
balanced
bodies

balanced
bodies

46     m a y / j u n e 2009 p i l a t e s s t y l e . c o m

don’t let a well-developed front prevent 
you from working your back muscles!

don’t let a well-developed front prevent 
you from working your back muscles!

P
H

O
TO

G
R

A
P

H
Y

 B
Y

 K
A

R
E

N
 S

H
E

LL
; 

H
A

IR
 A

N
D

 M
A

K
E

U
P

 B
Y

 G
IS

E
LL

E
 F

O
X

; 
C

LO
TH

IN
G

 C
R

E
D

IT

046-053 PILATESMAY-JUNE:30_Teasers_beauty.qxd  4/3/09  8:50 AM  Page 46



p i l a t e s s t y l e . c o m  m a y / j u n e 2009      47

J
oseph Pilates believed intensely in the principle of
balanced muscle development. But in our 21st-
century lives, we focus disproportionately on the
front of our bodies: We slump in our car seats as
we drive, we hunch over our computers for hours
at a time, and we slouch on the sofa when we

watch TV. And in our six-pack-obsessed world, we’ve become 
conditioned to work on our abs. But when was
the last time you heard someone bragging about
their toned trapezius, tight transverse abdominis
or raging rhomboids? 

As we strive for Joe’s ideal balanced muscle
development, we must make a concerted effort to bring
awareness, strength and mobility to our back body. Consider
this: Our rib cage originates at our thoracic vertebrae; the
iliopsoas (strongest hip flexor) originates at our lumbar verte-
brae; and our humerus (upper arm) sits in the shoulder sock-
et of the scapula, which rests on our back ribs. Though the
ribs, hip flexors and arms are usually thought of in context of
the front body, they are actually integrated through the back. 

When I was planning a workout routine to target the back
body, I immediately thought of the Balanced Body EXO
Chair, which I realized would be one of the best pieces of
equipment to do that. (Full disclosure: I have the pleasure of

being on the faculty of Balanced Body University.) 
The EXO Chair has several advantages: It has almost

identical dimensions as the Wunda Chair, so the entire 
classical Wunda Chair repertoire can be done on it. In addi-
tion, it utilizes six eyebolts as hooks for the EXO functional-
resistance tubing, which comes in different lengths and 
tensions. This allows one to do Pilates exercises not previously

possible on the Chair and brings a new aware-
ness to familiar ones. 

These exercises are designed to help you wake
up the back body. You will actually feel yourself
working underused and overlooked muscles. The

tubing will enhance your awareness of oppositional pull (or
you’ll feel the tubes go slack). That sense of length and
breadth will keep you grounded and prevent you from col-
lapsing into your negative motor patterns, because you must
reach out of every fiber of your being.

As you do these exercises, challenge yourself to visualize
and cue flexion, extension, side bending and rotation from the
back-body perspective. And because these exercises target
often-neglected muscles, it’s easy to make mistakes, so I
included tips to help you avoid common errors. Spruce up
your Pilates workouts by doing this routine twice a week.
Even if you don’t duplicate them exactly, be inspired by them. 

WORKOUT BY 
ARLENE BASS

muscles targeted: erector spinae, 
hamstrings, glutes, scapular stabilizers, 
transverse abdominis
common mistakes: compressing the 
lumbar spine, neck hyperextension
setup: one spring on position 3
eyebolt: back low with one red tubing attached at both bolts

1. Step inside the tubing and lie prone over the Chair, keeping the tubing
stretched across your calves. Press the pedal down with your hands so that
your shoulders are aligned with your wrists. Keep your hip bones at the front
edge of the Chair and legs extended straight behind you. 

2. Inhale and engage your abs to support your low back and lever your 
body up into spinal extension.

3. Exhale and return to start. Do 3–5 repetitions. 

swan with 
seatbelt

Imagine your torso as a seesaw: Keep
your shoulder blades stabilized on your
rib cage and legs pressed lightly into tub-
ing to increase back-body awareness.

advanced:
Keeping your torso stable in
the extension, lift your left
hand off the pedal and then
return to start. Repeat with
your right hand. 

tip:

1

2
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muscles targeted: obliques, scapular stabilizers, triceps, lats 
common mistakes: anterior pelvic tilt, flaring ribs 
setup: one spring on position 3 
eyebolt: one front low with short yellow tubing

1. Sit on the side of the Chair with your right knee straight in
front of you in the middle of the seat and your left leg extended
straight out to the floor. Hold the tubing with your left hand.

2. Press the pedal down with your right hand, laterally flexing
the spine as you simultaneously extend your left arm toward
the ceiling.

3. Remain in the side bend with both arms straight and then lift
and lower the pedal 3 times before returning to start position.
Do 3 sets on each side.

seated mermaid

variation:
Once in the side
bend, take your
left arm (and the
tubing) overhead
and then bend
and extend the
arm 8 times for
tricep extensions.

Reach out from head to heels and hand 
to hand, stay on back edge of your sit
bones, and keep length along both sides.

tip:
2

1
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muscles targeted: scapular stabilizers, mid-upper back, abdominals 
common mistakes: overworking chest muscles, tensing the neck, 
compressing the lumbar spine 
setup: no springs 
eyebolt: two front low with long yellow tubing 

1. Facing the back of the Chair, sit on the seat with your torso aligned over
your sit bones. Rest your heels on the crossbar and place your hands in the
tubing at chest height, palms facing up. 

