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Supporting Equestrian Partnerships in Eastern Maine
Transitioning Between the Hunt Seat and the Dressage Seat, Part II
Last month, we discussed the differences and similarities in the balance and alignment of the hunt seat and dressage seat riders.  We compared the longitudinal balance, vertical weight distribution, and orientation of the seatbones.  Understanding these points helps riders who originated in one discipline develop the feeling and skills of the other.  As a dressage trainer and instructor, with a little eventing experience, my focus here is on helping hunt seat riders  develop their dressage seat.  

This month, I’ll share the tools (exercises and visualizations) and theory (the “why” behind the “what”) that are useful in developing an effective dressage seat.  Starting with some theory, let’s simplify our concept of dressage.  The word “dressage” simply means “training.”  The practice of dressage is the application of a systematic training approach to develop a confident, relaxed, supple and balanced equine athlete working in harmony and with refined communication with his rider.  From a free walk on a long rein to a canter pirouette, the pair presents a singular image of fluid and satisfying teamwork.  Any pair at any level can and should enjoy this unity.  The dressage Training Pyramid was created to guide the development of the equine athlete and this partnership.  The progressive levels of dressage performance go hand in hand with the correctness and completeness of this training process.  While a dressage test confirms the pair’s ability to correctly perform various movements, the movements are themselves the exercises that develop the horse’s athleticism to perform at that level.  I think of the movements more as the means than the end, but they are essentially both.  And as we mention training and athletes, let’s not forget the rider.  Every ride is a training session.  If things are going right, the rider is the trainer.  But there are always two students:  the rider is student #1 and the horse is student #2.  If we focus on the correctness and clarity of our own aids, the horses’ responses to our aids give us insight to their developmental deficiencies and confirmed abilities – the areas of training focus and confidence-building.  

There’s an ample supply of reference materials available on the progressive training process from the perspective of both the Training Pyramid and the objectives of each level of performance – books, videos and symposiums.  (I favor the books and video series by Klaus Balkenhol and Kyra Kyrklund and several of the USDF Symposium videos.  If visualization works well for you, Sally Swift, Jane Savoie and Mary Wanless may be helpful.)  To focus on the topic of this article, I’m going to way over simplify this system into two parts:  (1) creating / sending the horse’s energy, and (2) directing / shaping the horse’s energy.  The old adage that the horse is rear wheel drive is true.  The energy must start in the hind legs and transmit through his body.  It is the responsibility of the rider’s seat to define the energy to be created and to describe to the horse how it is to be transferred through his body – the size, shape and tempo of each stride and the carriage and position of his body.  The rider’s hands have the responsibility of receiving this energy in a manner that is secondary and complimentary to the aids of the seat, and to cycle it back via the rider’s seat to the horse’s hind legs.  This is referred to as “the circle of aids.”  We’ve all had the unpleasant experience of riding a horse who is “behind the leg” or “behind the aids” and found that without freely flowing energy, it is quite difficult to shape or direct the horse’s movement and carriage.  The ability to “create / send (to include not impeding) the horse’s energy” through his body is paramount to a harmonious ride.  It is an early criterion:  the objectives at Training Level focus on the horse moving freely forward and accepting the bit.  (Accepting the bit is to welcome it as part of the circle of aids; note that being “on the bit” is not required yet.  That comes with “shaping / directing the horse’s energy”.)  And, as it is so often commented that with jumping a horse, part of the rider’s job is “to stay out of the horse’s way”, so it is, too, with the dressage seat.  As we create the energy, a big part of successfully “sending” that energy is actually “allowing” that energy.  We’ll look now at the development of the dressage seat, applying the points discussed last month to “creating / sending the horse’s energy”.

