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Reviews of Bouldering Essentials

“If you are in your early stages of climbing or know someone who is keen to learn more 
about this sport then I couldn’t recommend this book enough. Even if you have been boul-
dering a long time it is a useful coffee table aid to help explain to non climbing friends exactly 
why it is you don’t just walk round the back all the time.”

Dan Varian, UK Climbing

“I can’t recommend this book enough for the boulderer starting out on the whole adventure 
- I wish I’d had it twenty years ago. I’d have been a better climber, I’d have touched much 
more rock and I’d probably have burnt my ropes.”

John Watson, stone Country Press

“They say a core part of the coach’s role in any sport is to inspire and motivate. Flanagan 
has clearly taken this on board, and the obvious effort spent on perfecting the visual appeal 
of Bouldering Essentials has paid off....The array of world class photos is one of the book’s 
great strengths....It’s like the book version of your mate who climbs several grades harder 
than you – there to offer tips, help with tactics and show you the next level really is possible.“

Dave Westlake, RockandRun.com

“Bouldering Essentials succeeds in not only telling how to play but also inspires to get out 
there and do it. If you were wondering what to get your bouldering-curious new boyfriend for 
Christmas, now you know. “

Duncan Critchley, UKBouldering.com

“Bouldering Essentials... covers all the basic to advanced training and the focus is defining 
and describing everything. You can more or less start anywhere and start reading/learning. 
All-in-all, a good book for the ones who want an informative bouldering book that will make 
you understand everything the advanced boulderers are talking about during a bouldering 
session or trip.”

Jens larssen, 8a.nu

“Designed to cater to all, from experienced boulderers to complete novice climbers to those 
who may climb in other disciplines (traditional, sport, etc) and interested in trying their hand 
at this type of climbing, there is a wealth of information to delve into...Throughout the book, 
there is beautiful photos used to tempt and inspire.”

neal McQuaid, Irish Mountain log

“Bouldering Essentials is a must have book for anyone remotely interested in bouldering, its 
like a bible for boulderers.”

Ian Fisher, DiscoverBouldering.com

http://www.ukclimbing.com/gear/review.php?id=5985
http://stonecountry.blogspot.co.uk/2013/10/bouldering-essentials-review.html
http://www.rockrun.com/wp/bouldering-essentials-review/
http://ukbouldering.com/board/index.php/topic,23165.0.html
http://www.8a.nu/?IncPage=http%3A//www.8a.nu/news/AllNews.aspx%3FCountryCode%3DGLOBAL%26NewsId%3D29001
http://threerockbooks.com/index.php/irish-mountain-log-review-of-bouldering-essentials/
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INtroductIoN
Climbing is a primal human instinct and boulder-
ing, possibly with the exception of soloing, is the 
simplest, purest form of rock climbing. While solo-
ing is high risk and only for experienced climbers, 
bouldering is playful and accessible to all. 

Rock climbing is often incorrectly perceived as an 
activity that requires massive strength, but move-
ment skills, creativity and imagination are just as, if 
not more, important.

Bouldering has existed in a very informal way 
since the late 19th century. and while it has 
always had its devotees, until recently most 
climbers considered it as nothing more than a 
distraction on wet days or as a means of training 
for ‘real’ climbing. 

However, in the last two decades its popularity 
has surged largely thanks to the invention of boul-
dering pads and indoor climbing walls and what 
was once a niche activity is now a recognised 
climbing discipline, a valid pursuit in itself with a 
proliferation of guidebooks, videos, indoor walls 
and competitions dedicated to it.

Bouldering is the climbing equivalent of the 100m 
sprint. Risk, stamina, exposure and ropework 
are removed from the equation and the focus is 
on movement rather than getting to the top by 
any means. Bouldering requires and develops 
strength, balance, flexibility, coordination, determi-
nation and problem-solving.

The definition of bouldering is broad, as boulder-
ing can mean different things to different people. 
It can be about pushing limits and climbing hard, 
getting outdoors with friends and having fun, 
discovering new problems or training for route 
climbing.

Why Boulder?

Bouldering is an excellent way to introduce 
beginners to rock climbing. It requires minimal 
equipment, it’s safe and there isn’t the distraction 
of ropework or fear of heights.

Bouldering, and climbing in general, is quite 
unique in that both sexes can compete on a 
reasonably even footing. In bouldering it’s up to 
each individual to figure out a way to climb that 
is tailored to their strengths (power, flexibility, bal-
ance etc.).

later in your climbing career if you move on to 
other forms of climbing, the movement skills you 
have learnt while bouldering will stand to you. 

For route climbers bouldering is an excellent way 
to get stronger and improve their movement skills. 
It’s also a good option when the weather is too 
cold to stand around belaying.

In these busy times bouldering is ideal for a ‘quick 
hit‘ of climbing. It’s a good use of limited free time, 
even an hour of bouldering is enough to get a 
workout.

Bouldering is the most social of the climbing dis-
ciplines, it’s possible to boulder alongside others 
taking turns climbing, spotting each other, sharing 
advice and encouragement. 

FACing PAge Dave Flanagan on the arete Right Of The Fin, 
Glendalough, Ireland.

Previous PAge  Diarmuid smyth in Roundstone, Ireland.

Bouldering is cl imbing without a rope on 
boulders,  cl i f fs or indoor cl imbing wal ls 
where a fal l  is unl ikely to result  in injury





Boulder ProBlemS

a bouldering route is referred to as a problem. 
The term reflects the fact that getting to the top is 
as much about figuring out what to do as actually 
doing it.

At indoor climbing walls problems follow specific 
hand and foot holds (usually marked with tags or 
colour-coded holds). a problems won’t necessari-
ly go straight up, it may go across - a traverse - or 
weave over, around or under features, sometimes 
seeking difficulty, other times avoiding it.

Most bouldering is done on boulders and 
outcrops, but the base of larger cliffs and even 
buildings are used.

If the cliff or boulder is very high or the rock 
becomes loose or vegetated then the problem 
may be considered finished at a reasonable height 
rather than at the top. 

the goAl

Put at its simplest, the goal of bouldering is to get 
to the top. You may succeed on some problems 
on your first try while others can take weeks of 
effort. Bouldering has a strong sense of aesthetic, 
be it for the feel of a particular move, the architec-
ture of a problem or the elegance of a solution.

Boulderers seek out problems that are enjoy-
able to climb, this may be because they take an 
impressive route up the boulder, have some really 
nice holds or very interesting movements. 

