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To those who value love as an everyday practice: I dedicate this book to you who uplift others by living through integrity, truth, and compassion.

To those who recognize laughter and tears as everyday practices: I dedicate this book to you who value emotional expression and who listen deeply to yourself and others with an open, warm, and humorous heart.

To those who appreciate the monumental importance of accountability as everyday practice: I dedicate this book to you, who are digging deep and awakening to the physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual, allowing you to organically take care of the world around you.

Do your work. Never stop doing your work.
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“I slept and dreamt that life was joy. I awoke and saw that life was service. I acted and behold, service was joy.”

—Rabindranath Tagore




Introduction

The importance of health and fitness was instilled in me in childhood. I was the youngest of six incredibly sporty siblings, and my father was listed in the US almanac for his track-and-field prowess—physicality was a given in my house. The fact that my dad also worked in the field of medical electronics and talked passionately daily about the body’s ability to heal itself made a strong impression on me, too. I learned from a very young age that our bodies are miraculous entities that sometimes need our help and guidance, and, at other times, simply need us to get out of their way and let them do their thing.

When I was 11, my mother was diagnosed with progressive multiple sclerosis. Our next 26 years together allowed me to see the “other” side of health and fitness. We spent years in alternative treatments, countless hours in physical therapy offices, and, in her last years, doing sporadic Pilates sessions together. Even though my mother couldn’t move her left leg, had very little control over her left hand, and had such severe scoliosis that her lower right ribs sat on top of her hip bone, we were always able to craft creative Pilates sessions that illuminated her strengths (great abs!) and aided in facilitating her limited circulation. Best of all, they made her feel stronger, both physically and mentally. These sessions were deeply rewarding for us both and gave me confidence in recognizing the power of the human spirit.

As a product of these two incredible humans, my genetics are a mixed bag. On the one hand, I have the athleticism and physique from my father’s side of the family, but darn it if I didn’t also get asthma, allergies, poor circulation, and a connective tissue disorder from my mom’s side. I see each side as bearing its own unique gifts, and my Pilates practice has helped me live with and appreciate both. I’m a big believer that we’re given what we need in this lifetime. If you struggle with elements of your own body, health, or life, it is critical to embrace those struggles as what my brilliant spiritual teacher calls “uncomfortable opportunities for growth.” This is not to deny any pain involved—but when you look at obstacles as opportunities, their entire paradigm shifts! Pilates can help you do this.

I discovered Pilates in my midtwenties. I was a self-proclaimed “gym rat”: Strong and healthy, I loved weights, treadmills, and step classes. But I was humbled by the challenges Pilates offered. Suddenly, I was working from a deep, mysterious place called the “powerhouse,” and it proved tricky and entertaining. Since I couldn’t afford private Pilates lessons on the exotic and tantalizing equipment, I relegated myself to taking as many group mat classes as possible.

A few months in, already feeling a giant transformation, I ended up on the doorstep of Drago’s Gym in the hands of the grande dame of Pilates herself, Romana Kryzanowska. Already in her seventies, Romana taught faithfully from 7:00 a.m. to 1:00 p.m. daily. Having been Joe Pilates’s chosen protégée (he called her “my most conscientious disciple”), Romana was full of knowledge, stories, zest, and zeal. I knew I was exactly where I was supposed to be. Drago’s became my home for years, and I shadowed Romana and absorbed as much of her passion and dedication as I possibly could. 

What I learned about Pilates from Romana goes well beyond using props like springs and straps. Romana taught me about authenticity, loyalty, playfulness, diligence, taskmastering and nurturing, tapping into intuition and imagination, commanding with kindness, pushing with positivity, and being creatively compassionate. All of these qualities are also how I would describe my personal Pilates practice, and they are what I hope you will find in yours by using this book!

I will let you in on a little secret: We all struggle with our bodies. As a Pilates teacher, I feel extra pressure to look “perfect.” In fact, I don’t know one model, dancer, or instructor who isn’t hard on herself or hasn’t had some form of body dysmorphia. Whether we are skinny, ripped, or neither, we all have “stuff” we’re working on. We’re all works in progress. Where you are now is neither where you were nor where you will be. It is simply now. The more in touch we can become with that idea, the easier it is to let go and have some fun. Whether or not you end up with a “perfect” body doesn’t really matter—don’t get too attached to the outcome, and you might be surprised at your own transformation!

