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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 to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





INTRODUCTION
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We now have the opportunity to live longer than we have at any time in history. Over the last 150 years there has been a dramatic increase in life expectancy in developed countries, with the figure rising by two and a half years per decade. This means that a quarter of all babies that were born in 2013 have the potential to live to be 100 years old.


So we have the chance to enjoy our life for longer, but how can we ensure that we will be fit and healthy enough to enjoy the extra years? The answer is very simple, and has been known for centuries. Roger Bacon, the 13th-century Franciscan friar, wrote a book on ageing in which he proposed that the effects of old age could be postponed by eating a controlled diet, getting proper rest and plenty of exercise, and practising good hygiene and moderation in all aspects of our lifestyle. And although today there is a mountain of research on successful ageing – or ageing well – so far (at the time of going to press) no one has come up with a magic pill, and Roger Bacon’s message is still clear: use it or lose it.


Most of the changes attributed to ageing are actually caused in large part by disuse. So adopting as healthy and active a lifestyle as possible is the best health insurance there is. We may not be able to stop the ageing process completely, but we have it within our control to slow down the clock! In fact, research shows that the normal ageing process can be delayed by 10 to 20 years by participating in regular physical activity (Shepard 1997).


So whether you are 40 or 80, it is never too early – or late – to start looking after your mind and your body. We should strive to maintain a dynamic balance between mind–body wellbeing and social interaction and relationships in order to enjoy successful and harmonious ageing.


‘Physical activity is one of the most effective ways of positively influencing our health. Regular exercise can lower our risk of getting serious conditions, such as stroke, heart disease and certain cancers. It can add years to our lives, but most importantly, it keeps us happy and helps us maintain our independence.’


Age UK


In this book we are going to introduce you to the ultimate anti-ageing Pilates exercise programme, specially designed not only to keep you active, but also to help you glow with vitality and good health. It is no coincidence that, for decades, celebrities have used Pilates to keep their minds and bodies youthful. Sian Phillips who, at 80 years of age, is still performing on stage and screen across the globe, says: ‘Regular Pilates sessions, regardless of mood, weather or inclination, are the only way I can maintain my fitness and enjoy life.’


This method works!





[image: Illustration]






WHO IS THIS BOOK FOR AND WHAT ARE THE BENEFITS?


We have aimed this book at everyone over the age of 40. Why 40? Because this is the age when, if you have not already started, you will need to start investing in your future health. You will read later in the book that this is the age at which your bones start to lose density and muscles weaken. It is also the age when you need to be more selective about which exercises are going to help you the most. And we refuse to put an upper age limit on the programme – whether you are 40 or 90, a Pilates veteran or a novice, super-fit or not, you will find this programme invaluable.




Pilates is for life and can be life-changing. It is not only a form of exercise – it also offers a different way of understanding the body and how it moves. Pilates does require a level of commitment to bring about changes, but as it is so rewarding, many people are happy to make that commitment. This is why Pilates is enjoying popularity worldwide.
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And the benefits? The changes experienced by people who do regular Pilates can include any of the following:


• increased flexibility and strength of the spine


• increased mobility (range of movement) in all major joints and management of joint conditions


• improved posture


• improved balance and associated reduced risk of falls


• improved co-ordination


• more efficient breathing and management of respiratory conditions


• improved bone strength


• increased stamina and energy


• stronger muscles – in particular the gluteals, quadriceps, hamstrings, calves, upper arm, back and, of course, the abdominal and pelvic-floor muscles


• a more streamlined outline, in particular a trimmer waistline


• improved dexterity and grip


• healthier, less painful feet


• a lessening of pain in some health conditions


• improved sleep patterns


• improved self-esteem and confidence


• less stress


• improved ability to carry out daily activities


• help with maintaining independence


• help in managing conditions of the mind and emotions


• a feeling of general health and wellbeing.


That is quite a list! Remember, too, that Pilates is both mind- and body-conditioning. As Joseph Pilates writes in his book Your Health: it is ‘NOT MIND OR BODY BUT MIND AND BODY [his capitals]... man should develop his physical condition simultaneously with the development of his mind – neither should be sacrificed at the expense of the other.’ The body shapes the way we think, and thinking influences the body. By learning new exercises and new movement patterns you can train the brain alongside the body. Pilates requires you to move with precision, which means you have to constantly be aware of what you are doing and attain excellence through practice.


