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A VALUABLE TOOL
to increase strength, balance, mobility, and stability; 

prevent injury; or as the framework for a program to help 
ease a horse back into work following time off

OBSERVATION—Basic anatomy and how to 
“know” your horse’s body and movement.

STRETCHING—Including incentive, supported static 
hold, and dynamic mobilization stretches.

CORE WORK—Such as the cat stretch and bridging.

IN-HAND STRENGTHENING WORK—With 
exercises like criss-cross and ground pole progressions.

EXERCISES ON THE LONGE LINE—Transitions, 
bending, and spiraling.

LESSONS UNDER SADDLE—Gymnastics, 
hillwork, basic dressage, and tips for a successful 
warm-up.

ALTERNATIVE BODYWORK—Temperature 
therapy, massage, stability pads, bands, and more.
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What Is Pilates? 

Pilates is a mind-body conditioning method that trains the whole 

body for quality, efficient movement. This exercise modality empha-

sizes flexibility, strength, control, and balance through progressive 

and safe movement.

Pilates was created by a man named Joseph Pilates who went 

from being a sickly child with rickets, asthma, and rheumatic fever 

to a being a model for anatomy charts as well as a fitness pioneer. 

He was born in Germany in 1883 and spent his early years studying 

an array of Eastern and Western exercises and philosophies, borrow-

ing ideas from gymnastics, bodybuilding, boxing, fencing, yoga, and 

other forms of movement to improve his own health and well-being. 

During World War I, Pilates was interned in a camp on the Isle of 

Man where he was tasked with rehabilitating the sick and disabled 

within the camp. Continuing his exploration of acquiring a healthy 

body, Pilates helped his “patients” get better faster and strengthen 

both their body and their immune system. By the time he came 

to America in the early 1920s, he had devised his own movement 

method named “Contrology.” Contrology prioritized nourishing the 

body as a whole and was considered a lifestyle just as much as an 

Getting to  
Know Pilates

chapter 1

1.1  Horses, like 

humans, are 

athletes. Their 

muscles must 

be stretched 

as well as 

strengthened 

for optimum 

health. Here 

you can see 

one such 

stretch: Nose 

to Girth (p. 61). 
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  10     PART ONE: FUNDAMENTALS CHAPTER 1: GETTING TO KNOW PILATES     11

exercise program. After his death in 1967, Contrology became known 

simply as Pilates.

While some people continue to practice Pilates just as it was created 

by the man himself, other practitioners have chosen a more contempo-

rary approach, using the exercises and ideas Joseph Pilates extolled as 

a framework and building upon it using new research and knowledge 

about the body and what it needs today. It is this contemporary approach 

that lends itself so well to the equine body.

Most importantly, Pilates is beneficial for every body and every mind. 

And, while there is no replacement for professional training, these exer-

cises can be done by all equestrians to help support their horses. 

This book is not about having a perfect frame or being able to tell if 

your horse is the ideal anatomical specimen. It’s about having tools to help 

support your horse’s health in a safe and effective way. These tools will 

help you stretch and strengthen your horse’s muscles without the constant 

supervision of specialists and trainers, and will empower amateurs and 

professionals alike to help their horse find optimal health and movement.   

What Is Pilates for Horses? 

Pilates for Horses takes the principles of Pilates and the benefits we have 

seen humans gain from the method, and applies it to our equine part-

ners. Research and experience has shown that much of what benefits 

humans in the prevention and rehabilitation of injuries can be applied to 

horses with similar beneficial outcomes.

Principles of Pilates Applied to Horses

Control, center, concentration, precision, breath, and flow are the original 

principles of Pilates. Awareness, balance, efficiency, alignment, coordination, 

stamina, lengthening, and harmony can also be considered key compo-

nents of the method. All of these principles relate to how our horses 

should optimally move.

Mind-body 
conditioning 

is physical move-
ment coupled with 
mental focus that 
improves overall 
health.

TERMS TO KNOW
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  10     PART ONE: FUNDAMENTALS CHAPTER 1: GETTING TO KNOW PILATES     11

Control: This concept is defined as regulating a given action with few or 

minor errors. This means activating the correct muscles at the correct 

time with exacting balance, coordination, consistency, and refinement. 