I have often said, “Pilates is only as good as its teacher,” and guess what—that teacher is actually you! My role is your guide, your cheerleader, and, hopefully, your inspiration. Pilates has helped me through asthma, two pregnancies (and births), one heart surgery, and the emotional roller coaster of life. It’s the glue that holds me together. I feel as passionate about Pilates as I did in my first mat class—maybe even more so. I am beyond honored to meet you as you begin your own journey. With Pilates, you’ll move toward your individual goals with strength, humor, compassion, and a lot of sweat! Your body is an incredible, adaptable canvas: If you empower yourself to take the brushes in your hand, then there is little in the way of creating and discovering the true masterpiece that you are.

—Brooke



Be strong then, and enter into your own body;

there you have a solid place for your feet.

Think about it carefully!

Don’t go off somewhere else!

. . . just throw away all thoughts of imaginary things,

and stand firm in that which you are.

—Kabir (mystic poet, 1440–1518)




CHAPTER 1

What’s Pilates?

“You can say what Pilates is in these words: Stretch with strength and control. And the control part is the most important because it makes you use your mind.”

—Romana Kryzanowska, Pilates elder

You’ve heard great things about Pilates, seen the toned tummies, and read the buzz in magazines. Pilates has become a fitness darling. Every celebrity on the planet has tried it and endorsed it. Every supermodel has used Pilates to get back on the runway practically minutes after giving birth. Every athlete and sports team has incorporated Pilates into their winning training regimen. Bottom line: Pilates is hot! But ... what is it?

When I was introduced to Pilates in the early 1990s, it had already been around for 70-odd years. Its initial heyday included a studio opening in the famous Henri Bendel department store in New York City in the midsixties. But in 1994, I had never heard of it (neither had 99 percent of the population, except for maybe dancers). I spent my first years as a Pilates instructor mainly teaching people who wanted to do what they called “the Pilates.”

“It’s a man,” I would say. “It’s the founder’s name: Joseph Pilates.” (And just “Joe” or “Uncle Joe” to those in the know.) I have always known it to be pronounced as Puh-la-teez. I admit to being amused by the variations I’ve heard over the years. “Pie-lat-ees?” Um, no. “Puh-ladies?” Nope. “Pie-lates?” Sorry, no. And now, in an ironic twist, Joe’s own niece, Mary Pilates, has come forward to say it is actually pronounced Pi-LOTTS. Don’t I feel silly! It just goes to show that the learning process never ends. However, so long as Americans continue to call croissants “cruh-sonts,” I may also go right on calling it Puh-la-teez. (Apologies to the Pi-LOTTS family!)

Today, the word Pilates is generally used to describe movements involving your core. The class you take at your local gym or studio may be some variation of Joe Pilates’s original program. When people tell me how much they love Pilates, I smile and nod politely, wondering just what they’re actually doing! To be fair, I am happy for them, whether I consider their regimen to be Pilates or not. If it gets you moving intelligently and your body is changing for the better, then by all means, keep doing it! But I can usually spot a true Pilates body at 10 paces. It’s not just about tone and proportion: A Pilates body has energy and a particular strength to it. While there are many ways to position the body and call it Pilates, there is only one authentic philosophy.
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Joe Pilates



The Man behind the Method

The more I read about Joe’s ideology and character, and the more I watch his movements in archived films, the better I am able to embrace the soul of his unique method. There is a special lore that surrounds Joe and his work, and I’ve compiled a brief history based on years of stories from my teacher, Romana, as well as other Pilates “elders” (for more about these teachers, see the “Pilates Elders”). Hopefully what follows will shed light into the force behind this multifaceted man and how he came to develop what’s known today simply as Pilates.

Joseph Hubertus Pilates was born in Germany in 1883. As a child, he was plagued by ailments such as asthma and rickets (soft bones due to lack of vitamin D) and often teased by other boys due to his lack of physical strength. Like the quintessential “98-pound weakling,” Joe was determined to man up and better himself physically—he took to the pursuit of sports, particularly gymnastics, wrestling, boxing, and self-defense. As the story goes, a family physician gave him a discarded anatomy book, and Joseph set about learning the muscles in the human body and studying the movements of animals. It’s said that he worked his body to such an ideal extent that he was asked to model for the anatomy charts that hung in his New York City studio many years later. Redemption!

