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Three times world champion in tölt, Johann Skúlasson has proven himself as an extremely talented rider. Other top Icelandic Horse riders have described him as having a ‘very correct seat’. This is undoubtedly true, however it does not fully describe what exactly is correct about how he uses his entire body, for correct riding lies in more than simply ‘the seat’ of the rider.

International riding coach Mary Wanless has studied the body biomechanics of top riders and she found that there is a particular way that the whole body is used that makes some riders stand out as more talented than others. Mary describes this correct way of riding in her books and teaches these techniques in her ‘Ride with Your Mind’ rider coaching.

Johann Skúlasson fits right into this blueprint and the way that he uses his body can be broken down and described bit by bit. In this article I will apply Mary’s yardstick to Johann in order to show some of the essential elements that makes his way of riding so ‘correct’ and so effective.

a) First of all, Johann’s overall balance on the horse is excellent. The test to apply here is to ask how he would land on the ground if the horse were whisked out from under him. The correctly balanced rider should land on his feet, without falling backwards or forwards or sideways. Here we can see that Johann would definitely land on his feet.

b) The rider’s pelvis should be upright with his/her seat-bones pointing straight down. This pelvic position allows each seat-bone to be moved independently in time with the horse’s movement and ensures that the rider stays ‘plugged-in’ and can then dictate and control the speed of the horse’s legs and the length of its stride.

c) The rider’s body should be like a box, with the front and the back of the torso being equal in length. This means that the rider’s back should neither be hollow nor rounded or slumped, the spine should be held in a natural way, what is normally described as ‘neutral spine’.

d) The legs are not too straight, the angle made by the thigh to the ground is around 60˚. This is the angle which Mary found most often amongst those riders that are generally considered to be talented. This contradicts the practice of teaching novice Icelandic Horse riders to ride with a straight leg. The thigh is well toned and held against the horse’s side in a way that does not clamp or squeeze but neither does it mean that the thighs could be pulled away from the horse’s side. This is not a ‘relaxed’ or floppy thigh but one where the rider is actively holding the thigh in place, a feeling of both pulling in and pulling out at the same time. Johann Skúlasson maintains an ‘arrow-head’ shape in the angle of his knee with his thigh out in front of his body and the lower leg slightly back. By holding the thigh in this position it can be used like a lever to influence the horse’s back. In this photo the horse is in tölt and Johann is using his seat and thighs in this specific way to maintain and dictate the beat, speed and length of stride to the horse. This lever-action means that as one seat-bone goes down, the same knee comes up. This use of the thighs also helps to raise the horse’s forehand.

e) Johann is also using the tendons at the tops of his thighs. These are attached to the quad muscles at the front of the thighs and assist with this lever-action. To locate these tendons yourself while sitting, place your hand at the front of the top of your thigh (in the bikini-line area) and then raise your knee. You will feel two big tendons sticking out. Talented riders use these front tendons rather like guy-ropes on a tent to anchor their body and maintain the angle of the thighs. Strong front tendons allow the rider to maintain a strong yet supple upper body position and in turn then to give stable support to the arms.

f) The rider’s arms are bent at the elbow and held in a position that appears to ‘push’ the reins rather than pull at them. Johann does not use his body to pull back the reins in the ‘water-skiing’ position that lesser riders often adopt. Johann’s stable body and strong muscles in the back and the front of the torso provide the stability from which he can use both his arms and legs to give subtle but clear signals to the horse. This particular photograph  has caught Johann with an unusual arm, wrist rein line up and you can see the resistance through the horses neck.  On the front cover of Eidfaxi international you have a picture of the same rider with the same horse with the perfect elbow, wrist, hand, rein, and bit alignment.  His arms are toned and held in a very deliberate way as if he is holding a heavy shopping bag on each wrist without letting it drag his arms down. Limp or ‘relaxed’ arms do not do the same job so effectively.

Talented riders use their core muscles to match and stabilise against the forces that a powerful moving horse exerts on them. This use of the muscles is very similar to the way in which a dancer, weight-lifter, tennis player or martial artist will use their core muscles. This does more than simply protect the spine from stress or injury, these strong muscles allow the rider to put more tone and power into the horse just as they allow the tennis player to add power to a serve or the weight-lifter to lift and hold heavy weights.

g) Johann’s upper and lower back muscles are clearly engaged, providing him with a powerful ‘push-forward’ that is transmitted to the horse. The horse mirrors this by engaging its back muscles, lowering its croup and striding very strongly forward and under itself with its hind legs.

h) Johann’s stomach muscles and diaphragm are also engaged, preventing him from lengthening the front of his body and losing the power her has under his control. The horse again mirrors this and engages its stomach muscles. This in turn helps the horse to lighten its forehand and step forward with its hind legs to maximum effect.

These elements of Johann’s riding that I have picked out and described are common to talented riders in all disciplines. The techniques that work, work across the board. A talented Icelandic Horse rider who uses his/her body in these particular ways could ride other breeds of horse equally well. This is because the rider uses his body as a tool, or a set of tools, that influence the horse in very particular ways. Mary Wanless estimates that only around 5% of riders actually happen on the essence of the essential use of these body-tools by themselves while the rest of us struggle to emulate them. The reason that we often fail to get close to riding as well as they do lies in their ‘unconscious competence’. They do not know that it is that they do with their bodies that other riders do not and so they are unable to describe it. The language that they use often merely describes the peripheral actions while ignoring the major (yet subtle, and to them ‘natural’) actions. So they will describe what they do with their hands and perhaps with their lower-leg, while failing to mention what they are doing with their pelvis, thighs and core muscles.

The good news is that it is possible to learn how the talented rider rides and to develop the same correct body mechanics. The bad news is that this takes time and hard work. Riding is not about sitting, relaxing and doing nothing on a horse. Correct riding is much more about isolating the individual body tools and developing the correct use of them. This involves toning up in the same way that a dancer works to build tone, strength and co-ordination. Developing as a rider is a long journey but progress can be accelerated as the rider develops the correct body bio-mechanics and begins to practice the right thing. It is only perfect practice that makes perfect, practicing the wrong thing only perfects the wrong thing. Therefore it pays to learn the correct body use by paying attention to the way that truly talented riders actually use their bodies. 
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