Throughout our lives we move in certain ways and, over the years, habits can develop which affect our normal movement patterns. Each time we move to do something, certain muscles are switched on by our brains in a particular order which, when we are young, is an efficient and natural way to move. However, as the years progress, our movements change, which can then lead to some muscles weakening. In response, other muscles compensate for this ‘imbalance’ by trying to do the job of the weakened muscle. This then sets up a movement pattern which is not efficient and can lead to poor alignment, causing an increased likelihood of wear and tear, and ultimately pain. Pilates offers an incredibly safe way to exercise and to realign the body and change the way you move.


Pilates can give you the awareness, strength and flexibility to stand tall regardless of your age – so the classic stooped posture we associate with ageing need not be inevitable. However, we must recognise that for successful ageing, Pilates alone is not enough. You will need to look after your heart and include some cardiovascular activities, which is why we have included a section on heart health. You will also need to follow a healthy, balanced diet.


We are very aware that most adults over the age of 65 may be living with one or more chronic medical conditions, such as osteoarthritis, osteoporosis or Parkinson’s. With this in mind, you will find exercise programmes designed specifically to help with the management of conditions commonly associated with ageing. We are determined to keep you active!


‘If I’d known I was going to live this long, I would have taken better care of myself.’


Attributed to ragtime composer Eubie Blake, who lived to 100.






THE LEGACY OF JOSEPH PILATES (1883–1967)



If you are going to follow a particular exercise method, it is always reassuring to know that its creator lived a long and healthy life. In fact, exactly how old Joseph Pilates was is a matter of controversy. We know he died in 1967 in Lenox Hill Hospital, New York. And he always gave his birth date as 1880. However, on investigation, the birth registry in his birthplace (Mönchengladbach, Germany) shows his birth date as 1883. Whichever date is correct, to live to around 80 at a time when the average life expectancy was so much lower is testament to his resilience; especially given that he had suffered as a child from asthma, rickets and rheumatic fever. He survived against the odds and held the firm conviction that we each have to take responsibility for our own health.


The link between happiness, health and fitness became Pilates’s passion. Elements of other disciplines – including yoga, martial arts, gymnastics, skiing, self-defence, dance, circus training and weight training – can be recognised in Joe’s later teaching. By absorbing and selecting the most effective aspects from each, he was able to develop a system which had the perfect balance of strength and flexibility.


In the 1920s, Joe and his wife Clara set up the first ‘Contrology’ studio on Eighth Avenue in New York. While the first studio clients were predominantly male – many from the boxing community – the nearby New York City Ballet encouraged its dancers to seek Joe out when they were injured. Many of these 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 build strength and flexibility and to supplement those matwork exercises, he created various pieces of studio equipment.


‘Joseph was a passionate, larger-than-life figure who ran the studio with a rod of iron.’


Joe wrote two books – Return to Life Through Contrology (1945) and Your Health (1934). In them, he expressed his concern for the health of most Americans. He felt that it was only through regular practice of his exercises that people would ‘return to life’. It was in his 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. Loved and respected by his clients, Joe never doubted that one day his method 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.


Joe exercised right up until his death. There are even reports of him wandering the corridors of Lenox Hill Hospital trying to get other patients to exercise! His first disciples (often called ‘First Generation Teachers’) are a testament to the benefits of Pilates: Mary Bowen is in her eighties and is, at the time of writing, still travelling, teaching and inspiring everyone she meets; Lolita San Miguel is still teaching her wonderful classes all over the world; Ron Fletcher and Romana Kryzanowska were both 90 when they died; Carola Trier was a mere youngster when she passed away in 2000, aged 87! It seems that Pilates and longevity go hand in hand.






HOW IS THIS BOOK DIFFERENT FROM OTHER PILATES BOOKS?



In order to make the Pilates for Life programme more effective against the effects of ageing, we have modified many of the traditional exercises and created exciting brand new ones. We aim to give you the strength, flexibility and motor skills you need to keep fit, active and independent for the rest of your life. The format of the programme may look unfamiliar to a regular Pilates devotee – for example, you will find many more back-extension exercises (such as the Dart) than is usual, as we are aiming to reverse the more negative effects of gravity on the body and iron out any effects of years spent at a desk by strengthening the upper-back muscles. But don’t worry – we won’t be ignoring those abdominal muscles! Neither will we ignore your gluteal (buttock) muscles, as these are crucial later in life and are often neglected. In fact, no part will be ignored – even the pelvic floor gets its own section!


You will find lots more standing exercises to improve your balance and help prevent falls. We have to keep your joints aligned, mobile and supported by strong muscles in perfect balance. In the section on osteoporosis you will see we recommend far more repetitions and heavier weights than normal. This is because we need to load your bones in order to build density.