Nearing his 30th birthday, Joe moved to England to continue his boxing pursuits and, according to some, he even worked as a self-defense instructor for detectives in Scotland Yard. By 1914, he was touring England with his brother, Fred, putting his ideal physique to good use by performing a Greek statue act in a German circus troupe. At the outbreak of the First World War, Joe was interned as an “alien enemy” at a German nationals’ work camp in England. Never deterred, he continued to teach wrestling and self-defense inside the camp and began developing a sequence of exercises known today as “the Pilates matwork”—which Joe called “Contrology.” (He later claimed that his students left the camp stronger than they came in, and that not one of the camp internees who followed his Contrology regimen contracted influenza during the pandemic of 1918 that killed an estimated 50 million people worldwide!)

Joe was transferred to another camp, but he continued to work with fellow internees. He found work in some sort of hospital setting and became something of an exercise therapist to bedridden soldiers. By attaching the bedsprings to the bed frames themselves, Joe devised a way to support the patients’ limbs while helping to strengthen and mobilize them, without their ever leaving the bed. This inspired spark of genius was the cornerstone of Joe’s intricate Contrology system and the beginning of his use of apparatus.

Joe spent the next 6 years back in Germany, using his Contrology method to train military police as well as boxers, including an up-and-coming superstar named Max Schmeling (who won the world heavyweight championship in 1930! Not too shabby). Joe moved to New York City in 1926, likely on the advice of his powerful boxing friends, who wanted Joe to share his revolutionary method. He settled into a boxers’ gym in midtown Manhattan near the original Madison Square Garden and also near the training studios of many athletes and dancers. Famous choreographers and dancers not only studied with Joe but also began to send him their injured dancers for rehabilitation. Romana Kryzanowska, a Balanchine dance standout at the tender age of 17, came to be healed by “Uncle Joe,” and not only was she transformed but she also eventually inherited his studio.

A Lasting Legacy

Part of the reason Pilates has endured isthat Joe faithfully documented his work with photographs, text, and film footage (he was particularly fond of before-and-after photographs and films of his students showing the improvement of their “deformations”). The other reason is the dedicated work of Joe’s students (and lucky teachers like me!), who have proudly carried on his legacy.

From the time Joe arrived in New York until his death in 1967, Joe and his gal Friday, Clara—along with a revolving cast of students-turned-teachers—have trained countless clients, students, and teachers in the remarkable method of mind and body reformation that we now simply call Pilates. Joe always had reason to puff up his chest with pride, but like so many genius artists, he is only being fully recognized postmortem! Except for brief stints of popularity, Joe spent his first 45 years in New York City as an underground mastermind known mainly to broken dancers and performers.

And while Joe died without ever truly seeing the fruits of his labor utilized and appreciated to the degree he wished, he absolutely knew that one day the world would “get it.” 

So let’s not end the history of dear Joe by dwelling on the ignorance of our past; instead, let’s carry on by celebrating the exciting progress we’ve achieved in health and wellness over the last 40 years. I’ll raise a glass to Joe—I’m so glad he was right!

“Contrology”—The Ideology behind the Movement

While Joe developed his method over the course of his lifetime, he referred to it as the art and science of Contrology, a term he coined to describe its mind-control-over-muscle-control decree. Contrology principles govern all exercises in the Pilates system, whether performed on equipment or not. And while this book focuses largely on the non-spring-centric part of Joe’s system, the mission of all Contrology exercises remains the same: to develop every muscle in the body “properly and scientifically” in order to improve blood circulation, boost muscle power, and build endurance. He said this could be done by “gaining the mastery of your mind over the complete control of your body”—uh, easier said than done! But it’s possible.

Joe published a book in 1945 called Return to Life through Contrology that he hoped would serve as an antidote to the “dreadful” conditions of living in the modern age. In the book, he laid out the 34 exercises of his Contrology mat series that could be learned and practiced “right in your own home” (very much like the exercises in this book!). Joe didn’t expect people—nor want them—to swallow his beliefs unquestioningly. Instead, he challenged us all to investigate his claims for ourselves ... and for humanity! Yes, he was that impassioned.

