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Supporting Equestrian Partnerships in Eastern Maine
Transitioning Between the Hunt Seat and the Dressage Seat, Part I
Over the years, I’ve had many students come to me with a hunter and/or jumper background, interested in learning or expanding their knowledge and skills in the dressage discipline.  Some are looking to round out their eventing performance, some are interested in the effect on the physical conditioning of their horse or the refinement of the communication aids.  Some have simply reached a point in their life where they are less interested in spending as much time airborne and are turning their attention to dressage as another means to continue their relationship with their equine partner.  These are all valid goals, and dressage training is an excellent choice of tool for their achievement.

Even at first observation, it is apparent that the hunt seat and the dressage seat have some differences in rider position and balance, based on the different objectives of the two disciplines.  In each case, the rider’s balance and points of physical communication have been established to address the tasks at hand – whether they be allowing the horse’s neck and back to balance and bascule over a fence or to influence the activity of a weighted hind leg while encouraging a connection from that leg over a supple back to a light and mobile jaw and poll, and back to the rider.

Now, along with the eagerness to pursue the skills and understanding of a light and communicative dressage seat, these perspective students routinely present themselves with an accompanying bewilderment or apprehension of their ability to make changes to the position and use of aids that they have worked hard to commit to habit and instinct – or the ability to transition back and forth at will.  But after seeing this transition time and time again, I would like to reassure any of you would be “old dogs” that  you can, indeed, learn a “new trick.”  What it requires is a clear understanding of the connection and communication that are the essence of a balanced and independent dressage seat, a clear picture of and the opportunity to feel the desired response from the horse to the correctly applied seat aids, and of course, focus and relaxation – the prerequisites for the mind and body to learn and assimilate knowledge.  I tell all of my students that none of this work need be grueling;  rather it should be a series of opening new doors of understanding, supported by the development of muscle memory wherein to store and effortlessly draw upon this information.  You could think of it as a training scale for the development of the rider’s seat:  a successive set of qualities that build upon each other, resulting in a light and finely tuned communication with your equine dance partner.  And when provided the reasons and theories behind the actions, as well as corrections to and affirmations of their initial efforts, the riders’ ability to find and retain the correct feel, and develop the ability to self-correct and further improve their skills, need not take years of frustrating attempts. 

In this article, I’d like to discuss some of the basic differences and commonalities  between the hunt seat and the dressage seat.  With an understanding of the means of relating to the horse in these  two different disciplines, we’ll discuss in a subsequent article some tools and exercises to transition from one seat to the other.

Longitudinal balance:  this is the balance of the horse and/or rider oriented front to back, head to tail.  Looking from the side view, one could draw a vertical line through both the dressage seat rider and the hunt seat rider, through their center of gravity, and see that their weight is balanced equally in front of and behind the line.  This is simply a law of physics.  The difference we see is the perpendicular distance to this vertical line of the body parts and corresponding pieces of the rider’s weight.  (In physics, this distance is referred to as the moment arm, and in a balanced state, its distance is inversely proportional to the weight at the end of it, and the combined moment arm and weight ahead of the vertical must equal the combination behind the vertical.  Think of the way a heavier person sits closer to the center of a teeter-totter to let the board find equilibrium balance with a lighter person on the opposite end, and also of how as two equally weighted people move equally closer to the center of the teeter-tot, the balance becomes more sensitive.)  The dressage rider’s body is more elongated with more open angles to the hip, knee and ankle joints; their weight is more vertically stacked along the vertical line and parts of their body ahead of or behind the line have relatively short moment arms.  Meanwhile the hunt rider’s “height” is more vertically compacted, with more bend in their leg joints, poised and ready to extend when they lighten into a two-point position over a fence.  And particularly, as this rider rises into a jumping position, their upper body extends its moment arm further ahead of the rider’s center of gravity, while the rider’s hips and parts of their legs counter balance behind the vertical line.  In addition to the lightening of the seat allowing the back to round over the jump, the extended moment arm is beneficial to maintaining balance during the dynamic changes in the momentum and direction of the horse’s movement while jumping.  (Think of the tightrope walker and balance aid of carrying a pole perpendicular to the tightrope to stabilize their lateral balance.  The longer the moment arm of the pole, the greater the stability.)  The rider that jumps ahead of or is left behind the jumping horse has upset the law of balancing equally in front of and behind the line through the center of gravity, and therefore puts a greater demand on the horse’s ability to balance the rider’s weight.  Getting back to the dressage rider, she, too wants to have a minimal effect on the horse’s balance, so the effort there is to stay tall and along the vertical line utilizing her stabilizing core muscles, while remaining soft and mobile in her joints to allow and even encourage round, fluid, through movement of the horse’s leg joints, hips, pelvis and spine.  If she is ahead or behind the optimum balance point, again the horse has to compensate.  With the rider’s balance too far ahead, the horse has a greater challenge to move his center of gravity back from the forehand and carry more weight behind, and will often “run” on the forehand trying to get themselves more centered under the load.  If the rider leans back, typically the horse counter balances by leaning on the rein, which in turn results in the rider pulling back even more and culminates in the dynamic of the rider “water skiing” off the horse’s mouth.  As we ask for more collection in the horse, we essentially reduce the moment arm of their weight ahead of and behind their center of gravity , and the rider has to make the same adjustments.  With the shorter moment arm in the dressage alignment, the rider essentially has a little less “wiggle room”:  she is tightrope walking without a pole.  One trainer I worked closely with remarked “upright is a very small place.”  How right she is!  So, in either discipline, lets try to stay balanced over the middle of our horse – front to back, left to right, for a happier, more balanced (physically and mentally!) mount.