In a nutshell, we hope to both stimulate you mentally and challenge you physically into staying younger longer!
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The Body Control Pilates Approach


There are now many different schools of Pilates, each with its own approach to teaching Joe’s work. The Pilates for Life programme is part of the Body Control Pilates syllabus. Founded in 1995, Body Control Pilates aimed to make the benefits of Pilates as accessible as possible to everyone, irrespective of age, income and fitness level.


We recognised that there was a demand for a more structured and modern approach to teaching the Pilates method and, with this in mind, we created a unique programme that takes you progressively and safely towards Joseph Pilates’s original work.


We have always believed that it is the quality of teaching which defines good Pilates, and we are proud that Body Control Pilates is widely seen as a benchmark for safe and effective mat- and machine-teaching of the highest quality. Our education courses are now delivered in over 15 countries and our curriculum contains more than 30 different courses to help our teachers in their professional development.


Our headquarters are in Bloomsbury in the heart of London, where we operate public classes and studio teaching as well as our teacher training courses. The Body Control Pilates Association is Europe’s largest professional Pilates body with more than 1,400 teaching members based in over 40 countries and it is our fervent hope that this book inspires you to hunt out a Body Control Pilates teacher near you.


www.bodycontrolpilates.com









MEASURING AGE


This is much more controversial than you would imagine. Professor Lewis Wolpert writes in his excellent book on ageing, ‘old age is by no means easy to define. It is a biological phenomenon characterised by certain physical changes that take place with time and also by their psychological consequences. It is the changes in individual appearance that prompt your friends to remark, “You’re looking very well”,’ (this being the title of his book).


The obvious way to measure age is to look at a person’s birth date. But as the milestones of 40, 50, 60, 70, 80, 90 and 100 are approached and, hopefully, passed, most people will agree that these are simply numbers which give little indication of our health or how we feel.


In 1979 the Harvard psychologist Professor Ellen Langer conducted a groundbreaking experiment which demonstrated clearly just how much power the mind has over our health. Professor Langer recruited a group of men in their late 70s and 80s into what she described as retreat which would be ‘a week of reminiscence’. There was no mention of ageing. Before they entered the retreat, Professor Langer measured their gait, dexterity, arthritis, speed of movement, cognitive abilities, memory, and so on.


Professor Langer then divided the men into two groups. The first group was the control group and they were encouraged to reminisce about their lives in the 1950s. The other group were secluded in a house which was full of props from the 1950s. Everything in the house – from the TV programmes and the news to the food – was from that time, and the men were asked to live as if it were 1959. To encourage them to reconnect with their younger selves, all ‘elderly’ aids (like stair rails) were removed from the house. They were not helped with their suitcases or treated as ‘elderly’ or sick in any way – quite the contrary. It was not long before these men were making their own meals and walking faster. One man decided he did not need his walking stick at all.


At the end of the week, all the men were tested again. Both groups showed improvements in their physiological measurements, with a drop in blood pressure and even improvements in hearing and eyesight. But the second group’s results were noticeably better. By encouraging the men’s minds to think younger, their bodies had followed and they had become ‘younger’.


So if our birth date is an inadequate measure of our age, how else can we measure it? We can look at our ‘functional’ age – this relates to our levels of fitness and ability to perform daily activities. For example, a woman of 60 who does regular aerobic exercise may have the functional age of a woman of 45 with respect to aerobic fitness.


Another approach is to assess genetic and cellular damage within the body, in particular the body’s ability to repair and regenerate. About 30–40 per cent of the ageing process can be attributed to genetics (Rowe and Kahn 1998). It is only a few genes which affect the rate at which we age; many more of our genes carry the potential for developing chronic conditions.


*2005 Article Weikart P.S. Movement and the brain-body connection in N. A. Brickman, H. Barton & J. Burd (Eds) Supporting Young Learners 4: Ideas for child care providers and teachers Ypsilanti, MI: High Scope Press


Other theories about ageing include the activity theory, which is probably the best known social theory. This stipulates that if you stay engaged in mental or physical activities throughout your life, you are more likely to age in a healthier and happier way (Fisher 1995; Lemon, Bengston and Peterson 1972). Since our mental capacity can also decline with age, perhaps in a less obvious way than any outward physical changes, it is no less important to our happiness in older age.