Some problems reflect the playful aspect of 
bouldering, for example those that are solved by a 
running jump, a leap from an adjacent boulder or 
without using the hands. 

SAFety

Bouldering is one of the safest forms of rock 
climbing and serious injuries are rare. However, 
it should be considered low risk rather than risk 
free. 

as boulderers don’t use a rope to protect them-
selves they rarely climb high above the ground. 
The average boulder problem is about four metres 
high. This mightn’t sound like much, but often the 
landing area is uneven or rocky and falls can hap-
pen very suddenly from awkward positions. 

Boulderers minimise the risk of getting hurt in a fall 
by using bouldering pads and by spotting each 
other.

a bouldering pad is a rectangular crash mat that 
consists of multiple layers of foam covered in a 
heavy duty material. The pad is placed on the 
ground where the climber is expected to fall so as 
to cushion their landing. 

spotting is guiding a falling climber safely to the 
ground. The spotter’s goal is to ensure the climber 
lands safely rather than to catch them in their 
arms. 

like most disciplines of climbing, risk in boulder-
ing can be avoid or pursued. By choosing to stick 
to low problems with good landings you can stay 
reasonably safe or you can push your limits on 
high, difficult problems.

Bear the following points in mind:

•	 The matting will cushion your fall but this 
doesn’t mean you can’t hurt yourself. land 
upright, soak up the impact by bending your 
legs and rolling to the side if necessary.

•	 Don’t wear a harness while bouldering.

•	 Remove any rings or jewellery, they could get 
jammed with very nasty consequences.

•	 Watch out for anyone underneath you while 
you are climbing and stay alert when walking 
around.

•	 Don’t sit or lie around on the mats. 

•	 always give way to any climber that is higher 
on the wall than you.

•	 Children should be watched closely, they 
could be seriously injured by a falling climber.

FACing PAge Peter McMahon on Highawatta, Derryrush, 
Ireland.



equIPmeNt
Bouldering doesn’t require much equipment, to 
climb indoors all you need are climbing shoes and 
maybe some chalk. 

Climbing shoes are tight fitting with soles of 
smooth sticky rubber that make standing on small 
or sloping foot holds much easier. However, they 
aren’t absolutely essential, and most climbing 
walls hire shoes. 

Climbers use chalk to absorb the sweat on their 
hands, you might find it useful as well.

Wear loose fitting but not overly baggy clothes. 
Walls can be cold so wear lots of thin layers so 
that you can shed layers as you warm up.

One of bouldering’s many attractions is that it 
doesn’t require a lot of equipment. all you need 
are climbing shoes, a chalk bag and, if you boul-
der outdoors regularly, a bouldering pad. 

There are a few other less essential but useful 
items such as: a small patch of carpet or doormat 
to keep your shoes clean and dry before you step 
onto a problem, a tarp to protect your pad in wet, 

sandy or muddy conditions and a guidebook to 
help you find your way around the boulders.

If you are venturing off the beaten track, you 
should also take a map and compass, food, 
water, warm clothes and a head torch.

chAlk

Chalk (Magnesium Carbonate, MgCO₃) is a white 
powder that absorbs sweat from a climber’s 
hands. Most boulderers find it indispensable as 
both a practical and psychological aid. While 
chalk doesn’t increase friction, it prevents sweat 
reducing it (see page Bouldering essentials for 
more information about friction).

some chalk contains a drying agent that is help-
ful if you have sweaty hands or climb in a warm 
climate, but be careful that your skin doesn’t 
become too dry. 

Chalk is available as powder, chalk balls and 
liquid. Chalk balls are round mesh bags filled with 
chalk. While they reduce the amount of airborne 
chalk they aren’t very effective and the chalk 
tends to be very fine and talc-like.



liquid chalk is a mix of chalk and alcohol that 
evaporates once rubbed into the hands leaving a 
good coating of chalk. It’s useful as a base layer 
or if you can’t use chalk (for example when train-
ing at home).

Use chalk sparingly, excessive amounts won’t 
improve grip and non-climbers may consider rock 
that is caked in chalk unsightly.

chAlk BAg

a chalk bag (see above) is a small pouch for hold-
ing chalk, that is designed to be hung on a belt 
tied around the waist. When you can’t or don’t 
need to chalk up mid-problem leave it on the 
ground to prevent spillages.

Chalk buckets are large chalk bags designed to 
be left on the ground and they are more suitable 
for indoor bouldering. 

an airtight bag or box is useful for storing your 
chalk and chalk bag as it tends to get everywhere.

clothINg

When you are bouldering a short walk from the 
car and the weather is good there is no need for 
any specialist clothing, but if you are walking to a 
remote area or expect cold or wet weather then 
the right clothing is essential to get the most out 
of the day.

•	 Hats add warmth without restricting move-
ment. Make sure it covers the ears. 

•	 Cold rock can numb fingers after only a few 

moves. a pair of gloves or mittens are the 
best way to get the warmth back into them. 

•	 a breathable base layer with long sleeves will 
dry faster and keep you warmer than a cotton 
T-shirt.

•	 A fleece or wool jumper makes for a good 
mid-layer. If it’s cold you might need to wear it 
while climbing so make sure it isn’t too restric-
tive or bulky.

•	 When it’s cold nothing beats a down jacket 
(see above), they are an essential item for 
bouldering in winter. a decent hood makes a 
big difference on those really freezing days.

•	 nearly any trousers will do as long as they 
don’t restrict your movement. Rolling up the 
ends gives a better view of the feet. In warm 
weather shorts will keep you cool but don’t 
offer protection from rough rock, insects or 
undergrowth.

•	 It’s rare to see a boulderer wearing socks un-
der their climbing shoes, but if it’s really cold a 
thin pair can work.

•	 Hiking boot are great for long walk ins over 
rough ground. They will keep your feet warm 
and dry, provide good support for your ankles 
and if looked after properly will last for years.

BruSh

Excess chalk is easily removed with a brush (see 
above). There are a variety of fancy bouldering 
brushes on the market, however a plastic bristled 
washing-up brush works just fine.

some climbers use a telescopic pole with a brush 
attached to the end to clean out of reach holds. 
alternatively, just tape your brush to a stick.

never use a wire brush as the metal bristles de-
stroy the rock. For more about cleaning problems 
see Bouldering essentials.

SkIN cAre

The following are worth carrying, especially on 
trips, to keep your skin in good condition:

•	 Finger tape - zinc oxide tape.

•	 Fine sandpaper or a pumice stone.

