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Introduction


The fact that you have picked up this book shows that you are interested in the health of your body and forms of movement, and want to find inspiration for your fitness regime. You won’t be disappointed! By committing to taking up Pilates you have already started on a journey to better health and wellbeing. With regular practice, you’ll become better aligned and better coordinated; you’ll walk taller and your movement will be more graceful; your balance will improve and your breathing will be deeper and more effective. On top of all of this, you will shape your waist and your limbs will become a longer and leaner as your muscles tone up. People will ask you if you’ve been on holiday, you will seem so fresh faced and relaxed.


The Pilates way


Pilates is a fantastic body-conditioning programme that is dynamic, challenging and playful. Every workout will be as effective as the amount of focus and work you put in, so use this book to become your own personal trainer and encourage your competitive side – try to build on your progression steadily and advance your own development. This book gives you the tools not only to learn how to do Pilates, but also to learn how to hone the detail of your skills to get the most out of your workout. You can incorporate the Pilates principles into your daily life, making it a truly cross-training discipline that delivers amazing results, sculpting your body and awakening your mind.


My Pilates Guru opens up the world of Pilates for you so that whether you are a first-time exerciser or a seasoned gym-goer, you will be able to find the level of challenge for you. It first takes you through the basics, giving you a strong foundation for your Pilates journey by describing the fundamental principles and movements to get you started. It then builds up layers of challenge in the beginner, intermediate and advanced exercise sections. Regular Pilates practitioners can dive straight in with the intermediate or advanced sections, but you are encouraged to mix it up and revisit the basics regularly so that you can perfect your technique as well as the overall effectiveness of your practice.


Each section offers the chance to vary certain exercises according to your ability: you can make a beginner’s exercise more difficult, and an advanced exercise less challenging. There is also a guru guide for each exercise, outlining what to take particular care over while you are performing the exercise.


Towards the end of the book you are shown how to create your own workout programmes, drawing from all sections and which you can tailor to your own needs and desires. It’s time to get started!



How to use My Pilates Guru


My Pilates Guru is a meticulously structured guide to the world of Pilates. Taking you from the basics through to advanced exercises and ending with specifically designed sessions, each element ensures you are perfectly equipped for best practice.


Introducing My Pilates Guru


About Pilates explains the main principles behind Pilates, focusing on movements of the spine, alignment, breathing and posture.


Basic exercises contains a selection of Pilates matwork exercises that form the basic platform of your Pilates practice, ranging from the relaxation position and neutral pelvis and spine to centring and spinal movements.


Beginner exercises, Intermediate exercises and Advanced exercises – explore the Pilates repertoire from the simplest of exercises to the most strenuous. Whatever the level, you are led by the hand to maximize your potential.


Pilates sessions shows you how to create your own routines.



Your free App


My Pilates Guru is designed to be a complete package. It comes with a free iPhone application that is downloadable from iTunes. With this application you will be able to:




	View exercises.


	Create your own sessions.


	View pre-loaded or saved sessions.


	Monitor your progress and record your development.





Downloading the App


To download the App, simply go to the App Store and type in ‘My Pilates Guru’. The App you want has the ‘My Guru’ logo (see below).
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Note: you can download the application for either iPhone or iPad and it is compatible with any version.


The App is simple to use and follow. After the title screen you will be given a number of options:


1. Introduction


This explains how best to use the application and how to navigate your way around its menus and features.


2. All Exercises


Here you can view all the exercises in the book together with their variations. You can search the exercises in different ways:




	Those that are good for a particular thing, such as flexibility or joints.


	Skill level: beginner, intermediate or advanced.


	Those you’ve marked as favourite.


	By keyword.





Each individual exercise screen shows you what skill level it is suitable for. It also has options to add the exercise to a session, mark it as a favourite or even share the fact you’re doing it on social media.


Tapping on the image will allow you to see photographs of the steps of that exercise. These images are a memory aid only. Always refer to the book should you want specific step-by-step instruction.


3. Sessions


This is where you can build your own Pilates sessions, save them, or follow the samples at the back of this book (see Pilates sessions). All the session examples from the book are here, so you’ve no need to build them yourself. The ‘My sessions’ tab will allow you to bring up the saved sessions, adapt them and rename them should you require.


For more advice about how to best structure your Pilates sessions (see structuring your workouts and the core of your workouts). Don’t forget to hit the ‘I’ve done this session’ button at the end of every session so that your activity is recorded.


4. My results


This part of the App records the sessions you’ve completed so that you can monitor your progress over time by level and what the exercises are good for. You can also see which exercises and sessions you use the most and monitor your weight and body mass index. This is a superb way to see the benefits of your My Guru experience as your skills develop.


