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      MEDICAL & HEALTH DISCLAIMER

      IMPORTANT: Please Read Before Beginning

      This book contains information about Pilates exercises and the Pilates method. While Pilates is generally considered a safe and beneficial form of exercise, it is not a substitute for professional medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. Before beginning any new exercise program, including the exercises and movements described in this book, you should consult with your healthcare provider, particularly if you have any of the following:

      A history of cardiovascular disease, high blood pressure, or heart conditions

      Joint, back, neck, or spinal injuries or conditions

      Osteoporosis, arthritis, or other bone conditions

      Pregnancy or recent childbirth (less than 12 weeks postpartum)

      Chronic pain, herniated discs, or any other chronic health condition

      Recent surgery of any kind

      You are also responsible for determining whether the exercises described in this book are appropriate for your individual fitness level, experience, and physical condition. If you experience pain, dizziness, nausea, or any unusual or unexpected physical symptoms while reading about or attempting any exercise in this book, stop immediately and consult with a healthcare provider.

      The author, publisher, and any instructors, trainers, or studios mentioned in this book are not responsible for injury or adverse effects resulting from the use or misuse of the information contained herein. You assume all risks associated with the use of this book and the exercises described within it.

      Erika Black is a Level 2 Certified Pilates Instructor. She is not a physician, physical therapist, or licensed medical professional. Nothing in this book constitutes medical advice. Always work with qualified healthcare and fitness professionals to ensure that any exercise program is appropriate for your individual needs.

      This book is intended for educational and informational purposes only. The exercises and advice contained in this book are meant to supplement, not replace, any medical advice or treatment from your healthcare provider. By reading this book and using any information or exercises contained herein, you acknowledge that you have read and understood this disclaimer and agree to assume full responsibility for your choices and any resulting consequences.

      Questions? Consult Your Healthcare Provider

      If you have any questions or concerns about whether the Pilates exercises or information in this book are right for you, please speak with your primary care physician, a physical therapist, or other qualified healthcare provider before beginning.
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        Conducted by Matthew Black

      

      

      I have spent most of my life studying discipline. As a martial artist, I have learned it through repetition, sacrifice, and the humility that comes from being thrown to the mat more times than you can count. As an author—most notably of Who Trains, Wins and The Financial Discipline System for Men—I have made it my work to understand what separates the people who commit from the people who merely intend to. I know what dedication looks like up close. I also know how rare it truly is.

      

      I met Erika at a housewarming party in Vancouver B.C. That is perhaps not the opening line you expected in a book about Pilates and the transformation of the human body. We were strangers, and we spoke for only a few minutes. But in those few minutes, it was unmistakable. There was a kindness to the way she spoke, a hushed intensity beneath the warmth, a perfectionism that wasn't anxious but driven—she was intent on building something significant. I recognized it immediately, the way one practitioner recognizes another.

      

      Erika is now my wife. That is the credential. I am not observing her from a distance or assembling a profile from a single conversation. I have watched her, up close and over the last 20 years, do the work. I have watched her build herself—physically, intellectually, professionally—with the same rigor she brings to every client who walks through her door. I have watched a following grow around her not because of marketing or momentum, but because of something far more durable: results. People seek her out because she earns it, every single day, through focus and expertise and a genuine devotion to the people in front of her.
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      What follows is a conversation I had the privilege of sitting down to have with her. I asked the questions I believed a reader deserved answered—about how she found Pilates, what she discovered in it, and why she has devoted her life to sharing it.  She answered, as she does everything, with honesty and without pretense.

      

      By the time you reach the end of this conversation, you will understand why I felt compelled to open this book with her story. And by the time she takes over in her own voice—which she will, completely and without interruption, beginning in Chapter One—I suspect you will be glad she did.

      

      
        
        She has the floor.
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        In just a few sentences—how did you first see Pilates, and the people who did it?

      

      

      

      

      

      When I first heard about Pilates, I thought it was incredible training—probably one of the best forms of body conditioning available. At the same time, it seemed expensive and a little out of reach. It also felt somewhat exclusive, almost like a small clique or community that you had to already belong to in order to be part of it.