•	 Moisturiser.



BoulderINg PAd

Until the mid-nineties, when bouldering pads 
were invented, even short falls hurt. Pads have 
made falling off much more comfortable and have 
dramatically reduced the chances of injury. as a 
result the popularity of bouldering has soared. 

Pads opened up problems and areas with rocky 
landings that previously could have badly injured 
any climber who fell. nowadays it’s not unusual to 
see a half dozen pads beneath a problem with a 
bad landing.

Pads not only reduce the chance of injury from a 
fall, they protect against long-term damage to the 
knee, foot and ankle joints which can result from 
repeated falls. 

There are lots of different designs, but fundamen-
tally a pad is just a few layers of foam covered in a 
hard-wearing fabric. 

Most pads consist of a thick layer of soft foam 
and a thinner layer of hard foam. The hard foam 
is usually on top (i.e. the side you land on) as this 
spreads the impact which is then absorbed by 
the soft foam. On low, steep problems it can be 

better to face the soft foam up to soften a short 
fall onto your back.

Pads vary in sizes from small circuit or launch 
pads (1m x 1.5m x 5cm thick) to monstrous 
highball pads (3m x 2m x 15cm thick). The most 
suitable size depends on the type of bouldering 
you do, how big your car is, how long the walk 
in etc.

Very large pads have their uses, but most people 
will find two smaller pads more useful.

The most costly part of a pad is the foam. Good 
quality foam that will stay stiff for a reasonable 
length of time is expensive. all foam has a limited 
life after which it becomes very soft, so if you use 
your pad a lot you might need to replace the foam 
every few years.

Bouldering pads come in two styles: taco and 
hinge. Taco pads (see above right) consist of one 
continuous section of foam that bends in the 
middle for carrying while a hinge pad (see above 
left) consists of two sections of foam joined by a 
fabric hinge.



ShoeS

There is a wide range of climbing shoes on the 
market, many of which are designed specifically 
for bouldering. 

When choosing the best shoe for your needs 
you must compromise between many different 
factors, such as:

•	 A tight fit gives better performance on small 
holds at the expense of comfort. 

•	 The stickier the rubber, the faster it will wear 
out. stiff shoes ‘edge’ well but ‘smear’ 
badly. 

•	 Thin soles are more sensitive but less 
durable. 

Most beginners’ footwork is such that their first 
pair of shoes don’t last long, so there is no point 
spending a fortune on them.

FIt

The rule of thumb for climbing shoes is: the 
tighter the fit, the better the performance. Most 
boulderers wear climbing shoes a few sizes 
smaller than their street shoes. 

Fit your shoes so that they are snug but not so 
tight that your feet are in agony, bear in mind 
they will stretch and mould to your feet to some 
extent (synthetic uppers won’t stretch, lined 
leather uppers will stretch a small bit and unlined 
leather can stretch up to a full size). 

Make sure that there isn’t any dead space in the 
shoe, particularly around the heel.

shoes with thin soles and minimal lining perform 
best with a snug fit, while shoes with stiffer soles 
don’t need to be fit too tight.

some climbers wear extremely tight shoes which 
force their toes to be clenched like a fist. This 
allows them to press down hard on small edges, 
but it can be a disadvantage on sloping holds 
where the goal is to get as much rubber as possi-
ble in contact with the rock. It’s also not very good 
for the health of their feet.

Before you climb in new shoes wear them around 
the house for a few hours and if they are too small 
you can return them.

StyleS

Entry level shoes tend to be stiff with a thick layer 
of rubber, flat soles and plenty of room in the toe 
area. and while not brilliant from a performance 
point of view they are comfortable and relatively 
cheap. 

High performance shoes feature an extremely 
down turned toe (for better edging on steep rock), 
very thin sticky soles and extra rubber on the top 
and side of the foot for ‘toe hooking’ and smear-
ing. They can be quite uncomfortable, especially if 
a tight fit, and are only really suitable for experi-
ence climbers operating at a high level.

Which closure systems (velcro, lace or slipper) is 
down to personal preference.

toe

outSIde edge

heel

rANd

INSIde edge

Arch



StAyINg SAFe
Bouldering is a relatively safe activity and serious 
injuries are rare, but precautions still need to be 
taken.

hIghBAllS

Highballs are tall boulder problems, they occupy 
the middle ground between problems and routes. 

Highballing is not recommended for beginners 
as, to be done with a reasonable safety margin, it 
requires a lot of experience, good judgement and 
a cool head.

doWN-clImBINg

When you are high above the ground down-
climbing is a safer option than falling or jumping. 
It’s a skill that requires practice and certain types 
of moves such as dynamics and mantels can be 
very difficult, if not impossible, to reverse.

PlAN AheAd

spend a few moments before you start up a 
problem thinking about where and how you are 
likely to fall. This will help you decide where to 
position the pads and spotters. as you make 
progress on a problem and learn more about 
the moves, reposition the pads and spotters as 
necessary.

looSe or dIrty rock

never let your guard down when climbing or 
spotting as you never know when a hand or foot 
could slip or a hold break. Give every problem, no 
matter how easy, 100% concentration until you 
have reached the top. 

Holds typically break when you are pulling hard 
on them, resulting in very dangerous, explosive 
falls. Big storms and freeze thaw action can 
loosen previously solid holds. some rock types, 
particularly sandstone, are fragile when damp so 
always allow them plenty of time to dry out before 
climbing on them.

In all but the most popular bouldering areas you 
will encounter dirty or vegetated rock. loose crys-
tals or grains of sand act like ball bearings, caus-
ing the hands and feet to slip without warning. 

SPottINg

spotting should be taken as seriously and done 
with just as much care and attention as belaying. 
A good spotter gives the climber the confidence 
to focus completely on the moves.

The primary goal of spotting is to protect the 
climber’s head from an impact. The spotter isn’t 
expected to catch the falling climber in their arms, 
only to guide them onto the pads, break their fall 
and ensure they land upright and in balance. 

When spotting use a wide, firm stance with your 
hands reaching towards the climber’s midriff. 
stand a few feet beyond the point where you 
expect the climber’s feet to hit the ground.

Focus your attention on the area just above the 
hips rather than watching the hands or feet and 
don’t get distracted pointing out holds or studying 
the moves.

Once the falling climber reaches your outstretched 
arms, guide them to the pad and away from any 
hazards. Keep a firm grip on them until they have 
regained their balance.