 Creating / Sending the Horse’s Energy:
The following seat, the leading seat – a good introductory exercise is simply feeling the right and left hind legs of the horse, and how the shape of their steps transmit movement through the horse’s body as well as the rider’s.  Allow yourself to feel the separateness of the steps on the two sides – left and right – how your hips must move fluidly, timely, and separately to not impede the scope and grace of each step.  Visualize the energy coming from the horse’s hind leg, through his hip and back, pushing up and forward through the back of your buttock and proceeding in a smooth arc out through the front of your hipbone – left, then right…Once you’re in sync with this feeling of the horse “pushing through” you, change your perspective from “following” the horse’s movement to “leading” it.  Feel that the horse’s hind legs are attached to your hips and that your hips take the steps that bring the horse’s hind legs along.  You lead the dance:  you’ll find that you have the ability to influence the size, shape and tempo of each stride.  Many riders, in an attempt to stabilize themselves on their horses, sit too still – immobile in their hips and seat.  This blocks the horse’s ability to step “through” in a graceful, powerful and fluid stride.  The rider then perceives the horse as lazy, and starts nagging with their leg, when really all they need to do is to better allow and encourage the freedom of the step.  Once you lead your horse, keeping your active seat ahead of his movement (not leaning forward, but leading with your hips), you’ll be allowing your horse to take fluid steps that transfer energy forward for you to direct.  This exercise should be started at the walk, but is the same at sitting trot – your hips take independent, round steps that describe to the horse the stride you desire.  Often people, who’ve struggled for “stillness” at the sitting trot, need to really exaggerate this effort to get free enough in their own bodies to allow freedom in their horse’s.  A pendulum swings both ways before resting in the middle:  if you’re trying to go from an immobile, restricting sitting trot to a supple, fluid seat that can specifically describe each stride, you may need to go a little wild before you find the center ground of “allowing.”  Another exercise to increase mobility is “peddling a bicycle” either just the circular motion in the hip, or the whole leg – whichever gets the hip free and fluid enough to allow optimum balance while “leading”  the horse’s movement.  I had one student tell me she felt like a cartoon character – I said “good, because you look like one, and your horse’s back really likes it!”  Once you’ve got this feeling, you can tone down the exaggerated movement, retaining enough movement to flow with your horse – and give the appearance of stillness.  Beautiful! 

Orientation of the seatbones – as previously discussed, keep the orientation of the seatbones as if you were standing on the ground with good posture – you’ll be on the flat of the bone, rather than on the front of the seatbones with the top of your pelvis forward, or on the back of the seatbones, leaning back.  Following or leading the horse’s hind legs, you can lift and move each seatbone forward while maintaining this orientation.  In the posting trot, maintaining the “uprightness” while the pelvis moves through a forward, upward arc is similar to the way the carriages on a ferris wheel stay upright as the wheel turns.  Notice that if you’re on the front of the seatbones, you drop the pubic bone.   This blocks the horse’s energy from going through his body.  I think of the pubic bone as the “front door” - the horse can’t flow forward if the front door is closed (dropped.)  Conversely, if you’re on the back of the seatbones, the tendency is to “drive” the horse’s back down, which conflicts with lightening the forehand.  It’s important to find that very small window of uprightness.  Be aware of your own tendencies to rock forward or backward on your seatbones in transitions (simply halt –walk –halt).

Longitudinal Balance and Alignment  –  The alignment of the upper body is typically a counter balance to the alignment of the lower body – remember the moment arm?  To find optimum longitudinal balance and stability, your vertical alignment is the same as when standing on your own two feet, with slightly more bend in your hip, knee and ankle joints, your torso and pelvic structure upright, and the flexibility of the lower back that is afforded by its natural curvature.  A slightly elevated sternum helps people focus on lifting themselves into self carriage and expanding their core and abdominal stabilizing muscles.  So what are the feelings of a properly aligned seat?  Well, lets remember we’re talking of the “whole” seat that extends down below the knee…For a longer leg with less angular and weighted joints than for the hunt seat, first develop  the muscle memory of a more vertical thigh alignment.  This goes hand in hand with the thigh connection that is so important to the vertical weight distribution.  My favorite exercise to get this feel is done off the horse, kneeling in the arena footing.  Kneel, and take note of the stretch down the front of the thigh as those frontal muscles expand.  Accentuate this, by leaning your weight forward into your hip joint, while stretching up through your torso and slightly back.  Visualize that your body is a bicycle inner tube:  the spokes of the wheel come from the hub to your back, and your front is the outer surface.  Feel that the front of your body is longer than the back, and the tension is positive – the inner tube is softly pressurized.  Feel the stretch down the thigh point the knee cap toward the ground.  Simultaneously, feel the stretch from the hip joint up.  (Be aware that this is not from the waist up and the waist down – that puts the pubic bone down and “closes the front door.”)  On the horse, to attain this feeling, bring the lower leg as far back as it takes to get the vertical thigh alignment and positive tension that you had kneeling.  Once the muscle memory is confirmed for  this elongated thigh position, the lower leg may hang more vertically, as well –  you’ll likely need to lower your stirrups!  Particularly for the hunt seat rider, who is used to a very weighted and angular ankle, pretend the leg below the knee does not exist – let it soften, let the knee and ankle softly absorb motion, while a great part of the horse’s movement is absorbed in the thigh.