5. About My Gurus


This section gives you updated information about the latest books and packages available in the series.
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About Pilates


Welcome to your guru guide to Pilates. In this section you will learn about the fundamental principles of Pilates and what makes it such a wonderful body-conditioning programme. In this chapter you will look at the core benefits of Pilates, together with muscle balance, alignment and breathing.
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‘In ten sessions you will feel the difference. In 20 sessions you will see the difference. And in 30 sessions you will have a brand new body.’


JOE PILATES


About Pilates


The origins of Pilates


The Pilates method was developed by Joseph Hubertus Pilates, known as Joe to all who followed him. Born in Germany in 1880, he was a sickly child, suffering from rickets, rheumatic fever and asthma. As a result, when he grew older he became obsessed with physical fitness and improving his body image. He studied anatomy and trained as a body builder, gymnast and boxer, drawing inspiration from martial arts and yoga. He was ahead of his time, believing that the ‘modern’ lifestyle full of ‘automobiles and fast living’, combined with bad posture and poor breathing, were the main causes of ill health.


The Pilates system was born


Joe Pilates was living in England, working as a circus performer and boxer, when he was placed in forced internment because of his nationality at the outbreak of the First World War. While in internment, he began to develop an exercise system to help rehabilitate bedridden injured soldiers. After the War, Pilates returned to Germany. He had developed a reputation as a physical trainer and, in 1925, he was asked to use his exercise system to train the German Army. Reluctant to allow what he felt was an indomitable body-conditioning programme to be used to benefit the increasingly right-wing regime, he packed his bags and took a boat to New York City, where he met his future wife Clara. He went on to establish his studio in New York with her, and developed an exercise method he named Contrology, which evolved into what we now know as Pilates.


At his New York studio, Pilates’ clients were originally boxers, but he happened to be working in the same building as a number of dance studios, and it wasn’t long before the boxers were driven out by leading ballet dancers. Dancers began to depend on Pilates training for the strength and grace it developed, as well as for its rehabilitative effects of easing muscle pains and preventing injuries.


Joe Pilates died in 1967 as a result of a fire in his studio, and he was remarkably robust physically right up until the end of his life. He is also said to have had a flamboyant personality, and was an intimidating teacher. He loved cigars, and liked to show off his impressive physique, always wearing nothing but tight exercise briefs in his studio. Joe Pilates’ teachings were carried on by those who trained directly with him in New York, known as the Pilates Elders, who spread his work beyond New York City and throughout the world. Some committed themselves to passing along Joe’s work exactly as he taught it, often called ‘classical style’ Pilates. Other students went on to develop the exercises with their own teaching styles. The method continues to be developed today.


About Pilates


The principles of Pilates


There are six principles that Pilates originally applied to his body-conditioning programme. Applied to your practice they will create balance, grace and ease of movement, while you exercise and in your daily life.
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Centring: The energy of Pilates comes from your centre, what Joe Pilates called your ‘powerhouse’ or ‘girdle of strength’. This is the muscular area between your ribcage and pelvis, supporting the spine, referred to throughout as the abdominals. This deep muscle strength supports your body in movement.
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Precision: Precise execution of each movement and correct alignment is key to the effectiveness of Pilates, and requires patience and practice. At first, precise alignment and movement requires deep concentration, but with regular practice it will become natural.
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Breath: Joe Pilates said, ‘Squeeze out the lungs as you would wring a wet towel dry. Soon the entire body is charged with fresh oxygen from toes to fingertips.’ Synchronizing the use of the breath to the movement is a fundamental aspect of Pilates.
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Flowing movements: When practising Pilates, repeat each sequence with continuous, flowing movement, synchronized with the breath. Pilates movements are even-paced and fluid, lengthening out from a strong centre and mobilizing your joints fully.
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Concentration: Pilates requires concentration and deep focus – there should be no mindless repetition in which your body runs on autopilot. Practising Pilates you will develop body awareness and control, through concentration on the detail and precision of the movement. This mental connection to your body allows you to release unwanted tension and encourages a deep sense of relaxation.
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Control: Pilates strengthens by using controlled movements, using gravity and your own body weight as resistance – the slower the movement, the harder you have to work. Every exercise requires muscular and mental control to develop an awareness of each part of your body being involved in the exercise, even if it is not moving. This enables you to work the targeted muscles while maintaining your breathing and alignment, and ensure no unnecessary tension.


 




The benefits of Pilates


Pilates is an unbeatable body-conditioning programme that develops strength, tone and body awareness. It combines strengthening with relaxation, and the physical and mental benefits are manifold. Pilates encourages natural elegance and grace every day, not simply while exercising. The exercises lighten the load on your spine and joints by correcting muscular imbalances and posture, and alleviating unnecessary muscle tension.


You rediscover your body’s natural movement patterns, restoring balance lost by bad posture, lack of use or misuse of muscles. The result is a beautiful freedom of movement of your limbs and strength of spine, which feels wonderful and has the fantastic by-product of making you look taller, leaner and more poised as well.