In terms of how we age psychologically, seven key factors have emerged: emotional intelligence, cognitive capacity, self-efficacy (our belief in our own ability to do things independently), self-esteem, personal control, coping style and resilience.


So can Pilates have an impact on any of the above? Well, there may not be anything we can do about your chronological age, but we can certainly help you look younger, feel better about yourself, be more confident and also improve the way you move through your day. The Pilates for Life exercises have been designed specifically to be functional, to enable you to perform your everyday tasks easily.


Through Pilates you will be using your body as a learning tool. In her article on Movement and the brain–body connection* Phyllis S. Weikart pointed out that in our formative years, purposeful movement is essential to our development because intentional movements engage the brain and develop essential links between thinking, language and movement–brain–body connections. There is no reason we should stop this learning later in life! Once called ‘the thinking person’s exercise’ (by osteopath Andrew Ferguson DO MSc), your mind is certainly engaged in Pilates as you co-ordinate your breath, control your alignment and move with precision. Pilates aims to stimulate you mentally as well as physically.


‘Physical fitness is the first requisite of happiness. Our interpretation of 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 daily tasks with spontaneous zest and pleasure.’


Return to Life Through Contrology, Joseph Pilates






THE PROCESS OF AGEING


Ageing is a natural part of the life cycle. It is not an illness.


Cells, muscles and bones


Although we have aimed this programme at those aged 40-plus, change is happening at a cellular level within our bodies from the point of conception until we die.


All our cells change as we age, becoming less efficient. This affects the connective tissue within our joints, making them increasingly stiff and less mobile. Tendons which connect muscles to bone, and ligaments which connect bone to bone, become less elastic and tear more easily. There is a decrease in production of the synovial fluid which is essential for lubricating our joints. Wear and tear may result in cartilage and bone degeneration. Less flexibility is probably one of the first things we notice, alongside the wrinkles and the greying hair! However, not everyone is affected in the same way. The more active you are, the more flexible you will be, especially around the hips, spine, ankles and knees (Daly and Spinks 2000). This is why increasing joint mobility will be high on our list of exercise priorities.


Ageing affects all our body’s systems, but not all at the same rate. In addition to the normal changes associated with ageing there are age-related conditions. The main causes of physiological decline are chronic (long-term) conditions affecting our cardiovascular, metabolic, musculoskeletal and neurological systems. A decline in one of these systems has a knock-on effect and may increase our fragility or cause further disability.


‘If your spine is inflexibly stiff at 30, you are old; if it is completely flexible at 60, you are young.'


Return to Life Through Contrology, Joseph Pilates


Our muscles lose strength as we grow older, with both the amount and size of muscle fibres decreasing. Muscle mass decreases by about 20 per cent between the ages of 20 and 70, with some studies suggesting that the average body loses around 3kg of lean muscle every decade from middle age onwards. This may sound depressing, but much depends on the amount of physical activity we do throughout our lives – and remember, it is never too late to start.


It is not just our muscles which may weaken – our bones do too. We start to lose bone density from about the age of 35, though the rate of calcium loss in women during the five years following the menopause (Drinkwater 1994) makes women three times more likely to develop osteoporosis than men. On here we will be exploring in greater depth the effects of exercise on bone density.


As well as bones becoming more fragile, our intervertebral discs are also affected by ageing. These discs of cartilage play a crucial role in acting as shock absorbers for our spines. As we age, these discs shrink and hold less water, so we can feel a shortening in the spine and experience some changes in posture, although we have much more control over our posture than we imagine. Poor posture is never inherited. Elongation of the spine is one of our primary goals in the programme, alongside teaching you to articulate the spine, thus keeping it flexible.


Heart


As we have seen, some of the changes associated with ageing start much earlier than you would imagine. After age 25–30, for example, the average man’s maximum attainable heart rate declines by about one beat per minute, per year, and his heart’s peak capacity to pump blood drifts down by 5–10 per cent per decade. In everyday terms, the diminished aerobic capacity can produce fatigue and breathlessness with modest daily activities. Although Pilates is not an aerobic style of exercise, we have included some valuable advice on cardiovascular activities.


‘By the time you’re 80 years old, you’ve learned everything. You only have to remember it.’


George Burns


Breathing


Ageing affects our respiratory system, too, as our lung capacity decreases. As one of our guiding principles, learning to breathe in a better way is fundamental to Pilates and is one of the first things you will learn in this programme


Joseph Pilates was convinced of the role of breathing well in promoting longevity. In Return to Life Through Contrology he wrote: ‘Breathing is the first act of life and the last. Our very life depends on it. Since we cannot live without breathing it is tragically deplorable to contemplate the millions and millions who have never learned to master the art of correct breathing. One often wonders how so many millions continue to live as long as they do under this tremendous handicap to longevity.’


