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By Andrea Haller

Heuschmann Continues to Spread his 
Message with Clinics and Books

Ten years ago, Dr. Gerd Heuschmann released his 
book Tug of War, a searing indictment of certain 
modern training and riding techniques used to the 
detriment of the horse. His message is an impor-
tant one that I’d like to see more riders embrace.

Dr. Gerd Heuschmann 
trained as a Bereiter (mas-
ter rider) in Germany be-

fore qualifying for veterinary study 
at Munich University. There he 
specialized in equine orthopedics 
for two years before accepting 
a post as the head of the breed-
ing department at the German 
Equestrian Federation (FN), which 
he eventually left to start his own 
practice in Warendorf.  

He has been an active mem-
ber of the ‘hyperflexion’ (a.k.a. 
rollkur) debate, weighing in at the 
2005 USDF National Symposium 
and the 2006 FEI Veterinary and 
Dressage Committees’ Workshop. 
Tug of War and his DVD If Horses Could Speak are both, ac-
cording to his publisher, international bestsellers. In fact, 
according to publisher Trafalgar Square Books, “Tug of 
War is one of the most-often referenced books by serious 
horsemen looking to improve equestrian sport.” 

“In the mid-2000s the German veterinarian Dr. Gerd 
Heuschmann, working with German Olympic dressage 
champion Klaus Balkenhol, created headlines when they 
publicized the findings of Heuschmann’s anatomical and 
biomechanical studies of hyperflexion,” Jennifer Bryant 
wrote in the article “Rollkur: Dressage’s Dirty Word,” pub-
lished on TheHorse.com.  Dr. Heuschmann says hyper-
flexion not only fails to develop the proper musculature 
for upper-level dressage, it can also restrict the horse’s 
airway. 

This year Dr. Heuschmann has released his follow-up 
book, Collection or Contortion? Exposing the Misconcep-
tions and Exploring the Truths of Horse Positioning and 

Bend. This is a critical examination of two concepts— 
flexion and bend—that are necessary to understand in 
absolute terms when the goal is to achieve collection on 
horseback. 

In this new book, Dr. Heuschmann cites the many 
masters of classical dressage who wrote essays and even 
entire books about flexion at the horse’s poll and longitu-
dinal bend of the horse’s body.  Dr. Heuschmann strives 
to fuse the often complex classic literature with the re-
sults of his own studies as an expert in equine anatomy 
and biomechanics.

He meticulously describes various movements used, 
their desired effects and the truth behind the rider’s role 
in each.  In addition, he shares his recommendations for 
dealing with the horse’s natural crookedness and “false 
bend,” providing basic guidelines for schooling that en-
sure correct gymnasticization with the end-goal of a 
more athletic, collected horse,  and a happy, healthy 
horse in the long run.

NO MATTER THE DISCIPLINE
Attending a riding clinic conducted by Dr. Heuschmann 
is an enlightening experience, as he works with all lev-
els of riders and different types of horses. This past May, I 
was delighted to witness how he put his knowledge and 
theory into practice with half a dozen participants at a 
clinic in North Carolina.

“When I look at the question, what is classical dres-
sage or better—classical riding—because for me, classi-
cal has nothing to do with the discipline.  For me a clas-
sical rider is able to train his horse for what he wants to 
do, without damaging the horse’s body or mind. In fact, 
a cowboy can be a classical rider, if he is a good cowboy,” 
Dr. Heuschmann says. 

“I was visited by a cowboy from Montana a few years 
ago,” he explains.  “He was out of the United States for the 
first time.  He is a great horseman and has spent his life 
with his cattle and his horses.  This cowboy worked my 
horse on the ground, and, I watched him do exactly the 
same thing as I do, which followed my own biomechani-
cal explanations. He addressed issues such as lateral walk 
steps and the horse’s back, shoulders and poll.”

“Working with his rope he said, ‘Now we open the poll,’ 
and next he said, ‘This brings the mind to the ground.’  
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Dr. Heuschmann 
is from Germany 
and is an author, 
clinician, veteri-
narian and ex-
pert on the horse’s 
biomechanics.



I said, ‘Oh! He stretches the upper muscle system and the 
neck.’   At the end we recognized that we were both right. 
When the horse relaxes the muscles and starts chewing, 
his mind gets ‘to the ground.’ This is why we should talk 
more with horsemen from different disciplines.”

UNIQUE PRESENTATION
Dr. Heuschmann literally painted the skeleton, tendons, 
ligaments and muscles on a horse at the clinic I attend-
ed and then explained in detail how they work and how 
easily they can be damaged.  The demo horse was then 
shown at the walk, the trot and the canter.