On slabs and vertical walls the climber will either 
slide or fall with their body upright so all the spot-
ter needs to do is steady the climber once they 
hit the pad.

On steeper rock the climber is likely to fall with 
their body at an angle and the danger is that they 
won’t land on their feet. The spotter can help 
by making contact slightly higher on the falling 
climber’s torso, rotating them into a more upright 
landing position.

Pay very close attention on problems that require 
foot cams, kneebars or heel hooks as if a limb 
gets jammed it could get seriously damaged, as 
well as tipping the climber over so they fall head 
first.

FACing PAge Ricky Bell on leftisim, Glendalough, Ireland. 





FAllINg

It’s impossible to push your limits without falling, 
so it’s an essential part of bouldering. Injuries from 
falls seem to occur almost randomly: some climb-
ers are unlucky and break their ankle dropping a 
few feet onto a pad, while others walk away from 
massive falls onto terrible landings. 

landing with bad technique can lead to injuries 
but can also cause problems with your feet, 
ankles and knees in later life.

By making sure that you are familiar with the land-
ing zone before you start climbing, you increase 
your chances of landing well even if you fall off 
unexpectedly.

hoW to FAll

a 3m fall lasts just over three quarters of a second 
and you will be travelling at 27 kmph when you 
hit the ground. That doesn’t give you a lot of time 
for conscious thought, you are relying entirely on 
your reflexes. 

as you fall keep your torso vertical, your legs 

straight but not locked out, your toes pointed to 
the ground and your arms raised to reduce the 
risk of injuring your spotter.

Bend your legs as you hit the ground to absorb 
the impact, but avoid sinking into a deep squat 
position as it’s very bad for the knees and you risk 
kneeing yourself in the face. 

Your legs won’t be able to absorb all the impact 
of long falls so as you bend your legs, drop 
sideways onto the pad with your knees, hips then 
shoulders. It’s a little undignified but a lot better 
than a broken ankle.

FAllINg oN SlABS

On low angled slabs you will slide rather than fall. 
sliding is safer as it’s slower and more controlled, 
especially on blank slabs where there is nothing 
to trip over. The trick is to keep your palms flat 
against the rock and to stay relaxed. 

another option is to turn around and run down 
the slab, this works well if the landing zone is 
large and flat but it has the potential to go badly 
wrong.



INdoorS

Indoor walls are a forgiving environment but you 
need to be constantly on alert for people walking 
or standing under you while you climb. 

The wall is the ideal place to develop good falling 
technique, so rather than relying on the matting 
to absorb the impact, land properly (bending 
the legs and rolling if necessary) like you would 
outdoors.

JumPINg

Tactical retreat in the form of a controlled jump is 
often wiser than risking an out-of-control fall. 

On steep problems it’s just a matter of hanging 
from the arms and dropping straight down onto 
the pads. 

If the problem isn’t overhanging, you will have to 
jump slightly outwards to make sure you clear the 
base of the rock. It’s much safer to land facing 
the direction you are travelling (ie. away from the 
rock), so as you jump turn, push off with a hand 
if necessary. Practise this technique at the wall 

before you try it outdoors.

helmet

Boulderers rarely wear helmets but there may 
be times when it’s a good idea. John sherman, 
american bouldering guru, wears a skateboarding 
helmet which he believes is better suited to the 
types of impacts in bouldering.

ABove Diarmuid smyth greases off Marie Rose, Bas Cuvier, 
Fontainebleau, France.



moVemeNt
Movement is both the foundation and the key-
stone of bouldering. and while it’s possible to train 
hard, get strong and climb some hard problems, 
without good technique, you will never reach your 
full potential as a climber. 

The temptation is to believe that improving is 
simply a matter of getting stronger and being able 
to pull harder on smaller holds, but a beginner’s 
focus should be on learning good movement skills 
rather than building strength. This gives a solid 
foundation on which to progress as a climber and 
allows the muscles and tendons time to adapt 
gradually to the stresses of bouldering, reducing 
the risk of injury.

Even through every boulder problem is unique, 
some techniques and movements that occur 
frequently can be trained and practised, much like 
a gymnast trains on different apparatus.

Familiarity with the basic moves and techniques 
of rock climbing is equivalent to knowing how the 
pieces move in chess. It’s only a starting point for 
really learning how to climb. 

never be afraid to experiment and try new things. 
This is the beauty of bouldering, you are free to 
attempt moves that would be inconceivable on a 
route. 

This freedom to experiment in safety and comfort 
- thanks to indoor walls and bouldering pads - 
has allowed the modern boulderer to discard the 
old ‘three points of contact at all times’ rule, and 
make frequent use of momentum.

However, there are situations when the old rule of 
“three points of contact at all times“ is relevant, for 
example on highballs where a fall could be dan-
gerous or when the holds are very small and your 
weight must be distributed over as many points of 
contact as possible.

This section only touches on some of the basics 
of climbing movement, it’s a huge topic - the 
movement chapter in Bouldering essentials is 
over 60 pages long - and is impossible to cover in 
just a few pages.

ImProVINg techNIque

Even though climbing is a very natural, instinctive 
activity it still takes a lot of time and effort to reach 
your full potential as a climber. 

Without a doubt, outdoor bouldering is the best 

way to learn and hone technique. Having said 
that, bouldering outdoors can be intimidating for 
an absolute beginner. The comfort, accessibility 
and variety of an indoor wall might be more suit-
able for an initiation, but don’t wait too long before 
venturing out onto rock.

You won’t become a better climber just by sitting 
on the couch reading this (or any other) book, but 
if you apply what you read about on these pages 
when you are out bouldering then you will be on 
the right path.

eVolutIoN oF moVemeNt

The evolution of climbing movement has always 
been driven primarily by technological innovations

In the days of hemp ropes tied around the waist 
the emphasis was on security of movement, three 
points of contact and always being able to reverse 
to the ground, falling wasn’t an option. as climb-
ing became safer due to advances in equipment, 
such as dynamic ropes and sit harnesses, physi-
cal limits started to be pushed. 

The arrival of bolted routes and sport climbing on 
steep limestone in the eighties required a whole 
new repertoire of techniques. likewise with indoor 
walls and the growth of bouldering came great 
leaps in climbing standards. Dynamics, once 
frowned upon as bad style, are now a vital part of 
bouldering.

Individual techniques also come in and out of 
vogue. Before sticky rubber shoes, edging was 
the only option on face climbs, many of which are 
now smeared up by modern climbers. 

