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A
lthough a number of euro-
pean dressage masters played 
important roles in developing 

the sport in this country, relatively few 
actually got their dressage educations 
in the cradle of the classical art.

one who did was the Austrian-
born Karl Mikolka, a former Ober-

bereiter (chief rider) at the Spanish 
Riding School of Vienna. in the US, 
Mikolka’s name became synonymous 
with tempel Farms in Wadsworth, iL, 
where he helped owners tempel and 
esther Smith realize their dream of cre-
ating an American version of the Span-
ish Riding School. training and per-
forming with the tempel Lipizzans, 
Mikolka introduced thousands of spec-
tators to haute école dressage and the 
stallions’ famed “airs above the ground.”

now 78, Mikolka was just 19 when 
he entered the Spanish Riding School, 
where he spent the next 14 years learn-
ing the art of dressage and participat-
ing in the school’s legendary perfor-
mances, including its landmark tour 
of the US in 1964. With his then wife, 
Cindy (now Cindy Sydnor), Mikolka 
left the SRS in 1968 for Brazil, where 
he strove to develop the frst Brazilian 
olympic dressage team. Te endeavor 
was nearly successful, but the untimely 
death of a horse coupled with politics 
caused the Mikolkas to leave Brazil in 
1972 for the United States.

Mikolka established the Massa-
chusetts Dressage Academy at Friar’s 
Gate Farm in Pembroke, MA. He be-
came active in pioneering eforts to 
advance dressage in this country, in-
cluding serving as a founding member 
of the USDF in 1973. He became an 
American Horse Shows Association 
(now United States equestrian Feder-
ation) dressage judge in the mid-1970s 
and went on to judge at several olym-
pic dressage selection trials. 

in 1980, Mikolka accepted tempel 
Smith’s job ofer to become a trainer 
at tempel Farms, which at the time 
housed more than 400 Lipizzan hors-
es. Mikolka trained numerous Lip-

izzans to Grand Prix and in the airs 
above the ground. As an instructor, 
arguably his best-known student is 
another former tempel Farms trainer 
and rider, George Williams, who to-
day is a successful international dres-
sage competitor and trainer and the 
current USDF president. other no-
table Mikolka students include the top 
rider/trainers Cindy Sydnor, Carole 
Grant, and Belinda nairn-Wertman. 

With his wife, Lynn, Mikolka left 
tempel Farms in 1996 and relocated to 
Gloucester, MA, where the couple lives 
today. He has taught hundreds of stu-
dents in clinics throughout the US, and 
he has been a prolifc writer of articles 
on dressage, some of which are avail-
able on his website, MikolkaDressage.
com. For his contributions to the devel-
opment of dressage in the US, Mikolka 
was inducted into the Roemer Founda-
tion/USDF Hall of Fame in 2003.

USDF Connection is proud to be 
able to bring you one of Mikolka’s 
treatises on training, his classic “Te 
neck of the Horse.”

The Neck of The horse

By Karl Mikolka

Although it is always dangerous in rid-
ing to single out individual parts of the 
horse for discussion, i would like to 
mention a few things about the neck 
of the horse. Tis is a part of the body 
that demands special attention from 
the trainer. Te basic gaits and the neck 
of the horse determine the correctness 
of every task set before the horse.

Very seldom does one fnd a horse 
with an ideal neck, and in many cas-
es the rider must “re-form” the neck 
in order to make it suitable for rid-
ing purposes. Tis re-forming of the 
neck is simple in some cases, extreme-
ly difcult in others. it is easy with a 
horse of generally good conformation 
including a long neck and small jaw 
bone. it is difcult with a horse with 
a short, low set-on neck with a wider 
jaw, and most difcult when in addi-
tion to these problems, the horse has 
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ClASSICAl MASTER: Mikolka rides a 

levade aboard Neapolitano Strana at the 

Spanish Riding School of Vienna in an 

undated photo

From Dressage & CT, January 1974. Reprinted 
by permission of the author. 
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defcient conformation and motion. 
With knowledge, patience, and time, 
however, every neck can be worked 
according to the body of the horse 
and brought into a form which guar-
antees the preservation of the horse’s 
legs and obedience to the rider’s aids.