No matter what discipline the attendees/riders are in-
terested in, his BioMechanics lecture applies to them, be-
cause it is all about the horse. Everyone wants a balanced, 
happy horse: jumpers, reiners, trail riders, and of course, 
dressage riders. 

According to Dr. Heuschmann, many of today’s injuries 
like suspensory problems are completely man-made, and 
can be avoided by correct, classical training and riding. 

BENEFITS TO HORSES AND RIDERS
At this clinic, one of the participants was a beautiful 
chestnut Warmblood gelding who was very nervous and 
anxious. In fact, he ran backwards and put a hole into the 
arena rail while he was being lunged to get him ready for 
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Here he has painted the skeleton, tendons, ligaments and 
muscles on a horse at the clinic. 
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THE NEw BOOk: COLLECTION OR CONTORTION? 
The horse’s neck, Dr. Heuschmann says, should never be 
bent more than the trunk (body) of the horse. Below we 

see an in-
correctly 
bent horse 
(left), com-
pared with 
one that is 
bending 
properly 

(right). In the first example, the 
vertebral column kinks to the 
inside in front of the shoulder, 
giving the illusion of a cor-
rect bend.  Why is the neck so 
important? 

“If a horse has an unstable, 
loose, or wobbly neck, in front 
of the withers, he cannot be 
ridden in the proper balance, nor can he bend, straighten, 
or collect. Only a neck that grows with stability out of the 
shoulder, and is stabilized by the muscles in front of the 
shoulder can contribute to the correct bend of the trunk. 
As seen is these illustrations, the incorrectly bent horse 
has an unstable neck.  The second Illustration shows a 

correctly bent horse, with the neck properly supported 
and stabilized by the muscles in front of each shoulder,” he 
explains in his new book Collection or Contortion?

“Flexion at the poll is an ab-
solute prerequisite for develop-
ing correct bend of the trunk,” 
he continues. “Without flexion, 
there is no bend!”  The book fur-
ther explains that the effect of 
the rider’s inside leg, which en-
courages the horse’s hind leg (on 
the same side) to step under, is 
what ultimately creates the flex-
ibility of the poll in the same 
direction (bend of the poll and 
flexion at the poll). 

BALANCING ACT 
In Balancing Act, published in 
2011, Dr. Heuschmann explores 

a multitude of topics with one overarching message:  “A 
training philosophy that diametrically opposes one of two 
partners can never lead to harmony.  Imagine a dance pair 
where the leader wants to force harmony and suppleness 
using muscular strength against his partner and, when nec-
essary, devices to force an unnatural position.” 
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his first session. The first day, Dr. Heuschmann worked 
with him for about 15 minutes under saddle.  He was able 
to loosen his back almost immediately, and the horse be-
gan to relax. The owner was then able to mount and she 
had a beautiful ride. Dr. Heuschmann instructed the own-
er to let go of the horse, send him forward and allow him 
to relax.  

Another clinic participant was a trainer riding a 
12-year-old Hanoverian who was explosive and some-
times untrustworthy.  “Gerd had me gather the reins so 
there is some contact, and we did a forward canter with 
my hands on the neck,” this participant recounted, “so I 
could follow the head nod. I cantered for only about six to 
seven minutes in this exercise, and afterwards there was a 
huge change. He was listening to my seat, he was no lon-
ger running off.  Before this I felt I could not trust him. Af-
ter this exercise, I felt I could totally trust him!  For the first 
time ever, I felt the horse lift his back and be soft, and he 
no longer felt intimidating.  In every lesson, not just mine, 
Dr. Heuschmann would see something, give the rider an 

exercise or a solution, and there would be almost an im-
mediate change in the horse and rider.”

“I have never seen any clinician fix a horse so fast and 
so simply,” another clinic participant said. “I have been 
working with Gerd for about four years now and he has 
improved my horses, my riding, my client’s horses and my 
ability to teach.” 

In another lesson, we watched Dr. Heuschmann take 
the horse in hand (while the rider was mounted) and 
show the horse, and the rider, how to release the tension 
in the horse’s poll and neck. This horse was often behind 
the bit, in an attempt to evade it. After Dr. Heuschmann 
worked with this horse, he began to seek out the bit in-
stead of hiding from it.

