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Preface

Pilates on the Ball is amazing. It feels like exercising on a waterbed. It’s a marvelous, cutting edge sort of thing.

—Student evaluation, University of Toronto Exerball class

The first time I attended a ball class—working out with a large vinyl, air-filled ball—it was at my local Y. I began the class full of energy and self-assurance. After all, you don’t fight gravity lying horizontally on a mat. I dazzled myself with rolling and balancing, stretching and lunging, tossing the ball high into the air and catching it between my feet like a circus performer. Wow!

Halfway through the forty-minute class I was out of breath and out of steam. My eyes flitted from the clock to the instructor’s face: why was she torturing us? I surveyed the other participants. A couple of them were whining or smiling ironically at their own failings as they surrendered, exhausted, falling to the floor near their balls.

It was rare for me as a partaker in a mind/body class to be concerned with the other participants’ progress, but I had to assess how others were coping. Nothing in my physical past, not all the years of dance training, childhood gymnastics competitions, or extensive Pilates training, had quite prepared me for the astonishing vigors of ballwork. Every muscle in my body was alive: even my abdominals, which I believed to be rock hard, were groaning. After the forty-minute class I had planned to go to the weight room but could hardly drag a comb through my hair. Instead I collapsed into a chair in the Y’s cafeteria and tried to understand what had happened.

I often boasted of being stronger in my mid-forties than I was in my mid-twenties. I claimed that Pilates had realigned and reshaped my body, heightened my mind/body awareness, and cultivated a deep core strength I never believed I possessed. Yet the ball had played havoc with the image I held of myself. During some exercises I had no idea what muscles to recruit in order to accomplish the balance and control needed. For the first time I understood the full significance of the word recruit—a word appropriated from military parlance—to describe the physical mobilization of muscles. This word had never meant anything to me in the context of movement classes, but now translated nicely to the challenge of ballwork.

At the same time that I was critically analyzing the ball, I was also savoring the bliss of the workout. Never before had I experienced such deep, comfortable stretches. I had lain backward over the ball and felt my spine become one with the shape of the sphere as the pull of gravity deliciously opened me up bone by bone. Never had I felt such an efficient, functional use of my body. I performed a series of arm exercises in which the entire torso was engaged, not only the arms and shoulders. And near the end of the workout, when we were allowed to drape our spent bodies over our balls and sink into a luscious pose that the instructor dubbed “a little piece of heaven,” I had a flash of womblike serenity, with breath as my only companion.

Soon after that fateful first experience I began to take serious stock of the group mat classes that I instructed each week based on the teachings of Joseph Pilates. In a traditional private Pilates session you usually work half the time on the mat and half on an apparatus. Joseph Pilates had designed specific pieces of equipment to add resistance to the matwork and to enhance stretching, both of which are key to an effective bone and muscle workout. Yet these pieces of equipment, found in exclusive Pilates studios around the world, are expensive and not at all portable. In a group situation you are restricted to the mat exercises. This has always seemed like a shortcoming to me. If only I could somehow integrate the ball into my group classes so that the user would get all the benefits of resistance and weight-bearing support right from the start. Moreover, the ball would expose mat students to the repertoire of equipment-based routines.

Exercise balls were not used in my Pilates training and are not part of the equipment associated with the Pilates Method. Yet I had the potential to create something new and to make all that was good about Pilates even more effective for my students. One by one I methodically went through all the mat and equipment-based exercises to determine which exercises the ball could enhance. Unlike the Y class with its grueling repetitions and aerobic emphasis, I tried to stay as close as possible to my extensive Pilates training and experience, remaining as faithful as I could to the science and principles of the method. When I began to share Pilates on the Ball with other Pilates teachers, physiotherapists, physical education teachers, and fitness editors, their overwhelming response confirmed what I already knew—that I was on to something good.

However, it was only when I began to teach Pilates on the Ball to many different students, all of different ages and fitness levels, that I fully appreciated how miraculous the exercise ball is. Even nonathletic, sedentary adults gleefully crawled on their hands and knees and performed a series of lusty push-ups. The demands of the ball and how it taught them to move with the whole body amazed elite athletes. People could connect to the ball in ways that were not possible with a machine or a mat and were discovering in this movement method exactly what they wanted from exercise.

Working with the ball was fun yet transforming, vigorous yet safe—a method that addressed the spine, waistline, muscle tone, flexibility, and ability to relax. What was it that spoke so totally to the whole body? And the big, beautiful air-filled balls! Just the look of them made adults’ faces light up with anticipation.