Remember that Joe threw down the gauntlet by strengthening his own sick and frail body through self-study and conscious movement. He proved it could be done. Contrology is a method of strength and fortitude and winning over adversity. It was not conceived as a meditative medium, nor as a system of gentle stretches, as many people often incorrectly assume. The thought behind each move absolutely elevates the work of Pilates beyond that of mere repetitive exercise and into its own branch of physical culture.

Contrology was devised as a method of reconditioning both body and mind to work at peak efficiency. Pilates is meant to be the sound physical foundation on which all your other activities are built. Whether you’re looking to boost energy throughout the day or up your athletic game, Pilates will take you to the next level. Joe’s vision was to empower you to take care of yourself. He favored intelligence over brawn. He wanted the body to move in every direction a body can move, but with control. He wanted us to work from our fingers, toes, and the crowns of our heads, with long, flexible spines and strong, stable centers. He wanted us to increase our circulation to energize and revitalize us and keep us from becoming ill. He wanted us to pay attention to how we breathed and moved and slept and sat. He wanted our commitment to self-study, our insight into our bad habits, and the understanding of our inherent skill to change what isn’t working. Nothing was to be left out of Contrology, and, if studied diligently, his promise was that it would create truly efficient minds, bodies, and lives. So get ready for a serious workout!


Tools of the Trade: Pilates Apparatus

When I first started teaching solo, I had a few of the larger pieces of Pilates equipment in the living room of my tiny apartment. One day, a client remarked, “What do the guys you date think when they come over?” I replied, “They think they’ve found the right woman!” To this day, there’s nothing more entertaining than watching the reaction of a new student entering the studio and seeing Pilates apparatus for the first time. With beds and pulleys and springs and straps and names like the Guillotine and the Electric Chair, they seem more like torture chamber devices or S&M tools! It’s a leap of faith, but rest assured the Pilates playground is full of fun and function.

My teacher Romana never referred to the apparatus as machines because, as she was quoted in the New York Daily News, “They don’t work you. You work them.” Joe Pilates was a certificated member of the Chartered Institute of American Inventors, and he would design new pieces to accommodate the needs of his students. All in all, he designed more than 20 different apparatus and furniture pieces, many of which still circulate today. Gratz Pilates continues to be the official Pilates equipment maker for Romana and thousands more. The company’s popularity comes from its commitment to maintaining Joe’s (and Romana’s) standards and stipulations, producing authentic apparatus that truly support, strengthen, and improve the body dramatically.

Many of Joe’s apparatus use springs of varying size and tension attached to poles, bars, and hooks at different heights and angles. This gives each apparatus a unique amount of resistance. Some pieces allow for total body movement, while others require the stabilization of one part while coordinating the movement of another. The non-spring pieces are arcs (or “barrels”) of varying heights and degrees of curvature that support your body through ranges of spinal flexibility with an emphasis on safe extension (back bending). In a world where we increasingly find ourselves hunched over a computer (I’m guilty!), a little back bending goes a long way.

The apparatus were designed to help support and strengthen the body so that the student could perform the matwork exercises as daily maintenance. In this book, I’ve designed the exercises and sequences so that you can perform all of them at home, but I encourage you to seek out a studio with authentic Pilates apparatus and try them for yourself. It’s worth the experience! In the meantime, here’s a quick rundown of the apparatus so you can get to know them better. Envision yourself using them as you work through the sequences for even greater control and precision.
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UNIVERSAL REFORMER

Romana calls it “your moving mat.” Many of the exercises from the Reformer can be adapted to your matwork routine at home.


	Up to 100 pounds of spring resistance connect you to your muscles.

	The carriage glides on special wheels.

	Exercises can be done lying, sitting, kneeling, standing, and jumping.

	“Less is more”: The greatest challenges on the Reformer are often performed with one spring (or even no springs).
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CADILLAC, AKA TRAPEZE TABLE

The best of its kind in its time, so named by Joe’s clients who remarked upon entering the studio, “I see Joe has a new Cadillac!”


	Exercises can be performed in every direction, including upside down.

	Strategically placed hooks and variable-size springs allow you to work at varying levels of tension.

	Push-through bar provides a stable frame to help isolate articulation for the spine.
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TOWER, AKA WALL UNIT


	Combination of half Cadillac and half mat.

	Many studios use the Tower as a space-saving Cadillac.