This is essential for having quality gaits and transitions, and requires 

acute awareness of the body and limbs for both horse and rider.

Center: The center of the body is a single point from which the rest of 

the body is equally distributed and balanced. For the equine, this prin-

ciple best applies to the core, which acts as a bridge between the front 

and hind end, and through which energy must flow freely. It is essen-

tial to have a strong and stable center for the rest of the body to move 

effectively.

Concentration: Concentration requires channeling your horse’s energy 

and focus onto a single task or exercise. Your horse must have concentra-

tion in order to correctly place his feet over poles, find a good distance 

when jumping, and even during flatwork when asked for transitions 

both within and between gaits, and in lateral movement. Concentration 

means being attentive without tension.

Precision: Precision means being specific in the execution of an exercise. 

It is through exacting movement that you can isolate smaller muscles 

and optimize strength benefits from each exercise. This is an important 

part of moving efficiently and effectively instead of simply relying on pure 

strength to get something done. Quality is key: it is important that your 

horse responds to your aid when you apply it, and not 10 strides later. 

Think of your upward transition to canter. You want him to engage his 

hindquarters and spring into the canter, not run into it from a quick trot. 

Breath: Have you ever noticed how long it takes your horse to snort or 

loudly exhale when you’re riding? Does your horse hold his breath during 

work and release during rest? Breathing patterns are a good indication of 

stress and tension, and horses are much less likely to build healthy mus-

cles when working tense. Pay attention to your horse’s breath and make 

changes to your riding as necessary. This also applies to making sure the 

An optimally fit 
horse is strong 

in all aspects: car-
dio, muscle strength, 
endurance, and 
flexibility.

OPTIMAL FITNESS
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  12     PART ONE: FUNDAMENTALS CHAPTER 1: GETTING TO KNOW PILATES     13

abdominals and muscles surrounding the rib cage and underside of the body, 

or extensor chain, are supple so there isn’t excessive tightness through the 

ribs, allowing for full and deep breathing. The more oxygen your horse takes 

in, the healthier the heart and lungs will be.

Flow: A well-balanced horse should look like he is flowing—or dancing—from 

one transition to another. It is often said that the horse’s body is like a 

machine of interconnected pulleys and levers, and one movement affects the 

entire body. Not only must you have flow through the body without “sticky” 

bits of muscling or knots within the fascia, you must have flow through the 

gaits and between your aids and the movement. Flow means smooth, grace-

ful, functional movement.

Awareness: Horses are very good at creating compensatory movement pat-

terns after dealing with an injury or gait abnormality. Just like people, habits 

can become familiar and difficult to break. An important step in rebalancing 

the body is to make your horse aware of his own abilities and compensations, 

and support the formation of new, proper movement. Correct cues or aids 

are essential in reprogramming your horse’s awareness of what he should be 

doing and how, and props such as stability pads and resistance bands can help 

challenge the nervous system and build awareness for your horse.

Balance: Most horses have asymmetries somewhere in their body, which 

makes it that much harder—and inefficient—to find balance. It is important 

to strengthen muscles evenly, not just on both sides of the horse, but also 

front and back and top to bottom. When the shoulders become too strong, 

the horse can fall to the forehand, which tips his balance forward. When the 

hind becomes too strong without flexibility, range of motion can be impeded. 

When a horse favors one side, he may end up letting that side do all the work 

so it continues to stay dominant and tight. The body must be strengthened 

as a whole to maintain balance. 

Alignment: As with balance, regardless of your horse’s anatomy, you should 

strive for symmetrical muscles and straight, even movement on both the 

right and left side. Can you move down the centerline with all your horse’s 
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  12     PART ONE: FUNDAMENTALS CHAPTER 1: GETTING TO KNOW PILATES     13

body parts from poll to tail in alignment, no shoulder or hip rotated or 

popped out? Do your horse’s back feet track directly in line with the front 

feet? Does your horse drift off a straight line? Proper strengthening and 

stretching is essential for maintaining correct alignment.