In the end, the experience of pleasure may be the most significant aspect that the ball brings to any session. Notwithstanding the highly impressive deep-body conditioning, the cardiovascular and postural benefits, and the remarkable balance and coordination practice, the ball is really not so much about exercise as it is about play. The ball breaks up our adult habits and judgments, soothes our physical and emotional wounds, and reconnects us with childhood, or at least to a part of us that is younger, freer, and unburdened.

The ball plays shamelessly with gravity to create a double kick of pleasure and danger. I wonder sometimes as I slowly roll over the curve of my ball, head over tail, or backward into a deep expansion that opens my heart to the sky, if this is not how it must feel to tumble weightlessly in space.



Introduction

Heaven or Hell? Our Relationship to Physical Activity

Whenever I feel like exercise, I lie down until the feeling passes.

—Robert Maynard Hutchins

 


Ingrid’s Story

On a recent trip to Africa I had tea with Ingrid, a seventy-year-old widow of a European diplomat. My friends and I sat outside on a veranda overlooking a sprawling garden wild with climbers, fig trees, and unswept leaves, an oasis where even in the dead of an African winter insects, birds, and flowers thrived. The sun was very sharp but falling fast as the tea arrived, colonial style, carried on a well-dressed tray by the domestic helper. My friends baited Ingrid to talk about her sojourns in the various African countries where she and her late husband had lived. “Sudan, Egypt, Congo, Kenya, Uganda,” she rattled off. She was my mother’s age yet had lived a life I could not imagine. Not a life of shopping malls, PTA meetings, or painting classes, but one of terrorist bombings, grenade attacks, luxury houses on stilts overlooking foreign oceans; a decadent life with too much drinking and cigarette smoking.

The sharp cold made us move inside. We sat on leather sofas in front of a massive stone fireplace surrounded by animal-skin carpets and bead-decorated stools. Every eye was on the sun-aged, blue-eyed diplomat’s wife, who smoothed a stray piece of hair back from her face in a mood reminiscent of a 1950s Hollywood starlet. Once in Uganda she had been roused from a bath at midnight by the sound of guerillas with AK-47s stomping around in the very next room. After Idi Amin’s fall, Ingrid slipped into the dictator’s ransacked home to help herself to a stool and a telephone. These stories would have had a historian or a journalist jumping. Yet what made my ears perk up was her announcement of how she had transformed the mammoth stone-filled field around her new home into a lush garden. Her husband, she explained, had died two years previously; soon after she had begun to “shrivel up,” and she needed to walk with a cane. One day she looked into a mirror, a crystal glass full of scotch nearby, to admit that she had again gone off the wagon and was old—a “skeleton” living in another radically transformed African country. Then a close friend had helped her to stop drinking. Sober and alone, she was forced to take control of her life.

did you know?

• Pilates can improve your posture. You will feel taller.

• Pilates builds long, lean muscles without bulk.

• Pilates improves stamina, coordination, flexibility, and joint mobility.

• Pilates firms abdominals and prevents and heals lower back pain.

• Pilates relaxes and rejuvenates.

“What did you do?” I asked.

The fire glowed in the grate behind her. “Physical work—like a man,” she said with a small smile. “I designed the garden. I ordered truckloads of dirt. I put in the two fishponds. Of course I had help. I had to get rid of the ‘sticks.’ These, what-you-call, canes, held me back from planting.”

“Now what do you do?” I asked. She had two gardeners who appeared to take care of much of the yard work.

“Swim aerobics,” she said. “I started eight months ago. I go every second day. The swim aerobics led to the mall walking.”

“Mall walking?”

“On the days I don’t swim, I walk. It’s very organized. True as God, they even time us with stopwatches. Like an American, I am,” she laughed. “Can you see me walking in circles inside a mall? But I love it.”

“You do?” exclaimed one of my friends. Like me he was no doubt trying to imagine Ingrid clad in sneakers and track clothing.

Ingrid nodded.

Behind the chair in which she sat Ingrid had arranged some fat purple-brown pods with other dried flowers. I knew these pods opened with a crack—a crack you could hear from a distance—before flinging out their seeds. One look at these wondrous pods and I was reminded of the transforming power of a new beginning.

“My life is saved,” Ingrid added after a moment. “My face is old. I am ashamed of my face. But my body, it sings.”