When steep wooden training boards covered 
in small edges became popular in the nineties 
boulderers naturally sought out similar problems 
outdoors. similarly in the last decade the sloper 
has become everyone’s favourite hold.

similarly modern comp-style problems which 
involve lots of pressing and compressing large 
volumes ape the current popularity of steep 
compression problems on rock. Or is it the other 
way around?

FACing PAge Joe Walls on The Groove, Brimstones, Ireland.





the BASIcS

Here is some movement advice for your first few 
bouldering sessions.

BAlANce

To climb in balance is to climb well. If you swing 
all over the place as you reach from hold to hold 
then you need to focus on how you are position-
ing your body relative to your hand and foot holds.

WeIght oN your Feet

It’s easier said than done, but unless the rock is 
very steep, your feet should bear the majority of 
your weight. 

FootWork

Your footwork should be deliberate, neat and 
quiet. Place your feet carefully and keep them still 
as you transfer weight onto them. Get in the habit 
of using the toe rather than the arch of your shoe. 

a few small steps are better than one big one. 

AVoId PullINg WIth your ArmS

Your arms hold your body in balance, upward 
movement should come from the body’s most 
powerful muscles, the legs. ask yourself which is 
easier, a pull up or a squat? 

StrAIght ArmS

straight arms place the load on your skeleton 
rather than your muscles. Obviously you need to 
bend your arms to reach between holds but rest, 
scan for holds and move your feet with your arms 
as straight as possible. 

doN’t AlWAyS clImB FAce oN

Beginners tend to climb with their hips and 
shoulders parallel to the rock but twisting your 
shoulders perpendicular to the rock extends your 
reach significantly and is particularly effective on 
overhanging rock. 

PlAN AheAd

Before you start up a problem decide which hand 
and foot holds you are going to use and in what 
order.

keeP It StAtIc

Dynamics - jumping for holds - is a big part of 
bouldering but when you are starting out, aim 
to reach between holds in a smooth, controlled 
manner. 

relAx

Relax and don’t forget to breathe. If your feet are 
pedalling furiously and your face is bright red, you 
are doing something wrong. Figure out what it is 
and fix it. 

Make sure you don’t over grip with your hands, it 
wastes energy when you need it most. 

Be PAtIeNt

Good climbers can make hard problems look 
easy. It takes years of effort to get to that level, so 
be patient and enjoy the learning process. 

Bouldering is difficult, that’s the whole idea. Em-
brace the struggle and try not to get frustrated. 

FACing PAge Dave Flanagan in lough Bray, Ireland.





geNerAl coNcePtS 

The following general concepts are worth explor-
ing before getting into specific techniques. 

some of these ideas are quite abstract, but a 
good understanding of them will allow you to 
solve problems intelligently, without resorting to 
trial and error, which is a highly inefficient (as well 
as unsatisfying) way to boulder. 

BAlANce

Balance in climbing is determined by the posi-
tion of the climber’s body relative to their holds. 
The term balance refers to the ability to maintain 
a state of equilibrium as well as to the state of 
equilibrium itself.

The importance of balance in climbing cannot be 
over emphasised. It is excellent body positioning 
that allows good climbers to do moves that feel 
physically impossible to other less accomplished, 
but equally strong, climbers. 

Climbing moves can be divided into three broad 
categories depending on their balance require-
ments:

•	 Moves where it’s impossible to compensate 
for a lack of balance with power, often de-
scribed as balancy or technical.

•	 Moves that are forgiving of bad balance be-
cause the holds are positive and conveniently 
positioned.

•	 Moves that require good balance because 
they are close to the climbers physical limits 
and the climber has no power to waste on 
inefficient body position.

steep problems that have large holds are very for-
giving of inaccurate body position so it’s important 
that climbers, especially beginners also spent time 
on less steep problems where good balance is 
essential and it’s impossible to compensate using 
power. 

deFINItIoNS

•	 The centre of gravity (CoG) is the theoreti-
cal point where the entire mass of a body is 
concentrated. Most climbers’ centre of gravity 
is just above their waist near their belly button.

•	 The base of support is the area created by 
connecting the climber’s points of contact 
(their hand and foot holds). 

•	 Balance can be defined as the relationship 
between a climber’s centre of gravity and their 
base of support. 

analysing this relationship between the base of 
support and the centre of gravity is a very useful 
way of understanding climbing movement and 
solving boulder problems.

However, this simple model isn’t perfect, as it 
doesn’t take into account the size and type of the 
holds. Positive hand holds are very forgiving of 
bad balance and allow virtually any position to be 
held, even if it means the centre of gravity is way 
outside the base of support. 

ruleS oF thumB

The following rules of thumb apply in the vast 
majority of situations.

•	 The more time your CoG spends inside your 
base of support the more efficient your move-
ment.

•	 The more points of contact and the further 
apart they are, the easier it is to make sure 
that your CoG lies within/on/over/under the 
base of support. 

•	 Before you move a limb you must transfer the 
weight it’s bearing to the other limbs. 

•	 The more directly the CoG is over/under a 
hold the more weight will be on that hold.



SteeP SlAB SequeNce 

The sequence on the left demonstrates how your 
weight must travel from side to side as you move 
from hold to hold.

1
a nice stable quadrilateral with the CoG centred in 
the base of support and weight evenly distributed 
between the two foot holds.

2
To free up the left foot the CoG is moved so that 
it lies directly over the right foot. The CoG is still 
within the base.

3
Once the left foot is on the higher hold, the CoG 
can be moved to the left to transfer weight off the 
right foot, so that it’s now shared between the 
two hand holds and one foot hold.

dyNAmIcS ANd BAlANce

Climbing in balance is often equated with moving 
very slowly and deliberately, but dynamic (ie. fast) 
moves can combine balance and momentum very 
effectively. 

Dynamic moves use momentum to get from one 
balanced position to another, passing quickly 
through intermediate positions where it’s impos-
sible or unnecessary to balance.

static moves are generally done in two phases. 
In the first the body is positioned so that the hold 
is within reach, and then the reach is made with 
the hand (while the rest of the body, or the CoG at 
least, stays still). 

In contrast, a dynamic move is one in which the 
CoG is moving towards the target hold at the 
same time as the reaching hand. 

1

2

cog

3





FootWork

Most beginners instinctively neglect their feet and 
concentrate on what their hands are doing. need-
less to say this is a mistake, you can never put 
too much thought and effort into your footwork. 

