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Joseph Pilates: The Einstein of Fitness
Written by Bob Hannum, PilatesLessons.org
March 12, 2013
Joseph Pilates believed that poor health is rooted in bad posture, shallow breathing, and a lack of physical exercise. He created unique exercises and equipment which now have worldwide popularity and nearly 100 years of proven effectiveness. No other exercise technique delivers so many benefits.Though a great deal of credit goes to improvements made by subsequent Pilates teachers, it is Joseph Pilates who set the stage. He also possessed a true gift for healing - especially professional dancers who came to him with serious physical ailments. This is why I refer to Joseph Pilates as the Einstein of fitness.
The Early Years
Joseph Humbertus Pilates (puh-LAH-teez) was born on December 9, 1883 in Mönchengladbach, Germany, a little town near Dusseldorf. His father was a mechanic and "prize-winning gymnast" who later ran a gym. Reports that his mother was a naturopath are somewhat misleading. In the fine biography by Bruce Thomson he says, "...it was more likely that as a resourceful and caring mother of nine, she studied and applied naturopathic skills as best she could...." Since naturopaths believe that the body can heal itself, this philosophy was no doubt a major influence in Joseph Pilates' lifelong view of the healing power of exercise.
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There is uncertainty about the original pronunciation of his name. According to Pilates' niece Mary Pilates LaRiche, she remembers it pronounced Pi-LOTTS. According to other accounts, his father’s family spelled it as “Pilatu,” but after migrating to Germany from Greece, changed it to Pilates. Once again Bruce Thomson sets the record straight, "The story that the family name Pilates is "of Greek origin" is not confirmed by family members alive today. They state that he was thoroughly German..."

As a young boy, Pilates suffered from many health problems including asthma, rheumatic fever, and rickets. He was also a victim of bullying, and as a result of one episode at the age of 5 lost the sight in his left eye. This drove him to rigorous physical exercise to learn self defense and improve his health. He studied anatomy books and the movements of animals. "I learned every page, every part of the body....I would lie in the woods for hours, hiding and watching the animals move, how the mother taught the young." He studied Eastern disciplines of yoga, tai chi, kung fu, and qigong. He integrated these with Western disciplines of body-building, boxing, gymnastics and recreational sports such as skiing and diving. He also studied the fitness practices of the ancient Greeks and Romans. By the age of 14 he had overcome his health problems and was so fit that he was modeling for anatomical charts. 
The Seminal Years
Growing up in Germany, he worked in a brewery and achieved some success as a boxer and gymnast. He married in 1905 and had a daughter. His wife Maria died in 1913.

In 1912 he moved to England to further his boxing career. He also took a job as a circus performer and in 1914 became quite a star with his gladiator act which he performed with his brother. I have found no explanation for the fact that he did not move to England with his wife or daughter.

When World War I broke out he was interned with other German citizens of England in a camp in Lancaster. Here he taught fellow inmates wrestling and self defense. Here, too, he begins to teach and develop the mat exercises that he would later call “Contrology”.
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He was transferred to another camp on The Isle of Man where he continued to help wherever needed and encourage exercise. At one point he began helping patients in the infirmary and it was at this point that he invented the first of many innovative exercise and rehabilitative machines.

In those days bed rest was considered the best treatment for most illness. Pilates was told, "you can do anything you like with them, as long as they stay in bed". He created an apparatus from bunk beds and springs to allow bed-ridden inmates an effective way to exercise. His care and exercise regimen is widely credited for the fact that no one in his camp contracted influenza during the great 1918 flu epidemic which swept the world and killed millions.

Pilates returned to Germany after the war where he trained the Hamburg Military Police and collaborated with dance and exercise experts such as the famous movement analyst, Rudolf von Laban, who incorporated some of Joe's theories and exercises into his own work. At this time he also married Elfriede who died 12 years later.

In 1923 Pilates was invited to train the New German Army, but he was not happy with the political direction of his country. Whether due to his relationship with his wife, or the troubling political scene, or the urgings of relatives living in America, what we know for certain is that during a second trip to New York in 1926, he would meet a kindergarten teacher named Clara and never return to Germany. Joe and Clara settled together in New york City, and though they never married, they became business and personal partners for the rest of his life.
The New York Years
They opened a studio in New York City and taught Contrology. Located in the heart of the dance and theater world, the couple soon had a devout following of local dancers and other performing artists who came regularly for training and rehabilitation.
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Famous dancers such as George Balanchine, Ted Shawn, and Martha Graham were regular members as were all of their students. Among them was my teacher Mary Bowen who continues to travel and teach Pilates all over the world as one of only a handful of "Pilates Elders."

During the summer, Pilates taught young dancers at Jacob’s Pillow in Becket, Massachusetts. His classes always began with deep breathing, a primary component of his method. Mary once told me that Pilates asked 2 things of a student and 2 things only: "Learn the exercises and learn to breathe!"

I must diverge here to give Clara credit. It is said that behind every great man is a great woman and Clara is a wonderful example. She and Joe established a studio where they both taught and developed “Contrology”, but according to Mary Bowen who was taught by both of them, it was Clara's business-sense that kept the studio running. "And she was the better teacher."

Though Pilates was a fitness genius, he had a complicated personal life. His wife and 2 children were not with him when he moved to New York, although years later one daughter joined him as a teacher in his studio. He had intimate relations with other women besides Clara. And tragically, despite his great dedication to physical fitness, he became a heavy drinker and cigar smoker. The drinking became a such a problem that at one point Ted Shawn, the director of Jacob's Pillow, asked him not to return. And the smoking habit finally killed him - he died of emphyzema. 

Pilates wrote 2 books, Return to Life Through Contrology and Your Health. He was a prolific inventor of exercise equipment with over 20 patents. As a testament to his total belief in his method, Joe Pilates exercised well into his 80’s.
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He died in 1967 in New York at the age of 84. There are reports that he died of smoke inhalation from a fire. But those who were there at the time confirm that he died of his cigar smoking habit, and that a fire did occur in a storage room before his death, but had nothing to do with his end. The New York Times obituary read, "...a white-maned lion with steel blue eyes (one was glass from a boxing mishap), and mahagony skin, and as limber in his 80's as a teenager."

He always knew that his exercise method would someday become a worldwide sensation. He stated it in one of his books, and 2 days before his death repeated it to his lawyer. But this did not assuage his deep disappointment over the little recognition his method gained outside the dance world during his lifetime. 
After His Death
Clara and their many students continued to teach and develop the Pilates method. By the 1990’s Pilates had spread worldwide with millions of enthusiasts. His principles of core strength are now accepted and practiced by fitness trainers and physical therapists all over the world.
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The first and last photos in this article are rare portraits of Pilates courtesy of, and copyrighted by, I.C. Rapoport.
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