      From the dance world, though, I could see its value clearly. Mat Pilates was the foundation for much of the conditioning we used in ballet. The principles were already living in my body. I just hadn't fully claimed them yet.

      What I didn't understand then—and what took me years to fully see—was how completely the image had separated itself from the method. What I was looking at wasn't Pilates. It was a particular community's version of Pilates. The practice itself was something much wider, and much older, and much less interested in exclusivity than the people photographing it.
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        What finally brought you to a studio for the first time, and were you nervous?

      

      

      

      

      

      What stands out is not my first Reformer class but my first class in Mexico. It was something I had wanted to do more consistently for a long time, but it always felt just out of reach—whether because of time, money, or my own self-doubt. We had just moved to a new country, and after going through so much change and uncertainty, the idea of stepping into a new class—even something that had once felt intimidating—suddenly felt exciting. I found myself craving it.

      It had been so long since I had danced, taken classes, or done any consistent training. I was eager to move again, to feel what my body was still capable of. That hunger was stronger than the nerves.

      Starting over in a new place gave me permission to start over in other ways too. The things that had once felt like barriers suddenly felt like invitations. I walked through the door not entirely without nerves, but with a curiosity that was stronger than my hesitation.

      
        
          
            
              
        How did you feel when it was over? Were you anxious to come back?

      

      

      

      

      

      Proud. Not proud in a performance sense—I hadn't done anything particularly impressive or done it perfectly. Proud in the sense of having stepped outside my comfort zone, into an unfamiliar place and an unknown language, and discovering that the experience was far better than I had imagined.

      My body felt awake. Not depleted the way hard training sometimes leaves you, but genuinely, specifically alive. There was a clarity in the way I was moving that hadn't been there when I walked in. Old injuries that had limited my range for years seemed softer somehow, less insistent. It was as if my body had been waiting for exactly this conversation.

      The intimidation had evaporated. What replaced it was hunger—a real, forward-leaning curiosity about what else was possible. I didn't want to come back "someday." I walked out already planning my next session.
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        When did you know that Pilates was what you wanted to focus on above everything else?

      

      

      

      

      

      The shift happened gradually, through accumulated observation. What changed everything was beginning to truly understand the scope of what Pilates could do—not just for the body, but for a life. It wasn't simply about building strength or improving flexibility, though it did those things beautifully. It was about longevity. About quality of movement at sixty, at seventy, at eighty. About helping a person rediscover what their body was capable of after years of pain, sedentary habits, or the slow erosion that comes with age.

      But there was something else I kept noticing, something I hadn't expected. When students progressed—really progressed—what changed wasn't just their body. It was their relationship to their own capability.

      I started to understand that what I most wanted to give people wasn't confidence in the conventional sense—the feeling of having done something right, of having performed well. It was more profound than that. A sense that their body was not a problem to be solved but a skill they could learn, work with, and grow alongside. The belief that whatever came at them—a new exercise, a new limitation, a new decade of their life—they could figure it out.

      If they leave with that, they don't need me forever. And that is exactly what I want.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      What you have just read is the outline of a life in motion—a practitioner still in the middle of her work, still reaching, still refining. I have asked my questions. She has answered them with the kind of honesty that cannot be coached. What comes next belongs entirely to her. The chapters ahead are her attempt to answer the questions she hears most often from the people standing outside the studio door.
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            I Don't Look Like a Pilates Person
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      Twelve seconds. That is roughly how long it takes.

      You find a studio online, click through to their Instagram, and in less time than it takes to pour a glass of water, you have already decided. Not based on a conversation. Not based on a class. Based on photographs of bodies that are not your body, in a place that suddenly feels like it was designed for someone else.

      Nobody asked you to leave. The door was never closed. You closed it yourself, inaudibly, and moved on, and probably told yourself it was a practical decision.

      I have been watching this happen for years. And I want to talk about it—not to make you feel better about it, but because the story behind those photographs is one of the more interesting pieces of hidden history in the fitness world. Once you know it, the image loses its power entirely.

