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EVERYDAY YOGA FOR EQUESTRIANS   by Sylvia K. Vitazkova, PhD, Certified Yoga Teacher 
 
Most of us have heard that yoga is good for one’s 
health, and we might even have tried a class or be 
regular practitioners. But, have you thought about 
how yoga can improve your riding and partnership 
with your horse? Yoga is an especially good well-
being tool for riders, as it offers psychological 
benefits, such as focus and calmness, in addition to 
the physical benefits, which exercise alone does not 
do.  
 
BENEFITS OF YOGA 
 
Yoga asanas, or poses, combine muscle 
strengthening and stretching in pairs of muscle 
groups. For example, a standing forward fold requires 
strength in the quadriceps (front thigh muscles) and 
stretch in the hamstrings (back thigh muscles). 
Almost every pose requires core strength, which, in 
turn, lengthens and releases the lower back, yet also 
stabilizes it.1  
 
Regular yoga practice enhances digestion2 and 
hormonal balance through the twisting and squeezing 
effects of poses on internal organs and glands;3 it 
decreases blood pressure and strengthens the immune 
system through conscious breathing and deactivation 
of the stress response.4 Yoga also relieves stress and 
anxiety, increases focus, and can relieve insomnia 
and depression.5  
 
The concentration that one practices on the mat in 
order not to fall over when doing a balancing pose 
translates to focus that one can invoke in other 
situations: for example, remembering one’s dressage 
test in the show ring.  
 
SIX EVERY DAY PRACTICES (ASANAS) 
 
Below are six practices that one can incorporate into 
one’s daily life, without so much as unfurling a yoga 
mat. Read over the instructions for each practice, 
then close your eyes as you try it out. Check in with 

                                                
1 https://nccih.nih.gov/health/yoga/introduction.htm - hed5  
2 http://www.chopra.com/articles/6-post-feast-yoga-poses-to-
help-your-digestion 
3 http://www.ijcep.org/article.asp?issn=2348-
8832;year=2014;volume=1;issue=3;spage=173;epage=178;aulast
=Mahajan 
4 https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3193654/  
5 http://www.health.harvard.edu/staying-healthy/yoga-benefits-
beyond-the-mat 

how you are feeling in both body and mind at the end 
of each practice.   
 

 
When Delilah isn't practicing for STRIDE shows,  
she helps James with yoga. 
  
1. UJJAYI (VICTORIOUS) BREATHING: good for 
focusing rider’s mind and calming anxiety, 
working with nervous and/or young horses.  
- contract the back of your throat, feeling and hearing 

a whisper of sound as you exhale and inhale   
- starting with the exhale, push all of the air out of 

your lungs, then allow the inhale to just happen 
naturally 

- you will likely find that your breathing becomes 
slower and more rhythmic, and that the bottom, 
sides and back of your lungs fill with air more 
fully   

- return to normal breathing if you feel that you 
cannot get enough oxygen doing this practice - just 
like when your horse is learning how to collect a 
few steps at a time, so you need to give yourself 
time to learn how to sustain ujjayi breathing over 
time 

 
2. ROOT LOCK (MOOLAH BANDHA): helps one 
develop a strong core and healthy, pain-free lower 
back; the ability to lift energy upward, which 
helps one lighten the seat during half-halts, etc. 
- stand tall, with feet hip width apart and parallel to 

each other, arms resting by the side 
- imagine that your bladder is full, but there is no 

bathroom in sight - notice which muscles in your 
pelvic floor you are using (be careful not to tuck 
your tailbone) 

- notice the effect of this muscular contraction on 
your deep core muscles and the space that opens 
up between the vertebrate of the lower back 
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3. FORWARD FOLD: lengthens hamstrings and back 
muscles, releases and lengthens spine, calms the 
mind; the effect is like stretching a horse on a long 
rein, allowing the back to move with ease and the 
horse to relax 

 
- stand with feet hip width apart and parallel 
- fold at the hips (not the waist) and hang forward, 

holding the opposite elbows with the hands 
- allow the head to hang down, like a heavy bowling 

ball - this lets the weight of the head bring some 
traction and lengthening to the spine 

- bend the knees enough to nestle your belly on (or 
close to) the thighs, then slowly straighten the legs 
to the point where you feel a stretch of about 8/10 
intensity  

- if you are particularly tight, or have just woken up 
and feel stiff, you may straighten one leg at a time, 
alternating legs, until you feel that you have 
warmed up the muscles and can maintain a stretch 
in both legs at the same time 

- to come out of the pose, drop your arms to the floor, 
bend your knees, and slowly unroll to standing, 
stacking each vertebra on top of the one 
underneath, hanging like a rag doll as you do so 

 
 
