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Introduction

Welcome to the world of Pilates. In this book you will learn everything you need to know about the Pilates method and how you can use it to get the best out of your mind and body. Created just over 100 years ago, Pilates is a unique system of exercises that will increase your strength and flexibility as well as your mind/body awareness to help you feel calmer, happier, more in control of your body and more comfortable in your own skin. Popular with dancers, athletes, royalty and celebrities the world over, Pilates is a great way to improve fitness through structured exercises that you learn and repeat, building your core strength, spinal flexibility and overall fitness as well as knowledge of your own body. It teaches you to be more mindful of your movement and to focus on the quality of each movement rather than the quantity. Less is more with Pilates! 

No matter what your experience or fitness level, this book is for you. With clear instructions and guidance, you can take yourself on a journey that’s tailored to you. From Beginners to Advanced, here you will find everything you need to practise Pilates confidently at home. Starting today you will be on your way to a fitter, healthier, happier you!

 

 

 

 

IN 10 SESSIONS YOU WILL FEEL THE DIFFERENCE, IN 20 YOU WILL SEE THE DIFFERENCE, AND IN 30 YOU’LL HAVE A WHOLE NEW BODY.

Joseph Pilates
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CHAPTER ONE: THE PILATES SYSTEM

Pilates was originally called Contrology because its creator Joseph Pilates was an advocate of teaching the mind to master the body. This method will help you gain mastery over your muscles and breath – and ultimately your fitness. In this chapter you will learn the background to Pilates and the key principles to begin your practice.

 

 

 

 

WHO WAS JOSEPH PILATES?

Joseph Hubertus Pilates was born in Germany in 1883; his father was a prize-winning gymnast of Greek descent and his mother a naturopath. Growing up in an environment of fitness and alternative medicine greatly influenced the young Joseph. He threw himself into exercise at an early age to overcome asthma, rickets and rheumatic fever. By the age of 14 he was modelling for anatomy magazines, such was his physical stature. With a keen interest in all types of movement he practised body building, gymnastics and diving, as well as studying Eastern and Western forms of exercise and philosophy.

By 1912, he had moved to the UK and was working as a fitness instructor, boxer and circus performer; he’s also rumoured to have led self-defence training at UK Police Headquarters, Scotland Yard. When World War One broke out he was interred in a camp on the Isle of Man with other German nationals, and it was here he began to develop his own ideas for movement practices and metal spring-based apparatus to help rehabilitate the injured and disabled. In 1926 he travelled to New York by ship, meeting his wife Clara on board and together they set up the first Pilates Studio in New York City. This became a haven for a diverse mix of high society, film stars, elite athletes and performers, but it was the dance community who really embraced his movement system. Famous choreographers such as George Balanchine and Martha Graham would regularly send their dancers to him for rehabilitation from injury as well as to improve their athletic ability. 

During his long career Joseph Pilates created over 600 exercises for the apparatus he invented, as well as 34 distinct matwork exercises, all of which are featured in this book and still form the basis of most twenty-first-century Pilates lessons. Joseph regarded his movement method as a path to good health through mental well-being as well as physical fitness. And it is this holistic approach to exercise, in particular – the way his method can be adapted to suit anyone – which has made it so appealing today.

 

 

 

 

JOSEPH PILATES’ LEGACY

Joseph Pilates’ work was carried on by a small group of practitioners known as the “Pilates Elders”. This group of men and women were trained directly by Joseph and Clara Pilates, and they went on to set up their own studios leading to different schools of training and different styles of the original movements. From the Elders, hundreds and now thousands of Pilates instructors have been trained all over the world. In more recent years, the method has been recognized for its rehabilitative benefits by the sports science community. This has led to a wealth of instructors offering their expertise from a huge diversity of backgrounds from dance to physiotherapy, each contributing their own “take” on the movements much as the Elders did. With more scientific knowledge the original exercises have been adapted and improved over time to allow for increased understanding of human anatomy and how it functions. But the fundamentals of Joseph Pilates’ exercises remain the same.