Vertical Weight Distribution:  Hand in hand with the compression or elongation of the rider’s vertical alignment is the distribution of the rider’s weight.  
The similarity being that both riders want to keep their weight “down and around” their horse (this is what keeps us from falling off, after all!) and I would argue that both riders are able to positively effect the horse’s way of going by maintaining a light yet balanced seat, which would be more accurately described as lightness of the uppermost part of the rider’s seat, that which is in contact with or lifted out of the actual seat of the saddle.  (I make this clarification, as I support the concept that the rider’s actual riding “seat” includes not only this part of their anatomy but also extends down through the inner thigh to a few inches below the inside of the knee.  More on this later.)  So, if the rider’s entire “seat” were lightened, they would not indeed be “down and around” their horse.  The vertical weight distribution of the hunt seat rider involves sinking a substantial amount of their weight into the ankle and heal.  I visualize this weighting as compressing the stored energy in the spring that is the hind leg of the horse preparing to jump.  At the take off for the jump, the stored energy is released and the weighting is what keeps the rider from literally being launched off the horse.  On a particularly hot horse, one eager to release this energy, this weighting may be aided by the rider’s weight in their hip, whether it be in or out of the saddle – a kind of sitting-back-and-containing-the-energy stance.  Likewise, for the dressage seat riders, there is still the need to not get jostled out of balance by the impulsion of a powerful stride, be it that of a collected canter, an extended trot or passage.  They, too, need to keep their weight “down and around” their horse.  This is the concept of a “deep seat”, not to be confused with applying a lot of weight or driving aid to the seat of the saddle, and therefore the horse’s back.  On the contrary, as the rider stretches down from a supple hip and lower back, they distribute their vertical weight over their entire “seat”, supporting more of their weight on the inner thigh.  They should not be weighting and “sitting on” their seatbones as one would do in a chair, but rather supporting their weight over the connection of their entire “seat” with the horse.  It is imperative that the hip, knee and ankle remain flexible and mobile – these are the shock absorbers that allow the rider to move harmoniously with the horse’s back, and give the appearance of sitting still.  With this distribution of the rider’s weight, the self carriage of the rider’s upper body and pelvis, and lightness in the actual seat of the saddle invites the horse to expand the thoracic cavity and raise a supple and swinging back into the space the rider has provided, defined by the shape under and within their entire “seat.”  The horse accepts this invitation and willingly and actively participates in the connection as part of what is referred to as the circle of the aids.