	Includes arm springs, leg springs, roll-back bar, and push-through bar.
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AIRPLANE BOARD


	Used with the leg springs, this board closes the kinetic chain.

	Illuminates imbalances in muscle strength from side to side of the body.
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GUILLOTINE

Joe created a “gym in a doorway” that mounts to the ceiling.


	Springs from the top, sides, and bottom allow for much of the Cadillac/Tower work to be performed here.

	Vertical spring angle allows for different muscle action than its apparatus counterparts.
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NECK STRETCHER

Joe worked with boxers (and was one!) and needed to create strong neck muscles that could withstand hits to the head.


	Hook attaches to any of the leg or arm springs from the Cadillac, Tower, or Guillotine.







MAT AND ACCOUTREMENTS
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HIGH MAT WITH HANDLES


	Foot strap helps anchor the lower body.

	Handles help stabilize the upper body.






[image: ]

MAGIC CIRCLE

Lore tells that it was crafted from beer keg hoops!


	Portable tension ring intensifies the Contrology mat exercises through resistance and stabilization.
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PEDI-POLE OR PED ’O PULL


	Acts as a wobbly wall with springs to teach balance and upright powerhousing.

	Creates reference points for your spine that a wall can’t.
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WEIGHTED POLES


	Used in conjunction with Pilates matwork to add weighted resistance and to provide a gauge for alignment.
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SANDBAG


	This wrist and forearm strengthener can be made with a pole, a rope, and a bag of sand. Ingenuity made simple!
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PUSHUP HANDLES


	Help neutralize wrist pain.

	Allow for larger range of movement and ability to access more musculature.

	Can be used acrobatically for handstands and swing-throughs.
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TOE EXERCISER

No part of the body is left out!


	Strengthens feet and toes, alleviates bunions.

	Connects feet to the powerhouse—especially glutes!
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BREATH-A-CISER

Formerly an asthmatic child, Joe carried the importance of breath into his method of Contrology with breathing devices like this one.


	Try blowing through a straw as you roll forward and you’ll have an idea of the power of this pinwheel.
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FOOT CORRECTOR

Genius at work! Pilates works from the ground up!


	Strengthens and mobilizes the muscles of the feet.

	Corrects and connects the feet to legs to knees to hips and on up.







PILATES CHAIRS

Because of the constrained proportions of the chairs, most every exercise is more easily directed into the powerhouse.
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WUNDA CHAIR 


	This apparatus can be flipped on its back to become super comfortable (and perfectly aligned) seating!
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ARM CHAIR, AKA BABY CHAIR


	The moveable back helps provide a stability challenge.
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HIGH CHAIR, AKA ELECTRIC CHAIR 


	No plugs here—it is the student’s energy that creates the electricity.

	Early models of this chair were developed from Joe’s workout with a wheelchair design!







PILATES BARRELS

The arcs of the barrels provide support for safe and effective extension.
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SPINE CORRECTOR


	The entire matwork sequence can be performed with (and on!) this marvel, designed to support and encourage your curves.
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SMALL BARREL


	Its small size makes it the most portable of the barrels, but it doesn’t scrimp on function.
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LADDER BARREL


	Standing, hanging, bending, and climbing are all possibilities on the Ladder Barrel, whose unique height and design allow for incredible, supported range of motion.







How Pilates Will Change Your Life

Over the years, I have been fortunate enough to teach many, many hundreds of clients. I have been awestruck as I’ve watched as their commitment to themselves transforms not only their bodies but their entire sense of self. I have seen students develop the courage to make major life decisions that would not have been possible had they not been bolstered by their strong Pilates bodies. Itseems strange to say, but I can attest to the life-altering power of a few well-executed flips and twists! Here’s what you have to look forward to.

You’ll Transform Your Body

When I began taking Pilates classes, I already felt strong, and I was in tip-top cardiovascular shape to boot. But I was also 6 feet tall, and all those muscles I’d built in the gym only served to make me feel big and clunky, if not a little masculine. The amazing thing was, the more Pilates I did, the stronger I felt, but I added grace, coordination, and responsiveness to my body’s résumé. Like a badass Baryshnikov, I felt light on my feet and able to leap tall buildings in a single bound. There was a new quickness to the way I could move my body, and, best of all, I was completely in charge of it.

