head to one side. Again, make sure that you keep your head in contact with the mat.

• Breathe in as you roll your head back to the centre.

Repeat the Neck Roll up to five times each side before returning your head to the central neutral position.


WATCH POINTS

* The movements are very small and should feel comfortable. Be sure to perform them slowly with control.

* Try not to disturb the natural, neutral curves of your upper and lower back.
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standing alignment

starting position

Stand tall on the floor (not on your mat) and place your feet hip-width apart in a natural stance, neither turned out nor in a rigid parallel position. Allow your arms to lengthen down by the sides of your body.

action

• Lean forwards slightly from the ankle joint so that your weight shifts onto the balls of the feet; the heels stay down.

• Lean backwards slightly from the ankle joint so that your weight shifts onto the heels; the toes should be lengthened and without tension and remain in contact with the floor.

• Place your weight in the centre of the feet and notice that there is a triangle of connection with the floor: a point at the base of the big toe, the little toe and the centre of the heel.

• Lengthen your legs without bending or locking your knees.

• Tilt your pelvis forwards slightly (to the south, so that your pubic bone moves back and your lower back slightly arches).

• Then, passing through neutral, tilt your pelvis slightly backwards (to the north, so that your pubic bone moves forwards and your lower back rounds a little).

• Return your pelvis to your neutral position: a mid-position where the pubic bone is on the same plane as the prominent pelvic bones, which are also level with each other.

• Lengthen your waist equally on both sides.

• Find your centre by gently recruiting your pelvic floor and the deep abdominal muscles.

• Allow your ribcage to relax and be positioned directly above the pelvis, neither swaying backwards, nor slumping forwards.

• Feel your shoulder blades wide in the upper back, and your collarbones open in the front of the chest.

• Allow your arms to hang freely in the shoulder sockets. Feel space underneath the armpits and a sense of length and weight through the hands.

• Release your neck and allow your head to balance freely on top of the spine; sense the crown of the head lengthening up to the ceiling.

• Relax your jaw muscles and focus directly forwards.

• Whilst lengthening up, maintain a sense of what is happening in your lower body and be aware of the contact of your feet with the floor.

• Breathe naturally, this position should not feel forced or held.
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pilates stance

starting position

Stand tall on the floor (not on your mat) and slightly turn your legs out from the hips. If possible, connect your heels and place your toes slightly apart, creating a small ‘V’ to correspond with your legs. Connect your inner thighs. Allow your arms to lengthen down by the sides of your body.

action

• Transfer your weight evenly through the soles of the feet. The toes should be lengthened and without tension.

• Do not turn your legs out too far. Focus instead on the connection of the inner thighs, the backs of the legs and an openness in the front of the pelvis.

• Slightly engage the buttock muscles, drawing them up and in, but avoid gripping, which could lead to tightness in the lower back.

• Fully lengthen your legs but avoid either bending or locking your knees.

• Balance your pelvis correctly in neutral and lengthen your spine, maintaining the natural curves of your spine.

As previously:

• Lengthen the waist, feeling equal length on both sides.

• Find your centre by gently recruiting your pelvic floor and the deep abdominal muscles for this action.

• Allow your ribcage to relax and be positioned directly above the pelvis, neither swaying backwards, nor slumping forwards.

• Feel your shoulder blades wide in the upper back, and your collarbones open in the front of the chest. Soften your breastbone.

• Allow your arms to hang freely in the shoulder sockets. Feel space underneath the armpits and a sense of length and weight through the hands.

• Release your neck and allow your head to balance freely on top of the spine; sense the crown of the head lengthening up to the ceiling.

• Relax your jaw muscles and focus directly forwards.

• Whilst lengthening up, maintain a sense of what is happening in your lower body and be aware of the contact of your feet with the floor.

• Breathe naturally into the ribcage.