Efficiency: Quality work with as little effort as possible is the ultimate goal 

in Pilates and, in my opinion, in riding. For example, fit event horses and 

foxhunters are able to gallop miles of cross-country jumps because the 

conditioning work done in advance has created efficient muscles, and there-

fore, less energy is expended than if an underconditioned horse attempts 

the same work. I once complained to my trainer that I was exhausted after 

a 30-minute ride. He explained that I was not using my body efficiently or 

effectively, so I was overriding and overworking my muscles. Professionals 

are often able to ride multiple horses a day without fatigue because they 

have learned to use their body efficiently, getting more from the horse with 

less effort and strength expended. If a horse can efficiently use his body, he 

will exert less effort and be less fatigued after working.

Coordination: Coordination is the ability to move two or more body parts 

in a controlled and balanced way. This is obtained through both core 

strength and stability work, as well as repetition and proprioception exer-

cises, such as ground poles, cavalletti, gymnastics, and hill work. These 

mind-body exercises force your horse to figure out how to place his feet in 

order to continue moving forward, which challenges the nervous system 

and ultimately increases your horse’s confidence in where his body and 

limbs are in space.

Stamina: Stamina is the ability to maintain quality movement for a sustained 

amount of time, and must be built up slowly and thoughtfully. As your 

horse’s stamina increases, he may also seem more eager to work. Horses 

can build stamina through repetition of exercises, cardio conditioning days 

and interval training, and through progressive strengthening of the muscles.

Lengthening: Lengthening is essential for your horse in several different 

ways. Not only must muscles be stretched and lengthened as they are 
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  14     PART ONE: FUNDAMENTALS CHAPTER 1: GETTING TO KNOW PILATES     15

strengthened in order to maintain flexibility and full range of motion, but 

it also refers to the elongation of the stride. Lengthening the gait requires 

a harnessing of energy and should increase the “springiness” and power of 

your horse’s movement.

Harmony: Horse and rider must work together to achieve the best quality 

movement. Your horse should respond quickly and smoothly to your aids 

without fighting or resisting. With balance often comes harmony.

These principles make up the foundation of Pilates and can be used as a 

guide when setting goals or deciding which exercises your horse needs each 

day. For instance, if you want to work on stamina, high intensity interval 

training (HIIT, see p. 160), is a great exercise to include in your program. To 

address coordination, gymnastics can be included in your training (see  

p. 157). Ride each session with your goals and the Pilates principles in mind.

What Is Strength? 

Strength is the maximum force a muscle can apply in one contraction. For 

instance, think of the force needed from your horse’s hind end to press away 

from the ground and launch more than 1,000 pounds over a jump. The stron-

ger the muscle, the greater force it can apply. The stronger the hind end, the 

higher the horse can jump successfully. 

When a muscle contracts with progressively more difficult resistance or 

force against it, it will increase in size. This is called hypertrophy. Think of 

how weight lifters build muscles and strength by slowly adding more weight 

to their lifts. Muscles need to be overloaded by 75 percent of maximum 

potential resistance just twice a week for hypertrophy or strength gains 

to occur. That means a weight lifter who continuously lifts at an easy level 

(below 75 percent maximum effort) won’t get stronger. This is often referred 

to as a “plateau” and can be confusing—you might ask yourself, why are we 

putting in the work and not getting any better? But, the resistance may not 

be great enough. This also means that trotting aimlessly around the arena 
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  100     PART TWO: EXERCISES CHAPTER 6: IN-HAND STRENGTHENING WORK     101

Criss-Cross In-Hand

WHAT 

This exercise involves walking your horse in tight circles, resulting in a 

lateral yielding or crossing of the horse’s hindquarters. This is similar to 

Turn on the Forehand (p. 144) but with continued forward motion and 

can also be known as “disengaging the hindquarters.”

WHY 

l   Increases strength, coordination, and suppleness across the body.

l   Creates dynamic flexibility through the rib cage and loin (the area 

between the last rib and croup, and also the pivot point of the horse’s 

back).

l   Strengthens the adductors and other muscles surrounding the pelvis as 

the inside leg steps up under the belly. 

l   Creates mobility in the scapula. 

l   Asking for a bend will stretch and strengthen the oblique muscles that 

flex and stabilize the trunk, support the topline and strengthen the 

muscles involved in lifting the back, also known as the core (multifidi, 

abs, iliopsoas). 

l   A good starting point for turn on the forehand.

l   Think of this as an oblique crunch. It’s a good exercise for improving 

gait irregularities, falling in/out, and stiffness in the bend.