Movement and You

What is your relationship to physical activity? Have you despised exercise most of your life so that even the idea of a walk feels like a chore? Or do you crazily toss yourself from one activity to the next, from one new fitness phase to another? Perhaps you are one of the so-called weekend warriors, the people who do nothing physical all week, then at the first opportunity toss themselves into frenzied, extended exercise—pedaling all day on an ill-tuned bicycle or swimming nonstop across a lake. Or maybe you are relatively fit. You are disciplined enough to slip in three sessions a week at your local Y or health club, but you are terribly bored of the same old routine. In frustration you find yourself on the floor, your feet hooked under a heavy bar, forcing yourself to do dozens and dozens of sit-ups. Yet in spite of your efforts you do not achieve the results you want.

questions to ponder: what’s missing from your workout?

How have you made your exercise choices in the past? We are so influenced by media, friends, and spouses that we sample fitness trends without a sense of what we need.

What is missing from your workout? Intensity? Pleasure? Satisfaction? Challenge? Variety? Relaxation?

What is your reason for exercising? Peer or media pressure? Preventive medicine? Physical therapy to recover lost strength or coordination from a disease or injury?

Do you ever wish, in hindsight, that you could have taken up a particular sport or tried a physical activity? Which ones and why?

What would you ultimately wish to achieve from Pilates on the Ball?

Throughout my life I have had the opportunity to live on different continents and learn from different peoples and cultures. In many countries I have witnessed the same erratic relationship to exercise that we North Americans have. In Russia I have seen people worn to the bone by the strains of daily life, as dog-tired as the stray mutts who sleep outside the metro stations; yet these same people will fire off a set of push-ups in their cramped apartments. They may not exercise again for months, even years. In South Africa I have seen activists pull on torn sneakers to jog ten kilometers and then smoke their lungs out at meetings afterward. In North America we use our cars to drive two blocks to a corner store, then we sit atop stationary bikes, often in front of the television, unaware of our posture or technique. In spite of an extensive background in dance movement and ballet, even I cut myself off from my body for twenty years, believing that intellectual pursuits were “noble” and physical ones “superficial.”

It is not only our attitudes that make it difficult to sustain a healthy kinship to physical activity. Some of us have physical limitations or are recovering from chronic pain and injuries. We believe that because of a weak knee or ankle we will never be able to bend down to weed the garden or squat for as long as necessary before a child, never mind lie comfortably on our bellies under the tree canopy or roll on to our hands and knees to admire the beauty of our gardens. We are daunted by the thought of trying a new sport because of the fear of aggravating an injury or pulling an unused muscle.

Every day we read a new article or see a television show about the benefits of exercise. We know how splendid we feel after a long walk. We see how fit and graceful are our animals as they luxuriate in their stretches. We know of the studies that attest to the facts that exercise rejuvenates aging bodies, calms stress and anxiety, lowers blood pressure, and lessens the risks of many diseases. Some exercise methods, including Pilates on the Ball, claim to do even more. But the success of any exercise approach relies on the responsibility of the participant, the doer, and how he or she connects to that method mentally, emotionally, and physically. It is my hope that you, like so many others, will fully embrace Pilates on the Ball and let it be an answer to your movement desires.

questions to ponder: medical and physical restrictions

What physical restrictions do you have? What injuries or diseases?

Where in the body do you tend to hold stress or experience pain and discomfort?

Have you checked with your doctor or health practitioner to see if you suffer from any health problems or conditions that may stop you from participating in this exercise program?




Who Can Benefit?

This book presents a wide and diverse range of movement possibilities to help you rediscover how to move, stretch, dance, and play healthfully and joyfully. Depending on your fitness level and curiosity, you can learn anything from small healing exercises to very challenging ones. Pilates on the Ball stimulates more than muscles, and many different types of people will benefit. The beginner, staying within modifications and working at his or her own speed, will find ballwork more manageable than many exercise methods. Even the nonexerciser, possibly overweight and previously sedentary, can start by doing a few safe abdominal exercises on the mat and then using the ball to sit on, bounce on, or stretch over. People recovering from injuries and physical restrictions can follow the therapeutic modifications and add more rigorous variations as their strength improves.