• This position should not feel forced or held.
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prone starting positions

A variety of prone positions is used in Pilates; the arm and leg positions vary.

starting position

Lie on your front:

Create a diamond shape with the arms: place the fingertips together, palms down on the mat, and open your elbows. Rest your forehead on the backs of your hands.

Position the legs hip-width apart and parallel.

action

• It is essential in this position, as in every other, to find the correct relationship between your pelvis, ribcage and head.

• Allow your hips to open fully and ensure that your weight is evenly distributed across the front of your pelvis. Avoid flattening or arching your lower spine.

• Your lower spine should feel lengthened. If there is any discomfort in your lower spine, you may place a very small, flat cushion or folded towel under your abdomen to help support your spine. This is a temporary solution; eventually your abdominals should be strong enough to give you the support you need. Either way, your lumbar spine should feel lengthened.

• Maintain a connection between the front of your lower ribcage and the top of your pelvis; focus on the heaviness of your ribs releasing into the mat.

• Allow your chest to be open and, although your shoulders should feel released, allow your collarbones to widen.

• Lengthen your neck whilst still maintaining the natural curve and ensure you focus directly down with your chin neither tucked in nor lifted up.
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four-point kneeling

starting position

Kneel on all fours on the mat. Position your hands directly underneath your shoulders and your knees directly beneath your hips.

action

The Compass – to find the neutral position of the pelvis and lumbar spine:

• Breathe in, preparing your body to move, and lengthen your spine.

• Breathe out as you tilt your pelvis backwards (to the north – the pubic bone moves forwards), allowing your lower back to round slightly (flex).

• Breathe in, lengthening the spine, and tilt the pelvis forwards (to the south – the pubic bone moves backwards), allowing your lower back to arch slightly (extend).

Repeat three times and then find the mid-position in between these two extremes, where your pelvis is neutral. This position is lengthened and level, neither tucked nor arched.

Allow for the natural curvature of the lumbar spine.

Shoulder blade awareness – to encourage awareness of the correct position of the shoulder blades on the ribcage.

• Breathe in and, keeping your elbows straight, gently draw your shoulder blades together (retracting them). Your upper spine will slightly lower towards the mat.

• Breathe out as you allow your shoulder blades to glide wider on your ribcage. Your upper spine will round slightly.

Repeat three times and then find the mid-position of the shoulder blades in between these two extremes. Allow for the natural curvature of the upper spine and neck. Lengthen the whole spine from the crown of the head to your tailbone.


WATCH POINTS

* In this Four-point Kneeling Position, it is essential to maintain a good abdominal connection to avoid your pelvis and spine collapsing down towards the mat.

* The tilting of your pelvis should be small and achieved with ease. The rest of your spine will react slightly, but do not overexaggerate this.

* Although the movements should be controlled, they should also feel free and released.

* Fully lengthen your arms but avoid locking your elbows.

* Keep your chest and the front of your shoulders open and avoid any tension in your neck area.
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seated starting positions

You will find a variety of seated Starting Positions in the book. The arm and leg positions will vary.

starting position

Sit upright on the mat:

Bend your knees, turn your legs out from the hips and connect the soles of your feet.

Your feet should be quite a distance from the body to allow a feeling of space in the hip joints. Place your hands on your shins; your arms are lengthened but the elbows are slightly bent.

If you find it difficult to sit with a neutral pelvis and spine in this position, sit on a cushion or rolled-up towel to help attain the correct alignment.

action

• Ensure that your weight is balanced in the centre of your sitting bones. Neither roll too far forward arching your lower back, nor rock too far back flattening your lower back.

• Also ensure that your weight is balanced evenly between both sitting bones.

• Lengthen your spine and allow for the subtle, natural curvature of the lower spine.

• Allow your ribcage to relax and be positioned directly above the pelvis, neither swaying backwards nor slumping forwards.

• Feel your shoulder blades wide in the upper back, and your collarbones open in the front of the chest. Soften your breastbone.

• Lengthen your neck and allow your head to balance freely on top of the spine. Send your focus directly forwards.
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