In a positive and important way, Joe Pilates called us out on our s#*t. He was baffled by our submission to a sedentary “modern” lifestyle and our mental complacency in the responsibility for our self-care. I shudder to think what he would say about the junk food–video game generation! Self-care means exercising control over your body, and to have that, you need awareness—that is, you must listen to your body and understand what it’s trying to tell you. The more you practice this art, the better you become at deciphering its messages. I always think of aches and sensations in my body as messengers at the door: First they tap, then they beat, then they knock you off your feet! (Warning: Not listening to your body may be bad for your health.)

By moving in specific ways and paying attention to how your body reacts, you’ll gain strength, tone your shape, and be able to notice stress, tension, indigestion, headaches, aches, pains, stiffness, and low energy—all signs that identify possible health issues. The more you practice, the more in “control of” and at ease you will feel in your body. It’s not what the scale (or your boss or your partner) says about you—you’ll be empowered through your own body awareness.


“A good session will massage your entire body from the inside out. You should feel refreshed and invigorated at the end. You will feel better, look better, and sleep better. Pilates is more than a method of exercise; it is a way of life.”

—Jay Grimes, Pilates elder



You’ll Transform Your Mind

Pilates helps you use three Cs to sharpen your mind and take you anywhere you want to go in the fitness world: concentration, control, and commitment.

CONCENTRATION

The beauty of Pilates is that even though you’re using your mind intently, you’re also on a little mental vacation from the cares of the world. During your practice, nothing is more important than the task at hand. Pilates becomes its own “moving meditation,” and your mind will become calmer when you give it permission to focus on 1 or 2 tasks rather than 20. Make no mistake, it’s still a working vacation. The precision of the movements requires full brainpower, but working on the coordination to accomplish the movements is great fodder for your mind. When teaching and practicing Pilates, I find it instrumental to carry the images of Joe’s boot camp–style videos (now happily available to all on YouTube) in my mind. It reminds me that this is an athletic pursuit of muscle mastery that requires tough mental focus.


“To connect with our bodies is to learn to trust ourselves, and from that comes power.”

—Mirka Knaster, PhD, author of Discovering the Body’s Wisdom



CONTROL

I’ve never been big on skiing; I don’t like freezing my tail off while trying to brush up on technique. But one time, I agreed to go to Utah on a ski trip with cousins. Day one was, well, bad. It wasn’t so much the cold as my absolute awkwardness, with my skis and gloves and poles flailing about. I caught my pole on the ski of my chairlift companion and, on exiting, sent that poor stranger right into the woods. (If you’re out there, I’m so sorry!) That night, I went to sleep tired and frustrated and vowing to spend more time at the lodge the next day, but something strange happened. Idreamed that I skied—and liked it. I was comfortable and capable, swishing over the slopes with ease. I woke up excited, and guess what? I could ski! I’m not saying I was Olympic-grade material, but my cousins took me down some black diamond runs and I actually enjoyed myself—because I could!

Pilates changes the way you think about movement. As you progress, you recognize that your mind can make your muscles respond like little soldiers, in the exact manner you wish! That’s a whole lot of power. But first you must click your heels together three times and believe that you can. Pilates says: You want that body? You make that body. Yes ... you ... can!

Are you building some strength in your ocular muscles by rolling your eyes at my optimism? Good, it’s working!

COMMITMENT

To all you commitment-phobes, hello and welcome! I’m in recovery myself and will readily admit that my love affairs with new things, while passionate, have often been short term. However, here I am, nearly 20 years after my first Pilates lesson, and more committed to Pilates today than ever. How did that happen? Well, I’m a very determined person. Once I’ve set my mind to something, I’m not so easily deterred (just ask my husband!). Commitment starts with the determination to succeed—when positive results follow, you’re hooked.

When you decide to go out with someone, you’re open and positive and full of the hope for the future. Of course, that all starts with the first date—if it goes well, you commit to another, and another, and your relationship deepens. So now the question is: Will you go out with Pilates? Consider this Joe’s unofficial proposal: “Make up your mind immediately that you will perform your Contrology exercises for 10 minutes per session without fail. Amazingly enough, once you travel on this Contrology road to health, you will subconsciously lengthen your trips from 10 to 20 or more minutes before you even realize it.”