Memory


And then there’s the impact of ageing on our minds. Memory has been shown to decline from around the age of 40. As we age, our brain shrinks due to fluid and cell reduction. And as the number of nerve cells decreases, our reflexes become slower as peripheral nerves conduct impulses more slowly. This also results in decreased sensation. We need longer to process information and find it increasingly difficult to multitask. We have dedicated a special section to mental health, where we will consider the benefits of exercise for stress, depression and dementia.


Eyesight and hearing


How many of you are reading this book with the help of reading glasses? Both vision and hearing decline with age. The combined changes to our cognitive, sensory and motor systems affect our stability, balance and co-ordination.


If the above processes sound rather depressing, do please note that we are all individuals and we will all age differently and at different rates. There are some aspects of ageing over which we have very little control. Thankfully, however, there are many more about which we can and will make a difference. As we have said, we may not be able to stop the clock ticking, but we will do our best to slow it down. You have already taken the first step by purchasing this book. Next, you need to find out how to use it.





HOW TO USE THIS BOOK
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Everything you need to know for good Pilates practice is contained within this book. But where do you start?


Regardless of your Pilates experience, we would recommend that you start with The Fundamentals, which covers all the basic movement skills of our approach and forms the foundation on which the whole programme is built. Even if you have years of Pilates experience, you should still find this chapter informative and extremely useful. Under each of the headings ‘Alignment’, ‘Breathing’ and ‘Centring’, there are exercises which help to illustrate these fundamental skills. At the start of each exercise, we explain its primary focus and provide a note of caution if you have a particular medical condition. If you are in any doubt at all, please check with your medical practitioner. Then read each exercise through several times before attempting to do it.


Always take time to find the correct Starting Alignment as this will impact the precision of your movements; you will find the different Starting Positions, such as Relaxation Position and Four-point Kneeling, in the Alignment section. Make sure that you fully understand all the movements described in the Action points. The photographs will give you a visual image of what you are trying to achieve. The Watchpoints, marked by a large asterisk, will give you tips on how to perfect your technique and avoid common pitfalls.


We have a built a natural progression through the programme which will allow you to work at your own pace and build your skills step by step. This is one of the strengths of the Body Control Pilates approach.


Once you have worked through The Fundamentals, you can move on to the Pilates for Life Main Exercise Programme, which is suitable for most people. This is followed by a special chapter on common health problems, Pilates for Health, offering advice on how to exercise safely with specific medical conditions and outlining exercises which are particularly beneficial. This advice must be used in conjunction with any medical guidance you have been given. You can then try the special workouts. Eventually, you will be able to plan your own workouts, but you will find some suggested workouts.


Ideally, we would like you to aim for three hours of practice per week, but don’t worry if this is not possible; even a little Pilates practice – providing it is done regularly – will make a huge difference. And, importantly, whatever you learn in Pilates should not be limited to your Pilates sessions, but should be integrated into your daily life. We have planned this programme to be as relevant as possible to maintaining the strength and flexibility needed for your everyday activities, but you need to remain aware of your posture and how you are using your body. In other words – take your Pilates with you wherever you go!


BEFORE YOU BEGIN


Here is a list of the equipment you will need for the programmes.


• A padded non-slip mat


• A folded towel or small, flat pillow


• A bed pillow


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


• A sturdy chair


• A clear stretch of wall space


• Ankle weights *


• Hand-held weights *


• A tennis ball or equivalent


* How heavy will depend on which exercise you are doing and how good your technique is.


Your exercise space


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 or bumping into coffee tables. If you like, you can play some background music, but it should be quiet and not off-putting. You might also find a mirror helpful initially, so you can check your alignment.


Clothing


Wear clothing that allows for freedom of movement, but that also allows you to check your alignment. Barefoot is best, but you may also wear non-slip socks. If you know that you are unsteady on your feet, you may wear light, flexible-soled shoes for the standing exercises.


Approach


When you finish an exercise, always return, mindfully, to the Starting Position. The number of repetitions given is the ideal number for you to work towards, but not at the expense of quality of movement.


To help you learn an exercise, we have given you ‘right’ and ‘left’ instructions. When you are ready to include the exercise in your workouts, alternate the side/direction you start with each time you work out. This will help to ensure balance.