Te neck consists of seven verte-
brae, each of which is fexible upward 
and downward. Tere is considerable 
lateral fexibility between the neck 
and the withers, much less, however, 
between the second and third verte-
brae of the neck near the poll. (Count 
from the poll down towards the with-
ers, one through seven.)

Te two most common abnor-
malities in neck structure, the ewe-
neck and the overbent neck, pres-
ent the problem of the rider’s rein 
aids meeting the neck vertebrae at 
a wrong angle. Te aids are conse-
quently lost above or below the de-
sired point, without going through 
the entire horse as they should. With 
a neck of normal vertebral structure, 
the rein aids work against the neck in 
a straight line to the back and hind 
legs of the horse. Te prerequisite for 
this is that the rider’s hands stay on 
their side of the withers with the neck 
muscles relaxed.

Te work with the horse’s neck 
can be divided into the following 

Te three pictures on this page show bending 

the horse from the ground—very important 

preparatory work to bending the neck under 

saddle.
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stages: 1) the correct build-up of the 
vertebrae, and 2) the correspond-
ing development of muscles, tendons, 
and ligaments. A well-worked, sup-
ple neck builds up in a straight line 
in front of the rider. it is wide at the 
withers and the crest pointed at the 
poll—at its highest point. At many of 
my clinics, however, i have seen and 
ridden horses with necks in the op-
posite proportions: narrow in front of 
the withers and wider at the poll.

in the frst phase of working the 
neck, as in the frst phase of riding 
young horses, it is necessary to awak-
en the trust of the horse to his trainer. 
only when this trust is assured can 
the trainer begin the work which will 
transform the horse’s neck. Te fol-
lowing are the various stages in the 
work of the horse’s neck.

I. Te search for the rider’s hand 
to the point at which the horse drops 
his poll (contact).

II. Te submission to the single 
inward bending rein aids, so that the 
horse fnds the outside rein (bending).

III. Te transformation of the neck 
through the activity of the outside 
rein in connection with the inner rein 
(collection).

I. The Search for the Rider’s 
Hands—Dropping of the Poll

every green horse which is mounted 
for the frst time contracts all the mus-
cles in his body. it is our work to relax 
this tension. Tis goal is most quickly 
reached by taking a tempo at the trot 
that the horse himself chooses under 
a passive rider. At this point the horse 
often tries to balance itself by leaning 
into the rider’s hands, as it is not yet 
confdent about the additional weight n 
its back. if the rider gives his horse this 
support before the horse has relaxed 
its muscles, the horse will never learn 
to carry its own weight and that of its 
rider on its four legs, but rather will 
continue to lean on the rider’s hands. 
Te horse would have an advantage 
over his rider, because by leaning into 
the rider’s hands for support, the horse 
tenses his muscles and avoids the efect 
of the rider, successfully resisting him. 
Terefore, the longer the rider keeps 
his horse from fnding support with 
his mouth (within limits, of course), 
the more surely the horse is forced to 
depend on its own four legs, and the 
more it must stretch its neck and relax 
the tension in the neck to fnd the rid-

er’s hand. Tus we say, the neck must 
be long before the mouth of the horse 
fnds the rider’s hand, and each hand 
on its own side of the neck.

if the horse has stretched its neck 
as far as it can at an even, rhythmic 
trot, then it will let its nose fall. now 
the horse has found his balance and 
is not tensing any muscles. Tis is the 
moment the horse must fnd con-
tact with the rider’s hand. Te rider 
then must pay attention to the gait of 
his horse that it becomes active and 
that the horse begins to really push 
with his hind legs, not just drag them 
along. Trough the increased activ-
ity in the hind legs, the horse’s weight 
becomes heavier on the bit. Te rider 
must accept this weight with passive 
hands and long reins, whereby the re-
sistance in the jaw muscles is over-
come and the horse’s poll is “caught” 
(brought into the proper position).

At this stage in the horse’s train-
ing, all transitions to slower gaits and 
to the halt happen by allowing the 
horse to slow down gradually. Te rid-
er no longer accompanies the forward 
movement of his horse (as he did 
while encouraging the horse to con-
tinue in that gait). Te forward thrust 
of the horse is stopped by the rider’s 
still but not backward-pulling hand.