      When you picture a "Pilates body," what are you truly picturing?

      Take a moment with it. Long limbs, probably. Lean muscle. Precise posture. A kind of controlled grace that looks effortless even when it clearly isn't. A body that seems to have been shaped by decades of deliberate movement—built in a studio rather than simply born.

      
        
        What you are picturing is a dancer.

      

      

      Not a Pilates student. A dancer. There is a reason for that. It has nothing to do with what Pilates actually is, and everything to do with who carried the practice forward.
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        Contrology develops the body uniformly, corrects wrong postures, restores physical vitality, invigorates the mind and elevates the spirit.—Joseph Pilates

      

      

      In 1926 Joseph Pilates opened his New York studio on Eighth Avenue, neighboring the dance companies that defined the American dance world of the mid-twentieth century. Dancers found him almost by accident—geography more than design—and what happened next shaped everything. They recognized in his method, pieces of what their own training had never quite given them: a systematic way to build the deep stability that performance demands, to recover from the injuries that performing bodies accumulate, to keep working when the work is trying to break you.

      Many of those dancers (starving artists that they were) could not pay. But "Uncle Joe" took them anyway, in exchange for assistance—they trained with him, absorbed the method, they became his protégés and teachers—and, eventually, the Pilates "Elders." When Pilates passed into the next generation, it passed largely through the hands and bodies of people who had spent their lives in dance. In fact, 9 out of the 10 “Elders" were dancers. They taught it the way they knew how to teach. They demonstrated it in the bodies they had. And those bodies—shaped by decades of ballet, by the aesthetic standards of the dance world—became the visible face of the practice.

      

      I know this from the inside. I trained in ballet from the age of five, in British Columbia—the same tradition that shaped the aesthetic Pilates inherited. Which is exactly why I can tell you: the image and the practice are not the same thing.

      That is not a conspiracy. It is just how things travel. A practice picks up the cultural markings of the communities that carry it, and Pilates was carried by dancers.

      
        
        The image that made you close the tab is not a picture of what Pilates produces. It is a picture of who taught it first.

      

      

      Many of Pilates' original clients, before the dancers arrived, were elderly folks and those in rehabilitation. Bodies that were compromised, limited, starting from near zero. His method was built around a single question: given what this body can do right now, what can we build from here? There is no aesthetic dimension to that question. There is no age limit, no size requirement, no baseline of fitness you must demonstrate before you are permitted to begin.

      The practice that was designed for broken, limited, beginning bodies somehow acquired the image of the most physically refined bodies in the world. That is the gap. And once you can see it, the image should look different—not aspirational, but historical.

      A picture of who happened to be in the studio, not a picture of who is allowed.

      

      
        
        WHO THE IMAGE IS FAILING

      

      

      The consequences of that image are impactful, and they do not land equally or fairly. In fact, they often land with profound psychological effect.  Let me highlight a few key demographics who, in my mind, are being passed over—not because Pilates isn't for them, but because they have never been shown that it is.

      

      Women who exist in larger bodies than the ones reflected in the Instagram photographs hear a crystal clear message: not yet. Get yourself closer to the image first, then come back. I want to address this directly because it deserves more than reassurance. There may be practical considerations that influence where someone begins, but those considerations serve to tell you which entry point makes sense, not whether an entry point exists. For many plus-size women, the right beginning is a private session, one-on-one, without a class schedule or an audience, where the instructor can see exactly what is accessible and build from there. Both mat and apparatus work can be modified significantly. The idea that you must earn your way to a starting line is the thing I am arguing against, not the starting line itself.

      

      Older women—women in their "tercera edad": sixties, seventies, eighties and beyond—face a different version of the same message. The absence of their bodies from Pilates marketing is so complete that it reads as a statement. Nothing in the imagery suggests the practice was designed for them, so they conclude it wasn't. This is the one that genuinely troubles me, because I know what Pilates offers this population and I watch them exclude themselves from it daily based on photographs. The version of Pilates that exists for a sixty-eight-year-old woman—the deeply useful version that happens in good studios
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