He asked for your commitment of four times a week for 3 months so that you’d be able to truly experience the benefits of the method. Basically, he’d really like you to get to know Pilates. It’s hard to realize just how much better you can feel until you try Pilates. Once it’s taken hold of you, it’s even harder, if not impossible, to ever let it go completely. And as your commitment grows, your results increase exponentially.


“In my experience, both in Joe’s studio and in my work, the method works for the people who are willing to make a mental commitment. The principle goes back to Joe, to a contrology, which meant the mind controls the body. If a person does not want to involve the mind, they don’t get much more out of it than they get out of anything else. The real benefits come to the person who is willing to make a commitment to the work. As the body improves, the whole spirit seems to improve, the whole sense of adjustment to themselves and therefore to the world, gets better.”

—Pilates elder Bruce King, who studied with Joe from 1955 onward



You’ll Transform Your Spirit

You may be surprised to see the word spirit in a Pilates book because you thought Pilates was just about your abs and, hey, this isn’t yoga, after all. While the spiritual element of Pilates often takes a backseat to the physical, Joe absolutely intended for us to work our inner beings as well as our cores. He believed that the trinity of physical well-being, mental calm, and spiritual peace allowed us to achieve happiness. 

SO HOW DOES PILATES ENLIGHTEN US?

Connection

While the practice of Pilates is indeed a physical one, it is also a mental, emotional, and deeply intuitive one, if you allow it to be. The time I’ve spent practicing Pilates on my own mat has become a sacred way of tapping into myself and checking in with my feelings and sensations. Before my heart surgery, I used Pilates as a daily moving meditation to get clear in my head and work through any stray fears lurking in my body. Why do Pilates instead of sitting in meditation? I find the movements of Pilates to be both energizing and comforting. My familiarity with the exercises allows me to turn off my messenger brain and connect to my emotional one. Joe Pilates asked that the movements of the matwork be practiced to the point of mastery on a subconscious level so that our connection to our bodies need not detract from but can make room for our connection to the rest of the world around us. Ultimately, we connect to one another, as well as with ourselves, in many ways, not just physically. The commitment we’ve made to our health and well-being connects us all in a universal spirit of humanity.


ANOTHER TAKE ON SPIRITS

I’ve heard many stories told of the “back room” in Joe’s studio, where, if you were feeling low, he might sneak you a shot of schnapps or feed you a kipper. 

Joe didn’t dedicate too much documented time in his teachings nor pages of his published writings to defining exactly how the exercises connected us to his idea of spirit, so I will defer to Pilates elder Mary Bowen, who worked with Joe and Clara Pilates and has taught and practiced the method for nearly 50 years. She said,  “As I have experienced the Pilates Method, as I practice, teach, and observe it, there is always a spiritual uplift and buoyancy that comes from the work. Moreover, spirit is everywhere, isn’t it? The body is a house of spirit. Joseph and Clara Pilates knew and lived that.”



Breath

I love the uncanny relationship of spirit and breath. The Latin word for spirit—spiritus—actually means “breath,” and I liken inhaling to inspiring yourself with air. If you’ve never thought about your breath before, you’re not alone. I listened to a radio show that discussed “10 tips to feel happier this year.” One tip was to concentrate on breathing for 1 minute a day. One of the hosts groaned, “Oohhh, I’ll never do that one; I’m just not that Zen.” I couldn’t help but laugh at



Happiness


Are You Ready?



Before You Begin



























This book is intended as a reference volume only, not as a medical manual. The information given here is designed to help you make informed decisions about your health. It is not intended as a substitute for any treatment that may have been prescribed by your doctor. If you suspect that you have a medical problem, we urge you to seek competent medical help.

The information in this book is meant to supplement, not replace, proper exercise training. All forms of exercise pose some inherent risks. The editors and publisher advise readers to take full responsibility for their safety and know their limits. Before practicing the exercises in this book, be sure that your equipment is well maintained, and do not take risks beyond your level of experience, aptitude, training, and fitness. The exercise and dietary programs in this book are not intended as a substitute for any exercise routine or dietary regimen that may have been prescribed by your doctor. As with all exercise and dietary programs, you should get your doctor’s approval before beginning.

Mention of specific companies, organizations, or authorities in this book does not imply endorsement by the author or publisher, nor does mention of specific companies, organizations, or authorities imply that they endorse this book, its author, or the publisher.
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