MORE VALUABLE INSIGHTS
“My ideas are to bring back the classical approach to 
training,” Dr. Heuschmann explains. “This is built on the 
horse’s nature [instincts], not human interference.  We 
have the training scale, we still discuss suppleness, but in 

In the chapter about straightness, Dr. Heuschmann ex-
plores the causes and remedies for natural crookedness. 
Each horse is naturally better going in one direction or the 
other, similar to humans being either right or left-handed.  
In the illustrations below, the horse that is hollow, to the 
right, has musculature that is less elastic on the hollow side. 
These hollow horses tend to fall over the outside shoulder 
and resist or avoid bringing the inside hind leg underneath 
their torso, over their center of gravity.

Dr. Heuschmann also describes horizontal and vertical 

balance.  Without the first, the second is not possible.
In horizontal balance, the horse moves rhythmically, 

swinging (i.e. with suppleness) and with consistent con-
tact with the rider’s reins. Then the horse develops vertical 
symmetry:  he lets himself be straightened, and flexes and 
bends equally in both directions.  He accepts diagonal aids. 
The horse loses resistance (stiffness) in the trunk, poll, and 
haunches.  He increasingly stays attuned to the rider’s supple 
seat aids and the quality of his balance steadily improves.

IF HORSES COULD SPEAK
The provocative and ground-breaking DVD If Horses Could 
Speak more closely examines the horse’s “riding experience” 
and demonstrates just how specific kinds of movement and 
posture impact the horse’s skeleton and musculature.

Through the magic of amazing 3D animation—as never-
before-seen in an equestrian video of this kind—viewers are 
shown how the horse’s limbs, muscles and ligaments inter-
act at various gaits. In addition, live-action examples of rid-
ing, both good and bad, demonstrate the effect human be-
ings have on their equine partners.  

If Horses Could Speak includes interviews with profession-
al riders, veterinarians and academics who specialize in the 
study of the horse’s anatomy and how riders can best work 
with it, rather than against it.  v
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Each horse is naturally better going in one direction or the other, 
similar to humans being either right or left-handed.



riding, training and competition, we often see the oppo-
site. What I do is not new. But it is a renewal of the classi-
cal approach.”

Speaking figuratively, he continues, “There are many 
people who cannot do a correct rising trot, but they do 
piaffe. I call this the “piaffe generation.” They want to do 
Ph.D. work before they have kindergarten.  Nobody learns 
to ride as it takes 25 years to learn the basics, but they 
want to have the piaffe first.” 

“The first step is to convince people in their minds 
and their hearts that there is a different ideology to horse 
training,” he explains. “Riding is an art, and art needs edu-
cation. Training takes many decades to learn. There is no 
quick fix.  The well-being of the horse comes first. It takes 
years and years to become a horseman! Only then you 
can start to examine the back, the mouth, the mind of the 
horse.”

When questioned as to whether competing is good or 
bad, he responds, “Competition itself is not bad. People 
like to compete.  Eighty years ago Oskar Maria Stensbeck 
[1858-1939] said, ‘The motivation to ride should be the 
love for your horses. And if you are at a certain level, go 
and take your horse to a show. If the love for your horse 
is the motivation to compete, then that is good. But if the 

motivation is just 
simply to win, and 
they do not care 
about training, only 
winning—that is not 
good.’”  

Dr. Heuschmann 
again compares rid-
ing to art.  “Painters 
paint because they 
love to paint, not to 
‘win.’   Similarly peo-
ple love their horses 
and for some the 
goal is not competi-
tion. They ride be-
cause they love their 
horses.”

Kurt Albrecht 
Von Ziegner, a re-
nowned dressage 
trainer and author 
of The Elements of 
Dressage, says of 
Dr. Heuschmann’s 
work (printed on the 
back cover of Balanc-
ing Act), “Horses have 
served humans for 
thousands of years 
with their blood and 
sweat. They have 
earned being treated 
with respect and fair-
ness.  We should keep 
watch that their 
health and well-
being always stand 
ahead of other con-
siderations—both 
in daily work and in 
competition.”  
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Dr. Gerd Heuschmann will be appearing October 21-
23, 2017 in Wellborn, Florida, where he will present 
his Equine BioMechanics lecture and demonstra-
tions and conduct a teaching clinic.  Other clinic loca-
tions this year are Washington, Colorado and North 
Carolina. Contact Andrea for further information on 
the Florida symposium at andreajhaller@gmail.com.

Above photos were taken at a clinic 
in North Carolina this past May. In 
the bottom photo Dr. Heuschmann 
helps a rider release a braced neck 
and poll.

Photos by Andrea H
aller