The best way to improve your footwork is to 
spend time bouldering on slabs, especially 
outdoors. Choose low problems with good land-
ings where you can experiment free from worries 
about falling. 

attempting easier problems without using your 
hands will teach you a lot about balance and 
trusting your feet on marginal holds.

BASIc PrINcIPleS

•	 Place your foot on the best part of the hold 
at the optimal angle and don’t look away until 
it’s settled.

•	 Smoothly and confidently transfer your weight 
onto the hold. Jerky or hesitant movement 
causes slips.

•	 The more pressure you apply to a hold the 
better it will stick. 

•	 a few small steps are better than one big one.

•	 The biggest foot hold isn’t necessarily the 
best. Position is key.

•	 Make a mental note of foot holds while they 
are at eye level. 

PrePArAtIoN

Midway through a high step onto a marginal hold 
isn’t the ideal moment to realise your shoes are 
filthy. Get into the habit of giving them a quick 
clean on your pad, a piece of carpet or your trou-
ser leg before you pull on. 

To maximise your shoe’s grip ‘squeak’ them by 
spitting onto your hand and rubbing it into the 
sole until they are (literally) squeaky clean and dry.

never put chalk on foot holds, it only makes them 
worse. If a hold is damp, dry it with a cloth or 
brush.

Feet lIke hANdS

On steep rock you need to force weight onto your 
feet (and off your arms) by getting your hips close 
to the rock and pushing down and out with your 
toes as if you are trying to prise the hold away 
from the wall. 

SWAPPINg Feet

Often you will need to swap one foot for another 
on a foot hold. This can be a delicate operation 
especially on narrow or small holds. There are 
two approaches, the most common one is to do 
a little hop with the outgoing foot and place the 
incoming foot on the hold while you are airborne. 
On really delicate problems this isn’t possible, 
instead gradually press the incoming foot onto the 
hold while sliding the other foot out. 

SmeArINg

a smear is a sloping foot hold, frequently smears 
are just a rough patch of rock rather than a clearly 
defined feature. Smearing can feel very precari-
ous, staying relaxed and moving confidently will 
help your foot to stick.

smears rely on friction so the more contact 
between the rubber of your shoe and the rock the 
better. Keep your ankles as low as possible and 
force weight onto your feet by getting your centre 
of gravity over them, bending you body at your 
waist so you can reach the rock with your hands 
(see facing page).

soft shoes or slippers with clean, well broken in 
soles are ideal for smearing.

FACing PAge Dave Flanagan in Wicklow Gap, Ireland.



INdoor clImBINg
Until recently, climbing walls were the domain of 
experienced climbers but nowadays they also 
cater for beginners and people just ‘having a go‘. 

Most walls provide a dedicated bouldering area, 
easy problems, coaching, good matting and 
equipment hire. This makes them the ideal place 
to get your first taste of bouldering.

The best way to start is by seeking out the easi-
est problems and trying a few of them. On your 
first few visits you are better off doing a variety 
of easier problems than wasting all your energy 
struggling on one difficult problem.

Indoor climbing walls have been the main driver of 
bouldering’s recent surge in popularity. They are 
a friendly, comfortable environment in which to 
introduce beginners to climbing, a social hub and 
a place to train during cold, wet, dark winters.

not only have walls helped boulderers to get 
stronger but they have also influenced the type of 
problems climbers seek when (or if) they boulder 
outdoors.

INdoor Style

Route setters, wall builders and hold manufac-
tures are continually creating new challenges for 
climbers that, while attempting to mimic climbing 
on rock, are also unique and interesting climbs in 
themselves.

If a problem feels much harder than the grade 
suggests, you are probably missing something. 
Compared to problems outdoors there are limited 
options in terms of holds and hence fewer op-
portunities to make good movement or problem 
solving skills count.

Route setters use volumes to make the climb-
ing more three dimensional. Volumes are large 
plywood shapes (usually triangular or rounded), 
massive holds upon which other holds can be 
mounted. Used intelligently, volumes make for 
quasi-outdoor style problems that are very power-
ful but at the same time technical.

teN tIPS For BoulderINg 
INdoorS

1. WArm uP

a thorough warm-up is essential if you want to 
climb well and avoid injury. Get into the habit of 
warming up and be patient, it can take up to an 
hour before you are ready to climb at your limit.

Your warm up should consist of the following 
three parts:

•	 PUlsE RaIsER If you haven’t walked or 
cycled to the wall then do a short jog or some 
skipping to get the blood flowing. A few min-
utes is sufficient.

•	 STRETCHING Gently move your fingers, 
wrists, elbows, shoulders, neck, back, legs, 
hips, and ankles through their ranges of mo-
tion, focussing on the upper body (see facing 
page). Remember that your goal is to lubricate 
the joints and loosen the muscles, you aren’t 
trying to increase your range of motion (do 
that after you are finished climbing).

•	 ClIMBInG start by climbing some very easy 
problems or traversing on big holds, focusing 
on moving smoothly and efficiently. Gradually 
increase the difficulty, taking plenty of rest 
between problems.

2. thINk BeFore you moVe

Climbing and bouldering in particular, are incor-
rectly seen by some as an activity that requires 
great strength. and while you can never be too 
strong, it’s technique that will determine how 
good a climber you become. To establish good 
habits try and focus on technique from the very 
start of your climbing career. 

Before you start up a problem try and figure out 
how you are going to climb it. Make a plan - 
decide what hand and foot holds you are going 
to use and in what order – and then put it to 
action. If something doesn’t feel as you expected 
then you shouldn’t be afraid to improvise. Once 
you are back on the ground, whether you get to 
the top or fell, you should review your plan. ask 
yourself what worked what didn’t, did you follow 
your plan exactly, is there any refinements you 
could make etc.

This continuous loop of planning, climbing, re-
viewing is how you learn to climb.





3. WAtch other clImBerS

Paying close attention when others are trying your 
problem can be very useful but don’t fall into the 
trap of blindly copying other climber’s sequences. 
Everyone has different strengths, weaknesses 
and physical attributes so what works for them 
may not be suitable for you, this is the beauty of 
bouldering, everyone has to find their own way.

Embrace the challenge of problem solving, it’s 
a central part of bouldering, there isn’t just one 
single ‘right way’ to do a problem. You will soon 
learn that there is nothing more satisfying than 
figuring out a devious solution to a problem that 
you initially though was beyond you.

4. FocuS oN BAlANce

Balance is the glue that binds all the other as-
pects of climbing technique together. It’s excellent 
balance and body positioning that allows talented 
climbers to do moves that feel physically impos-
sible to other less accomplished, but equally 
strong, climbers.