Performing the exercises slowly makes them more challenging for the muscles. With continued and regular practice of Pilates, you will achieve:




	A firmer, flatter stomach together with a defined waist


	Improved posture


	Toned arms, shoulders, back, buttocks and thighs


	Increased flexibility


	More efficient breathing and better blood circulation


	Improved core strength and coordination


	More energy


	Greater bone density


	Relief from muscle tension and any back pain you may suffer from.








About Pilates


Movements of the spine


Pilates ensures the muscles in your body are balanced – no part of your body is ignored or focused on at the detriment of others. The focus of a Pilates workout is equally on both sides of the body, front to back, top to bottom, and based on the ideal symmetry of alignment and natural movement. This helps to correct imbalances caused by bad posture or muscle stress, releasing over-dominant muscles and strengthening underused muscles. You are encouraged to mobilize all of your joints fully and take your spine safely through every aspect of potential movement, as illustrated here.
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Balancing your workout
 A balanced workout will include all of these movements as equally as possible, to ensure the spine has been fully mobilized and the muscles on the front and back of the body have been equally strengthened and released (for more information, see structuring your workouts and the core of your workouts). Some of the exercises go further, by combining two elements of spinal movement, for example rotation with flexion in oblique curl ups.
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	Pilates trains your whole body from different angles, against your own body weight and against gravity, making it effective at targeting every single muscle group equally.


	 ‘If your spine is inflexibly stiff at 30, you are old. If it is completely flexible at 60, you are young.’ Joe Pilates








About Pilates


Alignment


Proper alignment balances your skeleton as it was designed to be, so that your muscles are held at their ideal length and strength, and there is no tension and strain anywhere. Good alignment helps to reduce the impact that gravity has on your body, spine and joints, whether you are moving or still. The Pilates workout is therefore an opportunity to learn to correct your misalignments and imbalances and achieve the optimal placing of your muscles. In time you will feel the benefits of improved posture, more efficient joint mobility and improved circulation. Joe Pilates felt that muscular balance and perfect skeletal alignment was key to overall vitality.


Symmetry in Pilates


Make use of the mat as a guide for your symmetry and placing. Try not to be sitting or standing on it crookedly. Instead, ensure you are working in the centre and measure the distance of the sides and ends of the mat from your body, and then try to keep these distances equal as you proceed through the exercises in your workout.


In addition to checking your alignment when standing, you also need to be aware of neutral pelvis and spine as well as your alignment when lying on the mat (see relaxation position).
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	Your head should be directly in the centre of your shoulders.


	Your shoulders should be level and arms released by your sides, palms facing in towards your thighs.


	Your hips should be level and your waist even on both sides.


	Your legs should be straight but not locked, with your weight evenly balanced on both feet.
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	Your neck should maintain its natural curves.


	Your ear should be in line with your shoulder.


	Your abdominals should be lifted inwards and upwards so that they support your spine.


	Feel that your head is lengthening upwards at the end of your spine.
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	As you exercise, always be aware of your alignment as it will impact on the effectiveness of the movement performed and, particularly with the more dynamic exercises, will lessen the chance of strain or injury.


	While exercising, use a mirror where possible to check your alignment and develop your awareness of where your body is in space.








About Pilates


Breathing


Joe Pilates was opposed to ‘lazy breathing’. Coordinated, conscious and deep breathing is a fundamental aspect of Pilates practice, and often the aspect that most people struggle with at first.


Breathing is essential for life, but something we are often not conscious of, and many of us breathe shallowly and inefficiently. Pilates encourages a full lateral breath into the back of your body, so you can engage your abdominals fully while breathing deeply. The most important thing is never to hold your breath as you move as this will create tension. Keep breathing, and over time the Pilates breath will become natural as you exercise and in your daily life.


Control your breathing


When first focusing on your breath, be aware of the way your lungs move within your ribcage during inhalation and exhalation. They are located within your ribs and open out into your back when inhaling. When practising your breathing, try to allow the exhalation to last longer than your inhalation. Count to 5 for your in breath and to 7 for your out breath to expel all the air from your lungs and encourage a natural, deep and full in breath.
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	As you breathe in, feel the back and sides of your ribs widening with your breath as your lungs expand.


	If you can only feel your chest or belly rising, you are breathing too shallowly.


	Try to channel your breath deeply into the back of your lungs, until you can feel your back expanding.


	Breathe in through your nose, making sure your shoulders stay soft and away from your ears.
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	As you breathe out, you will feel your ribcage soften and narrow beneath your hands.


	Exhale all the air out through your mouth, slowly and consciously. Sigh the breath out through your lips, relaxing your face.


	As you breathe in and out, concentrate on it feeling natural and not at all forced.
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