4. ARMS CLASPED BEHIND BACK: opens chest; 
when done correctly, allows one to lift sternum 
and collarbones, without lordosis (too much 
arching) in lower back  

 
- stand with feet hip width apart and parallel  
- clasp your hands behind the back and interlace your 

fingers with the palms facing each other 
- engage your core by lifting either side of the belly 

button towards the lower ribs 
- open the front of the chest, lift the breastbone, and 

slowly begin the lift the arms up behind you, while 
maintaining both the core engagement and moolah 
bandha (see #2, above) 

 
 
5. LUNGE, ONE LEG BACK: stretches psoas and 
other hip flexors; if psoas is too tight, it pulls leg 
up into chair seat in the saddle, and rider 
collapses into fetal position. Psoas is also an 
“emotional muscle” active in fight or flight response, 
and becomes tight if one is anxious or frightened; 
learning to release it will help a rider feel at ease, and 
relaxes the horse, which would otherwise feel the 
tightening leg and resultant anxiety.  
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- starting with feet hip width apart, place fingers on 
floor on either side of feet, or use blocks under the 
hands if you cannot easily bend into the position 

- step the right leg back as far as you can, ideally far 
enough to bend your front knee to a 90 degree 
angle - if your hips flexors are very tight, this will 
not be possible, so go as far back as is available to 
you that particular day 

- remain light on the fingertips and keeping the spine 
long, especially the back of the neck - look about 2 
feet in front of you 

- lift the inner thigh of the back leg towards the 
ceiling or sky, straightening the leg  

- be sure to keep the heel of the front leg firmly 
planted and do not allow the knee to move in front 
of the ankle over the toes (this would put too much 
pressure on the front of the knee joint in this pose) 

- when ready to come out of the pose, engage your 
core and step forward (taking two steps is fine) 

- repeat other side  
 
 
6. STANDING, LEG CROSSED OVER KNEE: focuses 
mind, promotes balance, stretches out gluteal 
muscles and piriformis (a deep hip muscle), both 
of which tend to become tight in riders and can 
lead to sacroiliac problems.  

 
- stand with feet hip width apart and parallel (have 

you noticed a theme here? :) 
- bend both knees until the hips are almost as low as 

the knees, keeping weight in the heels (how far 
down you can go is going to depend on the 
flexibility of your hips, knees and ankles - go only 
so far as is comfortable for you) 

- shift the weight to one leg and cross the other leg 
over the thigh of the standing leg at the ankle 

- you may encourage the thigh of the crossed over leg 
to rotate externally with your hand (do not press 
on the knee, just on the thigh) and sit more deeply 
into the standing leg, keeping heel firmly planted, 
while bending forward  

- this is a challenging pose, so go slowly and in 
stages, using a wall to help with balance if need  

- repeat other side  
 
END 
 
New STRIDE member Dr. Sylvia K. Vitazkova is a 
Certified Yoga Teacher (CYT), life coach, horsewoman, 
and conservation biologist. She and her partner James 
Houston (illustrating asanas in this article) recently 
purchased a small farm in NW Marion County.  
 
Sylvia’s formal study of yoga began while she was an 
undergraduate at Cornell University, and intensified when 
she began to practice Ashtanga Yoga in 1997 while 
attending Columbia University for doctoral studies in 
biology. Sylvia soon realized that she wanted to help 
others experience the consciousness and transformation 
that her own practice fostered in her and began to teach in 
1998, subsequently studying in Mysore, India, in 2002.  
 
Sylvia continues to evolve her practice by learning from 
senior teachers, the most influential of whom has been 
Barbara Benagh. Her teaching focus is on correct 
alignment, the joy of being fully present in one’s body, and 
the psychological and spiritual context within which the 
physical practice is embedded.  
 
Parallel to being a yoga teacher, Sylvia had a full-time 
career as a professor of Conservation Biology, having 
taught undergraduate and graduate courses, including a 
course she created on nature and spirituality, which 
brought her two areas of expertise together. She has 
conducted and published the results of her research on 
wildlife in the tropics, and has been involved in the 
creation of a number of conservation studies programs. 
Sylvia’s experience in mentoring students naturally led her 
to life coaching, in which she became certified through 
George Mason University in 2014.  
 
A lifelong connection with horses has been woven 
throughout these experiences, from her first pony while a 
child in Africa, to teaching at riding camp in the U.S., then 
Claremont Riding Academy in NYC, to the current and 
ongoing exploration of how yoga can be a tool for better 
and more connected riding.  
 
Sylvia now leads InBodied Living LLC, a well-being 
organization and consultancy, with her partner James 
Houston. She can be reached at (540) 878-1987 
mobile/text or sylvia@inbodiedliving.org. 
 
END