II. Submission to the 
Rein of One Side

once the rider has succeeded in 
“catching” the poll of his horse, as pre-
viously described, the foundation of 
the rider’s superiority over his horse 
is established. in the initial stages of 
training, this work must be repeatedly 
confrmed. only then can the rider be-
gin to work with the rein of one side.

in order not to lose the horse’s 
trust in the just recently established 
rein contact, we awaken the horse’s 
understanding for one rein by the in-
activity of the other rein. Simple turns 
in forward motion are the most suit-
able for explanation of the use of the 
inner rein. Te old masters stressed 
again and again that the frst and most 
important lesson a horse must learn is 

Te strong trot is a proof of the pudding: proof that the neck work has been properly done. Te 

horse must go in the direction his head is pointing.
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the correctly executed turn.

At frst the rider asks his horse to 

make turns on a large arc, allowing the 

outside rein to become longer so that 

only the inner rein has contact and his 

horse becomes alert to the rein’s efect. 

Te rider’s weight stays in the direction 

of the turn, and the outside rein should 

take up contact again after the turn. 

Tis way of bringing the horse onto the 

inside aids throws the haunches slight-

ly and the main weight of the horse 

comes onto his outside shoulder. Te 

rider should accept this, as this stage 

in training doesn’t last long enough to 

damage the shoulder in any way.

on the other hand, if the rider 

were to try to keep the horse’s weight 

of the outside shoulder from the very 

beginning by the use of rein and leg, 

the horse would not understand these 

aids. in order to make himself under-

stood, the rider would have to use a 

substantial amount of strength. ev-

ery such show of strength causes the 

horse a certain amount of discom-

fort, and the horse will show resis-

tance to the discomfort. Terefore, we 

wouldn’t be suppling, organizing, and 

developing the muscles, but rather 

cramping and hardening them.

Submission to the inner rein is 

most easily accomplished by riding 

through corners in an enclosed quad-

rangle or indoor hall. in each corner 

the horse must accept the previously 

mentioned aids, without even being 

aware of them in the beginning. When 

the horse accepts the aids of the in-

ner rein in both directions and ofers 

no resistance to the inner rein, the 

moment has arrived when the horse 

should fnd the limiting aid of the out-

side rein. if the horse resists the out-

side rein, it is a proof that the muscles 

are not yet sufciently suppled, and 

submission to the inner rein is not 

yet complete. Terefore, remember: 

“only submission to the inside aids 

bring the horse onto the outside aids.”

After achieving submission to the 

inside rein in motion, it is advanta-

geous to the rider and educational for 

the horse to practice this submission 

at the halt. Te rider halts his horse 

on the track and, by releasing one rein 

and using the other, encourages his 

horse to look in that direction. Te old 

masters felt it of extreme importance 

to see that the horse neither leaned 

nor actually stepped to the side during 

this exercise, and therefore demand-

ed that this important exercise be 

done with caution. if the rein aids are 

given too quickly and too harshly, the 

horse will resist by leaning to the side 

in the opposite direction and avoid 

the bending. in even worse cases the 

horse will step to the side and thereby 

learn an efective way of avoiding the 

bending in balance.

in summation we could say that 

the horse should stand still on his 

four feet during bending exercises. He 

should neither step forward, sideways, 

or backward, and the rider must use 

very tactful aids in order not to throw 

his horse out of balance.

III. Transforming the Neck by 
the Use of the Outside Rein

it is the task of the trainer to organize 

and develop the suppled neck muscles 

once these are prepared and the horse 

willingly comes on to the outside aids. 

Te frst use of the outside rein is to 

limit the bending produced by the in-

ner rein. Beyond this limitation the 

bending can go no further. Tus the 

outside rein lines the hindquarters 

up with the forehand, which increas-

es the impulsion and improves the 

Even in the highest form of collection, as in 

this levade, the neck is to be long and the poll 

remains the highest point.
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stride. in order to thrust, there must 
be a certain amount of bending in the 
haunches present to encourage the 
horse to step under and support his 
weight, thereby relieving the forehand 
of a portion of the weight.

in this way the frst degree of el-
evation is reached. Te rider will feel 
this through the lighter contact on the 
hand, and see it in the greater height 
of the neck and of the frst few verte-
brae of the neck just above the with-
ers. Tis form of elevation, relatively 
so-called, is the only efective kind for 
the “campagne” horse.