Orientation of the seatbones: Without entering into the debate as to whether the two seatbones and the pubis  are the tripod of the rider’s seat, for our purposes we’ll simply agree that they all exist as bony matter and therefore we’ll discuss their relative orientation.  There are a myriad of good books with detailed descriptions and schematics of the pelvic skeletal structure available, and I encourage everyone to periodically consult these references.  (I’m partial to Sylvia Loch’s The Classical Seat.)  As a brief refresher, the seatbones are the rear of the ischium bone of the pelvis.  It has a relatively flat bottom surface, and this flat surface should be in a horizontal orientation as the rider “sits” around his horse.  This is the same orientation this bone has when the rider stands in good posture.  If you allow yourself to take your full weight on your seatbones, and rock your upper body slightly behind the vertical, you should feel yourself on the back end of this flat surface.  Alternately, if you rock your upper body ahead of the vertical, you’ll feel the front edge of this surface, and if you allow yourself to come to rest in between, with good vertical posture of the upper body, you should feel yourself on the flat of the seatbone.  This horizontal orientation needs to be maintained for the balanced dressage seat.  By default, when the hunt seat rider leans the upper body forward, the orientation of the seatbone is tipped down at the front.  This does not mean it has to drive into the horse’s back and block the forward energy over the horse’s back – that is alleviated somewhat by lightening this area of the seat.  Relative to the seatbones, is the orientation of the pubis.  The steepness of the curvature of the pommel on the dressage saddle versus the jumping saddle is a good guide to the relative orientation of the pubis.  As the hunt seat is encouraged to lighten the back of the seat and lean forward over a jump, the saddle is flatter and there is less steepness to the pommel.  To encourage self carriage of the dressage horse, lifting through the withers and shoulders, the dressage rider needs to be in self carriage of her upper body and “up” in the pelvis, inviting the horse up into this space, thus the steeper incline to the pommel to properly support the pubis.  Without rocking to the back of the seatbones, the rider engages the tiny frontal muscles of the lower abdomen to lift the pubis.  (Think of the movement you make if you want to see if you spilled something in the crotch of your pants;  lift the pubis, without collapsing at the waist.  This will lengthen and flatten the lower back, but you should be able to maintain your balance on the flat of your seatbones.)

Mobility of the hip joint:  In the movement of the classic hunter, we are looking for pleasure and rideability.  To a certain extent, it is not desirable to create any more energy or movement (suspension) in the horses’ gaits than is pleasant to ride.  Therefore, on the flat, the rider’s hip joint is only required to mirror the scope and height of the hunter stride.  However, in preparation for a jump and over one, the hip is required to go through a large range of movement. In “containing” the coiled spring, prior to release, the hip may have a relatively closed angle and  minimal mobility, as the rider focuses on weighting the hind leg.  Over the jump, the mobility needs to be quick and fluid, as the hip angle closes and reopens, and in jumping downhill or a drop, the hip had better be darned flexible and able to fully open as the rider’s upper body stays back to reduce the effect on the horse’s balance.  (Recall the rider’s head nearly touching the horse’s croup as “The Man From Snowy River” cascades down the mountain side?)  The mobility of the hip joint of the dressage rider is somewhere in between.  I often guide riders to “let the horse’s hind legs come through and move the rider’s hips open and forward first, then encourage the rider to lead this movement such that the motion of the hip joint defines the size shape and tempo of each stride.  Ultimately, the rider is the leader in the dance, and as her hips take the steps the horse’s hind legs come with her.  If the rider’s hip is immobile or in a closed angle, the horse’s stride will be thwarted and the energy that should be developed in the hind leg and connected over the topline will be unconnected and lack fluidity.  Directing that energy from the hind leg, over the back toward the horse’s poll is fully the responsibility of the rider’s seat, and requires consistent, symmetrical mobility of the hip joints, whether describing canter tempi changes, piaffe or transitions within a gait.  To maintain the connection of the seat that extends down the inner thigh, as the hip joint opens and moves forward, there needs to remain a positive tension in the downward stretch of the front of the thigh, giving the sensation of the knee coming back, as if it were at the opposite end of a lever from the hip, and the knee cap to point toward the ground.  Maintaining this connection, with the rider in harmony with the horse’s movement, again, not only gives the illusion of stillness, but it maintains the circle of aids and refines the communication with the horse.

By understanding the different objectives of the hunt seat and the dressage seat, we can identify the similarities and differences in the position and use of the rider’s seat.  With some specific exercises and guidance, the rider can develop the feel and muscle memory of either seat and its specific application and communication with their horse.  In the next article, we’ll discuss some of these exercises as they pertain to the development of the dressage seat, to include visualizations that help riders make the changes that can be affirmed by feeling the desired responses from their equine partners.  Stay tuned!
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