In the original Pilates studio Joseph taught both his matwork programme and a more comprehensive programme on the specialized apparatus he invented. With wondrous names such as the Reformer, Cadillac, Wunda Chair and Ladder Barrel, they are still very much part of a fully equipped studio today.

Pilates has become synonymous with well-being, good health and a balanced lifestyle. With the explosion of social media, Pilates has moved firmly into the mainstream with film stars, celebrities and sports stars regularly posting pictures of themselves mid-workout and glowing with health.

Joseph Pilates’ dream was to see his method reach out beyond the elite to the general population so that everyone could benefit from it. The fact you are reading this book today is testament to how much he has influenced the fitness and well-being industry. With that in mind, allow this book to take you on a journey through the principles, the exercises and holistic intention behind the method; everything you need for a happier, healthier life.

 

 

 

 

THE SIX KEY PRINCIPLES OF PILATES

Joseph Pilates was deeply committed to his exercise method and through his legacy, key components of how he taught have become guiding principles for all schools of teaching. These are the six principles of his method.

1. Breath

Useful as a stress reliever as well as an aid to the exercise itself, the breathwork in Pilates is a vital component of every movement. Master the breathing and you’ll master the exercise! It helps you focus, relax into the movement pattern and most importantly activate the deep core muscles (see page 34) that are such a key part of the Pilates technique.

Pilates uses the lateral breathing method (see page 38) to emphasize the expansion sideways of the rib cage, utilizing the intercostal (rib) muscles while maintaining a consistent yet gentle inward pull of the abdominals. The benefits of this are more oxygen in the body, decreased stress, lower blood pressure, core activation and better circulation. Lateral breathing is the opposite of natural breathing and can take a while to get the hang of, but it is worth it. In fact, the breathing alone is great exercise for increasing core strength and it’s a good idea to spend some time learning it before you begin the exercise programme.

Pilates uses both set breath patterns and active breathing. Set breath patterns are where you will coordinate your breath with a particular part of the movement; this not only enhances your focus as well as relaxation, but it is to encourage you not to hold your breath. Holding your breath can create tension in the muscles and Pilates is all about releasing tension while building strength and flexibility. Active breathing can radically change the dynamic of an exercise. It is a rhythmic form of breathing which can take on different speeds and force, and will change the feel and intensity of the movement. It can be quite percussive for some exercises and gentle for others, and is something to master for the ultimate sense of well-being and control over your body.

2. Concentration

An awareness of what you’re doing in the moment, and what you’re doing next allows you to focus on the movement and increase the mind/body connection. This is also a great stress reliever and one of the reasons Pilates is often called “mindful movement”. You are literally tuning your mind and body into moving in harmony. The more you concentrate on the exercise, the more you will benefit from the movement. By thinking about the movement, what muscles you are using, what the breath pattern is and where you want to feel it you will quickly gain mastery over your body. It is these elements that will improve your health and fitness as well as lead to a calmer state of mind. The ideal is for you to perform the exercise to the best of your ability and as correctly as your knowledge and fitness level allow – you’ll find all the tips and cues you need in the exercise section of this book. 

Do try to spend some time each day focusing on being in the moment; it can be anywhere, anytime – while out for a walk or making a coffee. Just allow yourself to completely focus on the “now”, the task at hand, and eliminate all the other chatter in your head. How do you feel? How are you moving? How does it feel to move? This is a great way to start building an awareness of your body. Try to build up your concentration levels, because it’s important to maintain focus continually throughout a Pilates session. While practising Pilates it’s important to continually go inward, assess how you’re doing, correct your alignment, and at all times be kind and patient with yourself. That way you will reap the benefits of the practice.

3. Centre

Centre refers to several concepts in Pilates; your centre of gravity, your core which is at the centre of your body and a sense of being centred in your movement. Throughout all the Pilates exercises you will need to find your centre of gravity; that point where you feel in balance, in control and stable. Gravity varies from person to person because everyone is built differently with each body being unique. While some people may find certain exercises easy, others will not. This is not a failing, far from it, it is often simply that they may need to shift their centre of gravity by adjusting their position in a movement to make the exercise more achievable. Keeping centred throughout your movement by having adequate stabilization is all down to body awareness and most importantly core strength.
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