Men and women love the intensity and challenge of the ball and will use it as a way to take the tedium out of workouts. More important, the ball breaks existing movement patterns and will help you tap in to an unused pool of muscles to work the “weak” and not just the “strong” side of your body. Like many others, you will probably connect to the ball much more easily than to a machine. The ball adds a gentle resistance to each exercise, which builds long lean muscles, frees up holding patterns, and acts as an excellent stress releaser. Bouncing on the ball is a fun and safe way to lose weight and improve cardiovascular fitness. Dancers and athletes will use Pilates on the Ball to correct alignment problems and balance a body that has relied chronically on certain muscles to perform at the expense of others.

Whether you are a beginner or a professional movement expert, you are ready for the challenge and fun of Pilates on the Ball. Perhaps you are familiar with the Pilates Method but are new to the ball—or familiar with the ball but new to Pilates. Maybe you know nothing about either. You simply want an effective, yet safe, intelligent workout.




Movement with Meaning: The Intelligent Workout

In caveman days our survival depended on physical exertion; today our survival depends on balance, both outside the body and within. When the diplomat’s wife, Ingrid, discovered the joy and benefits of movement her life metamorphosed because she added physical activity and cardio endurance to a life previously void of such activities. Many of my students come to my classes seeking physical conditioning, but what they also receive is mental conditioning—a way to get in touch with their inner strength and inner calm and to balance the chaos of their lives with sanity.

Joseph Pilates fused the best aspects of Eastern and Western exercise disciplines, and it is the balancing of both these worlds that binds so many people to his method and makes it the perfect antidote to modern living. From the East he borrowed the philosophies of contemplation, relaxation, and mind/body connection. From the West he borrowed an emphasis on muscle tone and strength, endurance, and intensity of movement. His method utilizes the whole body, not just a part of it, and Pilates on the Ball should be approached with this key principle in mind. In using the whole body we are balancing the use of the large superficial muscles with the deep, small endurance muscles, those responsible for maintaining a powerful core. This is a very intelligent approach to exercise, an approach that distinguishes this method from many others.

Pilates on the Ball works with what you have. If you are very strong or very weak, injured or in superb shape, a Pilates-based ball session tailored to your needs will be highly beneficial. You should work toward self-education and self-reliance so that you can take away the information you learn in this book and use it to your own benefit.

The deeper you get into the work, and the more you understand its principles, the more the work will be reflected in other parts of your life. Pilates on the Ball is not about compartmentalizing your exercise quota into one or two sessions a week any more than it is about building up some muscle groups and neglecting the rest. Instead this unique ballwork should improve your posture, your back health, your flexibility and overall strength, and your everyday movements in all aspects of your life. Muscle control and postural awareness can translate into how you lift a child, sit in front of a car steering wheel, or hit a tennis ball across a net.




Mind/Body Connection

Pilates on the Ball is mental as well as physical work. The aim is to link the mind with the body. Start by carving out some time for yourself; a silent, uncluttered room will help you focus on the experience. Proper breathing is fundamental to this work and not just tacked on as an afterthought. Proper breathing will help relax you and make the movements feel effortless. The exercises are not introduced as a series of endless repetitions. This is another wonderful aspect of Pilates—no boring repetitions. Joseph Pilates did not believe in overworking the body and neither should you. You will see that the moves are very layered; there is always something new to bring to each move. There is a clear purpose behind each exercise and breathing pattern. Everything in this method is done with precision, focus, and concentration. One makes conscious choices. The mind is very present.

Adding the ball deepens the Pilates experience. The ball will slow things down, heighten your awareness of where your body is in space, and force you to move mindfully. The novelty of the ball’s shape plays havoc with your sensation of gravity and mobility and allows you to benefit from nonlinear exploration. The ball will get your attention. Questions will emerge: Where is your body in relationship to the floor? How is your leg rotating in its hip joint? You will start to investigate why you are doing something, what muscles are being used, and how to reeducate those muscles rather than simply going through the motions.

I truly believe that what you give to this ballwork you will get back two-or threefold. The mind/body connection is very powerful and even small conscious moves can be significant and lead to inner shifts. In some movement disciplines, especially those that specialize in body reeducation, thinking through a move can have the same value as physically completing it. The power of the mind can also aid you in changing attitudes and healing the love/hate tug-of-war between inactivity and activity.