Vertical Weight Distribution -  I can’t say enough about the importance of the connection  to your horse through the inner thigh.  The obstacle to overcome is getting the proper part of the thigh in contact with the saddle and finding the right type of pressure to the saddle.  Stand on the ground with spacing between your knees and feet as if you were in the saddle, slight bends in all three joints, horizontal seatbones, “front door” open and elongated torso, with natural spine curvature.  Your knees and toes point forward.  (This should feel balanced, relaxed and stable – and this will feel good to your horse, too!)  Now arc your hips as in posting trot, like the carriage of the ferris wheel going upward and forward, while keeping your shoulders balanced in one place – post your hips up and through your shoulders.  The hip joint works freely and fluidly with this alignment, and at the “top” of your post, your hip joint is fully open with the knee cap pointed toward the ground, like when you were kneeling.  Now, change your stance only by turning your toes and knees out in excess of 45 degrees, and repeat the simulated post.  You’ll find it is not as fluid or free, and likely you cannot attain the same degree of forward/ upward range.  Also notice how this essentially pokes the back of the seatbones in toward the center of your horse’s back – pinch!  This swing should encourage your horse’s energy to flow from his hind leg over his topline to your soft and receiving hand, but with the turned out position, the motion is abbreviated and stilted, and there’s less stability at the top of the post.  Hmmm…so, back on the horse:  First, let your leg hang and relax without stirrups, then lift ever-so slightly your thighs (one at a time) sideways away from the saddle. As you return it, pull the back of the hamstring out and away, and allow the inner flat of the thigh to come back to rest on the saddle.  Relax the back of your seat and allow it to broaden around your horse, not into it.  You may initially feel a little knock-kneed and pigeon-toed, but an observer from the ground may verify that you only approach a straight forward alignment.  With this orientation, you find a snug and secure (not gripping!) connection between the inner surface of your whole seat and the saddle.  You increase the weight distribution on your inner thigh and lighten the weight load on the seatbones:  you’re “down and around” your horse while inviting his back to come up and swing through.  Your seatbones are lightened enough for you clearly differentiate the weighting and prominence of each, for very specific communications with your horse.  You may sense the illumination of a more open communication channel with your horse.  The shape that you’ve created under and within your seat, can even be thought of as the “channel” through which you direct your horse’s energy.  By making this channel a little taller and narrower in shape, you invite your horse’s back “up” to maintain this connection and communication.  As he engages his abdominal muscles, expanding the thoracic cavity and lifting his back, he lengthens his topline muscles and develops the connection through his body to transmit the energy of the hind leg forward.   Lifting his “middle” makes room for him to rotate his pelvis, step the hind legs more under his body, and bring his center of gravity further back.  Its not magic, but it is a beautiful thing, and so natural. 

So here you are, with a new balance, alignment and vertical weight distribution.  The orientation of your seatbones and pelvis are in a natural state.  You’re heightened awareness and refined communications are able to positively effect the development and transmission of your horse’s energy.  These are the essentials of an effective dressage seat, ready to assist your horse in his athletic development.    
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