Te other type of elevation, the ab-
solute, is necessary in unique situa-
tions with horses whose necks are in-
correctly bent and formed and where 
the rider must work a specifc part of 
the neck. Without elevating the neck 
by the use of the rein, the rider is pre-
vented by the horse from successfully 
afecting the neck. in this case the el-
evation itself is not the goal but rather 

a means to an end, and is given up im-
mediately when the rider achieves his 
goal—i.e., improving the straightness 
and formation of the neck. Which rein 
is the elevation rein in this case de-
pends entirely on the circumstances.

turns in forward motion are no 
longer ridden by giving with the out-
side rein the moment the horse recog-
nizes the outside rein as a boundary 
or limit for the bending. We encour-
age the horse to make the turn by 
elastic use of the inner rein with a pas-
sive outside rein and slight change in 
weight in the rider’s seat into the di-
rection of the turn. After the turn, the 
inner rein gives as much as it took in 
the turn. Tis work on the neck con-
tinues until in the space between the 
neck and shoulder, close to the shoul-
der a wide string of muscles has been 
developed as visible proof of the cor-
rectness of the work. Tese muscles 
increase in strength and mass and 
form the solid base of the neck.

Te circle is a very good means 
in the further training of the horse 
to confrm the previously mentioned 
work, and it is conveniently familiar to 
the horse from the longe. Te line of 
the circle aids the rider in bringing the 
horse on the outside rein by circle-
widening aids of the rider’s inside leg.

Te moment soon comes when 
by bringing the neck onto the outside 
rein, the outside rein takes over the 
guiding of the horse. Tus the horse 
chews on the outside rein, and at the 
same time he is completely soft on the 
inside rein. Te hollow a green horse 
has in front of his shoulder up to the 
middle of his neck flls out with mus-
cles so that the outside rein appears 
buried in the neck. Unfortunately, this 
muscle development—the positive re-
sult of correct fundamental work—is 
missing in all too many horses.

now the transitions to the walk 
and halt are no longer allowed to be 
gradual losses of impulsion—run-
ning down—but rather are achieved 
through a taking up of the weight by 
the hindquarters and a light, elastic 
use of the rein. Te outside rein is pre-
dominant in efect, while the inside 
rein checks for softness of the mouth.

in the moment of the halt, the rider 
must tactfully and invisibly give free-
dom from the aids by releasing the 
rein aids at the proper moment with a 
young horse that has not yet learned 
to balance himself in close collection. 
otherwise, he may take a step back-
ward after halting to escape the weight. 
if the horse should step backward, and 
consequently stand with his hind legs 
behind the vertical, his spine in the kid-
ney area would become slightly hollow. 
For this reason, at the halt, stepping 
back with the hind legs should con-
stantly be prevented. Tis is done most 
easily when one makes his horse take a 
half step forward after every halt; and 
as soon as the horse drops his nose, 
the rider gives slightly with his hand 
rewardingly. if the rider rewards his 
horse for submitting in this way, most 
resistance in the mouth of the horse 
(lifting the head) soon ends.

if, however, the horse becomes ac-

Te free walk on a long rein encourages the horse to make the neck extend completely, and it must 

stretch forward and downward. Te reins must be held at the buckle.
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customed to going against the rider’s 
hand at the halt, the rider will always 
have to get a hold of the hindquar-
ters—if necessary by making half steps 
forward after the halt—and drive the 
horse against the unyielding hand. 
Te unyielding hand is completely im-
mobile. it cannot be pulled forward 
nor pulled back. As soon as the horse 
drops his nose, even slightly at the halt, 
the hand should accompany this mo-
tion forward. When the resistance is 
overcome, the hand rewards by giving.

Some horses try to free them-
selves of the efect of the rider’s seat at 
the halt by stretching downward with 
their head and neck, thereby pulling 
the rider somewhat out of the saddle. 
Such horses should trot until they are 
tired and ofer to halt almost by them-
selves. Ten the rider only needs to 
accept the ofer.