At the end of a hard day, instead of collapsing in front of the television, use your ball to do a stretch, calm your mind, and prepare for sleep. Are only two or three stretches worth doing? Of course. Just bring a level of consciousness and commitment to the moves. Playing with your ball may be one of the most pleasurable and soothing gestures your body will ever experience. It could also change your mind and your heart about physical activity forever.
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A Formidable Partnership

Pilates and the Exercise Ball

[Exercising with a ball] can stir the enthusiast or the slacker, and it can exercise the lower portions of the body or the upper, some particular part rather than the whole . . . or it can exercise all the parts of the body equally . . . [and] is able to give both the most intense workout and the gentlest relaxation.

—Greek philosopher/physician Galen, second century A.D.


Coming Home

When I first laid on a Pilates mat after twenty years of not dancing or doing any sort of physical activity with the exception of walking, surprising and volatile emotions surged up. The first emotion was denial—I don’t need this; I have managed for years without structured exercise. Then there was a deep releasing of regret and grief that I could have lived so long without something that felt so soothing and familiar to my body.

During my one-hour session, an experienced Pilates trainer made sure that my shoulders, hips, knees, ankles, and feet were placed in proper alignment. I made sure my emotions were kept in line.

Five days later I tried a second session with another teacher—this time a young apprentice. Good, I thought, a young spandex-clad apprentice with shiny tights and a navel piercing—maybe this time I would be disillusioned.

But the second session was even more profound. This time I knew what was expected and gave the lesson more concentration—just to see what this Pilates work was really all about. Or maybe to kill the sensations that were flooding through my body. “Your body responds well to this,” said the young apprentice. Yes, I nodded, afraid to speak.

Twenty years earlier I had walked away from my dream of teaching dance, because I did not believe in myself enough as a dancer to finish my training. Now my hamstrings were stiff. I had very little upper body strength; I had tight hip muscles—the results of years of daily long walks without stretching. Yet in spite of my “limitations” (I still judged myself in the language of an old, stern ballet teacher of my past), I instinctively felt the significance and layering of the moves. The young apprentice saw I was hungry to know where the work could go, and she tossed in a couple of intermediate exercises. These involved gentle rolling and tumbling; I giggled inside—this soundless sensation came from a place where the long-lost child gymnast inside of me had been buried for decades.

How had this happened? For twenty years I had avoided my physical self, because I had neatly compartmentalized myself into a mind and a body. From ages twenty to forty I had devoted myself to intellectual pursuits, in particular the relentless struggle to develop a writing career, and I had turned my back on physical endeavors. Alone on the mat after the young apprentice left me to work with someone else, I realized that in choosing a writing career over a physical one, I had lost a part of myself. Pilates, in two mere classes, had not restored it. Nothing could do that. But movement can open people up to a long-forgotten self inside. Dance and movement teachers have often seen this. Curtains are parted, buried dreams surface. Arms stretch heavenward in more ways than one.

I had to pay attention to what these two sessions meant for me. When I stepped off the mat I did feel taller (as the apprentice had promised), but it was a stretching of heart and spirit as much as spine. It was time to shift priorities, and to make room for those changes. It was time to come home.




What Is Pilates—Physiotherapy or Body Conditioning?

During the First World War, German-born Joseph H. Pilates (1880–1967) devised a series of exercises that could overcome injuries and postural problems. Before that he had become an accomplished boxer, gymnast, and circus performer and had personally triumphed over a succession of physical ailments, including asthma and rheumatic fever, by devoting himself to the practice of athletics. Interned in English camps, he began to train other prisoners of war in his matwork exercises. He also devised makeshift exercise aids by attaching bedsprings in various positions so patients recovering from injuries could exercise safely. Modern versions of these pieces of equipment are found in Pilates studios today.

In the late 1920s Joseph Pilates immigrated to New York, bringing his unusual views on physical exercise and fitness with him. Ballet dancers were drawn to his work, investigated its benefits, and began to swear by it. This fact captured my attention when I first heard about the Pilates Method of body conditioning. How could the exercise of choice of back-pain sufferers be challenging enough for a prima ballerina? Why would a series of exercises so closely associated with physical therapy be of any interest to a circus performer or would-be boxer? I imagined a Pilates class to be like a trip to a physical therapy office, except in gym clothes. How wrong I was.




OEBPS/images/9781594775932_cvi.jpg
I

ON THE

B

AT
AL

5
L

The World's Most Popular Workout Using

the Exercise Ball

COLLEEN CRAIG





OEBPS/images/9781594775932_001.jpg
Pilates

on
the

Ball

The World's Most Popular
Workout Using
the Exercise Ball

Colleen Craig

Healing Arts Press

Rochaster vermont