You should aim to climb in a slow controlled style. 
While you reach between holds your body should 
stay reasonably still. There are plenty of situation 
in bouldering when lunging for the next hold is 
the right option but if you find your body swinging 
uncontrollably every thing you move your hands 
then you need to pay more attention to body 
positioning and balance.

5. Work your WeAkNeSSeS

success or failure on a problem depends on 
many factors and often it isn’t immediately appar-
ent which factors are limiting progress. Consider, 
for example, a climber struggling on a steeply 
overhanging problem. They are having trouble 
hanging onto the small holds, let alone moving 
between them. Their instinct is to blame a lack
of finger strength, but it’s just as likely to be a 

weak core or sloppy footwork that is preventing 
them from transferring their weight onto the foot 
holds and away from their fingers.

We tend to experience the most pleasure doing 
things that we are good at. In bouldering terms 
we spend most of our time climbing problems 
that suit us. One consequence of this is that our 
weaknesses, if neglected, become even more 
pronounced, this drags our overall performance 
down.

spending time and effort focussing on your weak-
nesses is an excellent investment as it requires 
a lot less effort to make large gains in areas of 
weakness than it does to make small improve-
ments in areas of strength. This is especially 
relevant for most climbers who have only limited 
time to train.

6. Be SAFe

In climbing terms bouldering indoors is as safe as 
it gets, but there are a few things to bear in mind:

•	 Warm up well. You will be able to climb better 
for longer and there is nothing more frustrat-
ing than being injured.

•	 never walk or stand in the potential landing 
zone of a climber on the wall. Get into the 
habit of checking that the landing is clear 
before you jump down.

•	 Most walls have excellent matting but watch 
out for gaps, edges or soft spots.

•	 Fall properly by soaking up the impact with 
your legs and rolling onto your side if neces-
sary. Don’t get into the habit of relying on the 
matting to absorb the impact.

ABove The bouldering area in awesome Walls Dublin.



7. StAy relAxed ANd doN’t get 
FruStrAted

The “fight or flight” response isn’t very helpful 
for climbers as it’s rare that a difficult situation 
in bouldering is best overcome by a massive 
physical effort. It’s more likely that we have, in 
our slightly panicked state of mind, overlooked a 
foot or hand hold that will enable us to get more 
comfortable. When you are bouldering try and to 
stay relaxed and loose, if you feel yourself start to 
flail, take a few deep breathes and have a good 
look around at your options. What’s the worst that 
can happen?

Failure is a central part of bouldering, don’t let it 
frustrate you, be patient and enjoy the process of 
problem solving. Bouldering is difficult, that’s the 
whole idea, embrace the struggle.

8. doN’t Worry ABout grAdeS

Every climber has different strengths and weak-
nesses and grades can’t possibly take them into 
account, treat them as rough guesses that give an 
approximate indication what problems you may 
be able for. Don’t let them become the main focus 
of your climbing. You are not a number.

9. clImB cIrcuItS

a circuit is a collection of problems of similar 
difficulty. The circuit concept originated in Fon-
tainebleau, France where aspiring alpinists linked 
together dozens of problems to build endurance 
for the alps. nowadays most bouldering centres 
gather their problems into circuits of between 10-
30 problems that are identified to colour.

Completing an easy circuit is a great warm-up or 
an easy workout in itself. as most circuits feature 
a broad range of problems, attempting to do 
every problem in a circuit (whether in a session or 
over the course of many sessions) will force you 
to spend more time on your weaknesses than 
your strengths. This is an excellent way of improv-
ing your technique and raising your all round 
climbing ability.

10. Boulder outdoorS

as enjoyable as bouldering at the wall is, it 
doesn’t compare to a crisp winter’s day spent 
bouldering on real rock.

Modern walls are so comfortable with their plush 
matting, heating and cafes that you may be in for 
a shock the first time you boulder outdoors but 
once you have experienced the satisfaction and 
sheer pleasure of bouldering on rock you may 

never look at the wall the same again.

Even the most creative indoor route-setter can’t 
match the infinite variety of problems created by 
nature so if you want to learn how to climb, rather 
than simply get strong, bouldering on rock is the 
way to go.



StArtINg 
outdoorS
after a few sessions at the wall you should be 
ready to boulder outdoors. The first step is to 
consult a guidebook, other climbers or the web 
to find an area with good landings and plenty of 
easier problems. 

Ideally bring along a friend to spot and a boulder-
ing pad. However it’s possible to do some easy 
bouldering without either. Bring along a piece of 
carpet or matting to keep your shoes clean and 
climb close to the ground.

Bouldering outdoors takes some getting used to, 
so start off slowly on the easiest problems.

If there are other boulderers around they will usu-
ally be happy to give you a spot and offer some 
advice.

Remember to check the descent from the boulder 
before you set off, sometimes they can be tricky. 

The one golden rule of bouldering is to never alter 
or damage the rock in any way. If you can’t climb 
a problem as it is, move on to another. Boulder-
ing outdoors is a very different from bouldering at 
the wall and this can come as a shock to some 
beginners. 

Be prepared to struggle on your first few visits 
outdoors, it isn’t realistic to expect to immediately 
be able to climb at the same standard as you do 
indoors.

Discover outdoor bouldering on your own terms, 
climb whatever you like the look of and don’t 
worry whether it’s an ‘established’ problem or not. 

lANdINgS

The combination of less than perfect landings and 
insecure moves can be very intimidating for an 
inexperienced boulderer. start out on easy, low 
problems and gradually build up to the harder, 
higher ones. 

ABove Unknown climber on Dalle á Poly, Fontainebleau, France.



equIPmeNt

Bouldering outdoors requires some extra equip-
ment, primarily a bouldering pad.

grAdeS

A problem’s grade is an indication of how difficult 
it is to climb assuming good conditions and the 
best sequence. The grade doesn’t take into ac-
count the height of the problem or the difficulty of 
figuring out how to do it.

Difficulty in climbing is highly subjective and is 
dependant on many factors (body type, height, 
experience, conditions etc). To account for all 
these factors and accurately express that difficulty 
in a simple grading system is almost impossible. 
so don’t take grades too seriously, treat them as 
rough guesses and a crude means of identifying 
suitable problems. Don’t make the mistake of 
equating difficulty and grade, remember ‘the map 
is not the territory’.