HOW  

1   Start by leading your horse in a small circle roughly 10 meters wide, 

holding a long whip.

2   Ask for a small inside bend on the circle.

3   Begin to close the circle, moving slightly back toward the horse’s 

hindquarters and angling the whip toward his back legs.

➤     Try to maintain a 
consistent tempo.

➤    Start with 3–4 
steps and then 
walk forward. 
Never do more 
than one full rev-
olution at a time, 
this can strain the 
stifle and cause 
glute and low-
back soreness. 

➤    A dressage or 
longe whip is 
helpful for this, as 
well as boots or 
wraps to protect 
the horse’s legs 
from hitting each 
other.

for Criss-
Cross  
In-Hand

tips
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  102     PART TWO: EXERCISES CHAPTER 6: IN-HAND STRENGTHENING WORK     103

6.4 A & B  I’m hold-

ing a longe whip and 

asking Mark to walk a 

tight circle around me. 

His inside hind leg 

reaches forward and 

across the outside 

hind leg but his pelvis 

stays relatively level 

(A). Make sure to re-

peat the work in both 

directions (B). Some 

horses respond better 

if you lead them in 

a small circle rather 

than try to do a small 

longe circle. 
A

B
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  102     PART TWO: EXERCISES CHAPTER 6: IN-HAND STRENGTHENING WORK     103

4   Your horse should tighten the circle, crossing his inside hind leg under-

neath himself and in front of his outside hind leg as he moves around 

you. If the horse crosses his inside hind leg behind the outside hind or 

hits the outside leg with his inside hoof, make your circle slightly larger.

5   Ask for 3–4 cross steps before walking straight forward, working up to  

a complete circle. 

6   You can either continue walking with the horse as you ask for the  

lateral movement, or stop and ask for an extra small longe circle 

around you.

7   Change directions and repeat.

8   Continuous forward motion of the horse is key to encourage gradual 

suppleness (figs. 6.4 A & B). 

WHEN 

This is a useful tool for warming up, finishing a longe session, or whenever 

doing in-hand work. 

Common Issues and Precautions

l   Your horse’s hind legs should ideally cross without the inside hip 

dropping—this is a compensation. Try stretching the hind legs to 

help disengage the pelvis if your horse is dropping, then work on 

fewer repetitions and add hill work and The Back-Up (p. 96) to  

your program.

l   Make sure not to exaggerate the inside bend.
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CHAPTER 8: UNDER SADDLE     155

Strength Circles

WHAT 

Also considered cavalletti work, a strength circle is a 20-meter circle with 4 

ground (or raised) poles placed at every quarter mark. This is a simple but 

effective exercise for both horse and rider. 

WHY  

l   Teaches horse and rider to maintain a proper 20-meter circle.

l   Encourages a consistent rhythm.

  154     PART TWO: EXERCISES

SAMPLE CAVALLETTI EXERCISES (continued)

8.15  Cavallet-

ti on an angle 

in a large box 

formation works 

on consistency 

through turns 

and change of 

bend. This can 

be done in loops 

as shown, or as 

a figure eight, at 

the walk, trot, or 

canter. I’ve even 

done this chal-

lenge bridleless 

to work on shoul-

der control.

8.16  This configuration is 

especially helpful for hors-

es that anticipate, and it is 

a good example of a single 

exercise design with multi-

ple options once you’re on 

the horse. This pattern can 

be ridden from the straight 

line to each bend, from the 

bend to the straight line, 

or directly through without 

the bending line. This is 

an excellent exercise for 

working on straightness, 

control, balance, and con-

sistency at all three gaits. 

I find this to be a particu-

larly challenging exercise 

at the canter when trying 

to work on maintaining my 

lead over poles.
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CHAPTER 8: UNDER SADDLE     155  154     PART TWO: EXERCISES

l   You can work on lengthening over the widest part of the circle and 

collecting on the innermost part of the circle, which engages the 

hind end and both strengthens and supples the topline.

l   Teaches the horse to not rush and to engage the hindquarters.