Te collecting neck work at the halt 
may only begin when the result of the 
neck work in forward motion merely 
needs to be maintained. At the halt, the 
horse can evade the efect of the rider’s 
weight very easily. Te average rid-
er learns to pull back and forth on the 
horse’s mouth, thereby neglecting the 
correct use of the seat. But the horse 
steps back and forth and tries to evade 
this pulling with his jaw, neck, back, 
and legs. Ten the unfnished rider 
forces the head and neck of the horse 
into a form with total disregard for the 
rest of the animal’s body. Te so-called 
“false poll” comes from use of this 
method. Tis type of neck has been 
worked from front to rear, rather than 
the other way around, the correct way!

Riding on curved lines (i.e., circle, 
turn, half school, voltes, half voltes, 
serpentines, down the center) is an es-
pecially good way to perfect the neck 
work. Tis work progresses in the 
same degree as submission to the seat 
aids. We must, however, pay strict at-
tention that these exercises are devel-
oped from the horse’s hindquarters, 
that both of the horse’s ears stay level, 
and that each rein stays and works on 
its own side of the neck.

it is defnitely the most serious 
mistake in the work with the horse’s 
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Proper neck work leads, in cases of highest collection as in the piafe, to the point where the horse 

develops the withers without getting shorter in the neck.
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neck when a rider is misled into us-
ing his hand on the wrong side of 
the withers in an attempt to get the 
horse’s head and neck into a certain 
position. Te efect of the use of the 
rein in this way is no longer direct-
ed to the hind leg on the same side. 
each hand in combination with the 
rider’s leg on the same side is respon-
sible for the horse’s neck and shoul-
der of the same side. Te hand can do 
this, however, only when it is located 
on a straight line between the horse’s 
mouth and the rider’s hip. 

Te horse’s alertness to the rid-
er’s seat and leg aids will later be in-
creased by the following exercises. in 
shoulder-in, the rider asks his horse 
intermittently to step on a straight 
line toward the inside of the riding 
hall. Follow the exercise on curved 
lines with middle [editor’s note: me-
dium] trot on a straight line, especially 
when the horse has crept behind the 
bit during the more collected exercis-
es. When a horse succeeds in creeping 
behind the bit, it is, in addition to be-
ing a sign of the rider’s weak seat and 
pulling rein work, usually a result of 
the lack of superiority in infuence of 
the outside rein, i.e., the outside rein is 
not yet sufciently the principal rein.

every rider who is not yet fully 
trained has the tendency to work more 
with the inside rein. Such a rider be-
lieves that by pulling on the rein on the 
side to which he wants to direct the 
horse, he simply must succeed in ac-
complishing his wishes. But this is only 
because the rider has not yet learned to 
use weight aids and cannot yet imagine 
their scope in efect. Terefore, he ne-
glects the use of the outside rein; and 
the outside rein is not used to lead the 
horse, the criterion for correct work 
with the snafe in turns and collected 
exercises on curved lines.

i would like to mention brief-
ly here that in riding on a perfectly 
straight line with a young horse, there 
is no outside rein with preference. 
Both reins should have equal contact. 
only in turns and exercises on curved 
lines (at this stage of training) is the 
outside rein of such importance.
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every lesson during the horse’s 

training should begin with a loosening 

trot. in this way the horse is driven 

onto both reins through the even tact 

[editor’s note: rhythm and tempo] of 

the trot. For this again is the basic cri-

terion of the correct work of the neck: 

according to the stage of training, 

the horse goes on a straight line with 

steady, even contact on both reins. 

Tis confrms frst the obedience to 

the rein aids on one side and thereby 

total rein obedience.

When the following two goals are 

reached, the neck has been basically 

well-worked. First, the horse accepts 

both reins during forward motion on a 

straight line, and second, he accepts the 

outside rein while softly submitting to 

the inside rein in turns and other exer-

cises on curved lines. Te rider can only 

improve this work by making his horse 

even more sensitive and by refning the 

aids. Te rider should never forget the 

old rule: it is not what you ride, but how 

you ride that determines damage or 

beneft to your horse’s training. s
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