Never rush into or out of an exercise. If you are unsteady on your feet, use this method to get down onto your mat (unless you have your own strategy for getting down safely). You may need a sturdy chair by your mat, or you could position your mat by a sturdy wall.


When you have finished the exercises, roll on to your side before reversing the method to get up safely. Never leap up.


Contraindications


Please do not exercise if:


• you are feeling unwell


• you have just eaten a heavy meal


• you have been drinking alcohol


• you are in pain from injury


• you have been taking strong painkillers


• you are undergoing medical treatment or are taking medication




Remember, it is always wise to consult your doctor/medical practitioner before taking up a new exercise regime. If you have a medical condition this is essential.
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THE EIGHT GUIDING PRINCIPLES OF BODY CONTROL PILATES


The Body Control Pilates approach is underpinned by the Eight Principles of:


• Concentration


• Relaxation


• Alignment


• Breathing


• Centring


• Co-ordination


• Flowing movements


• Stamina.


Concentration


The Pilates Method was developed as both mind and body training. In order to bring about change to the way you move, the body and mind need to work together. Joseph Pilates taught that one of the main results of his method is gaining the mastery of your mind over the complete control of your body. He drew inspiration from the martial arts – slow, controlled, flowing movements performed with thoughtful awareness. Good Pilates practice requires precision of movement which, in turn, requires you to be ‘present’ and mindful of your whole body while you exercise. Think of it as movement meditation. This patterning of your movements is one of our primary goals. Regular practice and repetition of the movements mean that they become muscle memories, but this does not mean you can switch off. One of the joys of Pilates is that there is always another level of refinement, another challenge and new depths of understanding of the work to explore.


Relaxation


It may seem contradictory for relaxation to be a principle of an exercise method, but 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 clearer and free from stress. If you hold on to unnecessary tension, the overactive muscles that tend to dominate your movements will continue to do so. This is the rationale behind taking a few moments at the start of your session to ‘tune in’ to your body, to allow any areas of tension to release. The Relaxation Position is ideal for this. As you become more proficient you will be able to use any of the Starting Positions or even one of your favourite preparation exercises to achieve the same thing. Spine Curls is a popular choice at the start of a workout.


Alignment


The first of the Fundamental Principles which we will be exploring in greater depth, correct alignment at the start and throughout the movement, is absolutely essential. By correctly aligning the body and controlling the position of your joints you encourage sound movement patterns, efficient breathing and stability. It also ensures there is no undue stress on your joints. Good posture and precision of movement are key to good Pilates practice.


Breathing


Breathing is our second Fundamental Principle. 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 the body performs. The muscles involved in the breathing process are also crucial to postural control. Synchronising the breath to movements is a key part of Pilates. With any movement in Pilates, we are looking for precision and efficiency, and breathing is no different; learning how to breathe more effectively within movement helps both the mind and body to relax, recharge and focus.





‘Learning how to breathe more effectively within movement helps both the mind and body to relax.’


Centring


Our third Fundamental Principle, Centring, is probably the one Pilates is most famous for, but it is also the most misunderstood. It has come to mean so many different things to different people, both within and outside the Pilates community; depending on your school of Pilates, Centring is also often referred to as ‘core stability’ or ‘using the powerhouse’. It encourages the deep core muscles to help control and stabilise the movement process. Centring, however, is a dynamic process that relates directly to both the challenge of limiting any unwanted movement, as well as maintaining the control and flow of the movements that are supposed to be taking place at any given moment throughout the exercise. All Pilates movements stem from a strong centre. The recruitment of the muscles involved in the centring process should reflect the demands of the movement being performed.


Co-ordination


There is no doubt that some of us are born with better co-ordination than others! But practice will improve your co-ordination skills. The programme we have developed in this book will help your co-ordination skills gradually, step by step, and will also help to maintain them by challenging you with increasingly difficult combinations of movement. Each movement, whether simple or complex, should be performed purposefully, with precision and control.


Flowing movements


Pilates exercises should always be performed with fluidity and grace – flowing movements, controlled and lengthening outwards from a strong centre. Occasionally, you may be asked to hold a position in a Pilates exercise (this will be to develop endurance and stamina, another of our guiding principles), but the majority of Pilates exercises are dynamic and should flow. This is one of the major differences between Pilates and yoga. You will learn how to control the articulation of your spine through flexion, extension, side flexion and rotation, 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 healthier joints. Your muscles will be longer and stronger as they are taken through their entire range. This, in turn, promotes a more efficient movement system across the whole body.
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