HOW 

1   Measurement is crucial for this exercise—a 20-meter circle is 66 

feet across. Use a measuring tape if available. If not, you can 

mark 33 feet (10 meters) on a longe line, place it in the middle of 

the circle and walk in a large arc around it holding the end of the 

line. You can also simply mark the middle of your circle and walk 

33 feet out to where the center of the ground pole will go at each 

quarter mark (fig. 8.17).

2   Pick up a walk, trot, or canter and find a steady  

rhythm before entering the circle.

3   When ready, enter your circle and aim for the  

center of each pole. 

4   Repeat 5–6 times and rest.

5   Change direction and repeat.

Common Issues and Precautions

l   If your horse is rushing, ask for a downward 

transition before each pole.

l   Try not to throw your body or hands over the 

poles—stay consistent. 

tips

➤   Try to get the same 
amount of strides 
between each pole.

➤   Keep a light seat so 
your horse can flex 
and use his back 
freely.

➤   This exercise can  
also be done on the 
longe line.

for Strength
Circles

8.17  Place the center of each pole 33 feet 

from the middle of a circle to create a 

perfect 20 meter circle. Not only will this 

exercise help with consistency, but it will 

help you work on the ever-elusive shape 

of the 20-meter circle.
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  156     PART TWO: EXERCISES CHAPTER 8: UNDER SADDLE     157

Mini Serpentine Over Poles

WHAT 

Line up several poles, either on the ground or lifted, in a zigzag pattern 

with the ends making a slight acute angle. Walk your horse in a tight 

serpentine, crossing over the poles at an angle before changing bend to 

the next pole. For a challenging modification, set the poles up end to 

end in one long line for a slightly tighter serpentine. 

WHY  

l   Strengthens the small stabilizers of the pelvis and engages the  

thoracic sling. 

l   Encourages suppleness through the rib 

cage and a lift of the abdominals.

l   Increases balance and proprioception.

HOW  

1   Line up 4–6 poles in a loose zigzag pat-

tern or straight line (figs. 8.18 A & B).

2   Start by walking the pattern with your 

horse from the ground so you can make 

adjustments if needed. 

3   Keep the serpentine tight as you cross 

over the poles at a slight angle and 

change bend to face the next pole. 

4   If crossing over one long line, stay close 

to the poles, and make very small loops 

back and forth. 
8.18 A & B  Challenge your horse’s suppleness by asking 

for a serpentine over angled poles (A). Ride across the 

poles at a slight angle before changing bend to the next 

pole. Placing the ground poles in a straight line is a 

more challenging modification for a tighter serpentine 

and greater angles over the poles (B).

tips

➤   Raise the poles for 
increased difficulty.

for Mini 
Serpentine 
Over Poles

A B
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Gymnastics

WHAT 

Place two or more obstacles—for these purposes, jumps—a specific measured 

distance apart to work over. The possibilities for these gymnastics, much like 

cavalletti, are endless but a simple and effective place to start is 3 trot poles 

spaced 4 1/2 feet apart, to a cross-rail 9 feet away from the last pole, to a 

vertical or oxer 18–19 feet away.

WHY  

l   Since the distance of a gymnastic exercise is specific, repetitions allow the 

rider to focus on position as the horse figures out footwork. This helps 

both horse and rider jump better, improving agility, confidence, and overall 

technique. 

l   Strengthens the horse’s ligaments, bones, and tendons.

l   Excellent cross-training for all disciplines to help condition the body, flex 

the hindquarters, round the back, and reach through the neck. 

l   Verticals help create a tighter, more elevated jumping arc while oxers 

encourage the horse to stretch their arc over the jump. 

Common Issues and Precautions

l   If you are feeling rushed or have trouble changing the bend in 

time, add more poles to make the line longer and make your  

loops larger.

l   If your horse hits the poles consistently, come away from the  

pattern and find a more active and engaged rhythm before  

coming back to try again.

l   Try using an Equiband® or body wrap (pp. 174 and 176) during  

this exercise.
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