2. Inhale and press both tubes forward until your arms are straight. Exhale as
you draw your abdominals more deeply into your spine and roll back as you
simultaneously extend your right leg forward. Inhale and deepen the position. 

3. Exhale and roll up to start position. Repeat with your left leg. Do 4 
repetitions on each side. 

roll-back 
pressing forward

Use abs to roll back off sit bones. Press
your heels into the crossbar. Feel the
opposition between shoulder blades 
gliding down and arms reaching out.

tips:

2

1

Even though this story focuses on larger global muscles, like
spinal erectors, glutes and hamstrings, we easily could have
dedicated an entire magazine to the superversatile EXO Chair.
So, as a little bonus, we are including a few additional exer-
cises that concentrate on the smaller local muscles of the
mid-upper back, rotator cuff and triceps. Do 8 reps for each.

EXO CHAIR ARM/UPPER BACK SERIES
reverse flys
setup: Stand facing the Chair and hold the long yellow 
tubing from the front high eyebolts.
action: Cross the tubing and, with straight arms, 
extend your arms back, making sure they’re aligned with
your shoulders.

external rotation
setup: same as previous
action: Cross the tubing and bend your elbows to 90

more to explore
degrees. Keeping your upper arm glued to your torso, 
pull your lower arm out toward your side.

tricep extension
setup: same as previous
action: Bend your knees and fold forward to a flat back,
making sure your elbows are hugging your waistline and are
bent to 90 degrees. Extend your arms straight back along
your torso and return.

punching with rotation
setup: Facing away from the Chair, stand with your feet
together and hands holding the long yellow tubing at 
chest height.
action: Press right arm forward as you rotate to the left, and
then press your left arm forward as you rotate to the right.
tip: Never stretch the tube all the way to the end point—it
must always have some give.
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muscles targeted: serratus anterior, triceps,
scapular stabilizers, transverse abdominis,
back, obliques   
common mistakes: overarching low back,
winging shoulder blades, dropping head  
setup: one spring on position 2
eyebolt: one front low with long yellow tubing 

1. Start on your knees, alongside the Chair
just out from the pedal. Wrap the tubing
around your waist and hold it down with the
hand farther from the pedal. Press the pedal
down with your near hand and extend your
legs back into a full Plank position.

2. Inhale and raise the pedal, keeping your torso
still and your hips and shoulders in a straight
line. Exhale and press the pedal back down. 

3. Inhale and, keeping your hand on the pedal,
rotate your entire body into a Side Plank,
reaching your far arm (with tubing) off the floor
and up toward the ceiling. Exhale and rotate
back to start. Do 3–5 repetitions on each side.

push-up

Place a small box under your hand on the
floor to help maintain torso alignment.

modification:

Keep your back ribs actively pressing
into the tubing. Reach out from head to
heels and hand to hand. Remember: 
Your head is an extension of your spine—
stay stacked.

tips:

2

3

1

Continued on page 52
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muscles targeted: hamstrings, glutes, scapular 
stabilizers, pelvic stabilizers, obliques
common mistakes: sagging low back, pelvic rotation 
setup: one spring on position 4
eyebolt: two back low with short yellow tubing 
(use straps or Velcro cuffs) 

1. Place your knees on the seat, arches or ankles in the
straps and hands on the pedal. Press the pedal down
just enough to engage it. Make sure your shoulders are
over your wrists and your hips are over your knees. 

2. Extend your left leg straight behind you and
pulse it up toward the ceiling 8–10 times. 

3. Place your left leg back onto the seat and
repeat with your right leg. 

quadruped leg lifts

Keep your shoulders and pelvis square
and stable as the extended leg moves.
Imagine your collarbones and sit bones
as headlights and taillights shooting light
straight ahead and behind.

tips:
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variation:
Place the strap
around the arch of
each foot and bend
the extended leg 
to 90 degrees. Do
small bent-leg lifts.

2

1
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muscles targeted: quads, hamstrings, glutes, 
abdominals, lats, pelvic stabilizers, scapular stabilizers.
common mistakes: too much hip flexion, hip hiking 
setup: two springs both 
eyebolt: two back low with long yellow tubing 

1. Stand on the seat facing away from the pedal. 
Carefully place your right foot on the pedal and bend 
your left leg to 90 degrees on the Chair. Hold the tubing 
in your hands with your arms reaching forward, palms up. 

2. Keeping your pelvis still, pump your right leg 8 times
as you breathe deeply (4-count inhale and 4-count
exhale) and slowly lengthen your torso and arms.

3. Pump your right leg 8 more times, and then return 
your torso and arms to the starting position. Stand 
up completely on the seat to switch legs. Do 2 sets 
on each side.

mountain climber
with arms

Do the exercise without the tubing, keeping your fingers
at the back edge of the Chair for more stability.

modification:

21

For more EXO moves from Arlene, check out our 
June e-newsletter. Sign up for free at pilatesstyle.com. 
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