There are two bouldering grading systems in use 
internationally:

•	 The Font system, which originated in Fon-
tainebleau near Paris almost a century ago. 
Font is unique in that problems are assembled 
into circuits (groups of problems of similar 
difficulty). These circuits are marked by arrows 
and numbers with the colour corresponding 
to the difficulty of the circuit (see above).

•	 The V or Hueco system which was invented 
by John sherman to grade problems in Hueco 
Tanks, Texas in the early nineties. 

Both systems have their pros and cons, but as 
they correspond closely it’s largely academic 
which is used. 

The table on the right shows the two systems and 
gives a very approximate indication of how they 
compare with route grades at the lower end.

SIt StArtS

To the non-climber nothing exemplifies the 
pointlessness of bouldering more than the sit start 
and even the most devoted boulderer can’t deny 
how convoluted they are. Having said that, sitting 
starts have their place. 

•	 a low start extracts the maximum amount of 
climbing from the rock. 

•	 Very difficult or contorted moves can be tried 
in safety when you are inches rather than feet 
above the ground. 

•	 The difficulty of some problems is very de-
pendant on how high you can reach from the 
ground, in this case a low start on a defined 
hold can level the playing field. 

ethIcS

Thankfully bouldering is largely free of the ethical 
dilemmas that exist in other climbing genres, you 
either climb a problem or you don’t.

sometimes highballs are practised on a top 
rope before being climbed rope-less (known as 
‘headpointing’ in trad climbing). Obviously it’s bet-
ter style to do a problem without top-roping first 
(‘ground up‘) but it’s an entirely personal choice. 

V Font
route 
(uk)

route 
(uS)

V0

2+ Vd

S

hS

VS

hVS

e1

.

.

.

.

5.4

5.5

5.6

5.7

5.8

5.9

5.10

.

.

.

.

3

3+

V1
4

4+

V2
5

5+

V3
6A

6A+

V4
6B

6B+

V5
6c

6c+

V6 7A

V7 7A+

V8
7B

7B+

V9 7c

V10 7c+

V11 8A

V12 8A+

V13 8B

V14 8B+

V15 8c

V16 8c+



guIdeBookS

at most indoor walls the problems are marked 
using colour coding or tags and the start and fin-
ish holds clearly defined. Outdoors it’s a different 
story, if you are lucky there will be a guidebook or 
a fellow boulderer might point out a few problems.

Guidebooks use two methods to describe 
problems, simple maps (see above) or photos of 
the rock with the line taken by the problems su-
perimposed (see facing page). some guides give 
detailed descriptions of the starting and finishing 
positions and the moves in between, while others 
just briefly describe the line (“Climb the arete on 
its left hand side“).

In some bouldering areas you may encounter 
eliminates which are problems with specific rules 
that dictate what holds may and may not be 

used. They are a way of getting the most climbing 
out of a limited amount of rock.

There is no point worrying about whether you are 
climbing the ‘right‘ problems, just use your com-
mon sense and try whatever looks interesting.



teN tIPS For BoulderINg 
outdoorS

1. StArt SloWly

Initially seek out areas that have plenty of low, 
easy problems with good landings. Consult the 
guidebook, ask around at the wall or post in a 
bouldering forum. start on the easiest problems 
and work your way up through the grades, enjoy-
ing the movement and getting a feel for the rock 
and the style of climbing.

2. leArN to SPot ANd FAll

spotting should be taken as seriously and done 
with just as much care and attention as belaying. 
A good spotter gives the climber the confidence 
to focus 100% on the moves.

see page 14 for information about how to spot 
correctly.

3. check the deSceNt

Most boulders have straightforward descents, but 
there are exceptions so it’s worth doing a quick 
reconnaissance of the down-climb before you 
set off up a boulder for the first time. While you 
are  on top of the boulder you can check out the 
finishing moves and clean the holds if necessary.

4. look AFter your SkIN

Bouldering on rough rock is very hard on the skin 
of the hands, especially the fingertips. Not only is 
it very uncomfortable when your tips get pink and 
tender, but they won’t grip as well, especially on 
small or slopey holds. 

Ideally, the skin on our tips should be smooth - 
with no points of weakness where tears can start 
- thick - to make pulling on rough rock and sharp 
holds more comfortable - and supple - so that it 
conforms to the tiny indentations in the rock.

There is no short-cut to good skin, lots of boul-
dering on rough rock is the only way to build it up.

5. leArN ABout FrIctIoN ANd 
uNderStANd coNdItIoNS

The ideal conditions for bouldering are cold, dry 
weather, this is when the friction between your 
hands and shoes and the rock is at it’s best.

Beginners underestimate the difference good 
conditions can make and it’s not an exaggera-
tion to say that bouldering in good conditions is 

equivalent to cycling with the wind at your back.. 
Understanding friction, knowing what constitutes 
good conditions and taking advantage of them 
can make the difference between success and 
failure. 

6. doN’t get Bogged doWN

You may hear experienced boulderers talk-
ing about their projects or see them out at the 
boulders, where, after a quick warm up, they 
spend their entire session trying one move. This 
approach, while worthy and the only way to climb 
problems that are at your absolute limit, isn’t a 
good way to learn technique. 

Beginners need mileage, they need to try lots of 
different moves and broaden their movement vo-
cabulary. At least for the first few months of your 
climbing career a good rule of thumb would be to 
move on after a few failed attempts on a problem. 

7. FootWork

a lot of beginners neglect their feet to concentrate 
on what their hands are doing. needless to say 
this is a mistake, you can never put too much 
thought and effort into your footwork. Footwork 
should be deliberate, neat and quiet. Use the toe 
rather than the arch of your shoe, place your feet 
carefully, trying to keep them still as you transfer 
weight onto them. 

The best way to improve your footwork is to put 
in some time bouldering on slabs, especially 
outdoors. Choose low problems with good land-
ings where you don’t have to worry about falling. 
attempting easier problems without using your 
hands will teach you a lot about balance and 
trusting your feet on marginal holds. 





8. reSPect the rock

The ever increasing numbers of climbers has put 
a lot of pressure on the UK’s most popular boul-
dering areas. There may also be a lack of aware-
ness among some of newcomers to bouldering 
about the role they have to play in protecting the 
rock and minimising their impact on it.

and while bouldering is an activity without any 
formal rules or regulations, there is one maxim 
that all climbers agree on - respect the rock.

•	 never chip or alter holds in any way. If you 
can’t climb a problem as it stands train harder 
or leave it for someone better. 

•	 never use a wire brush to clean holds, a stiff 
plastic bristled brush is sufficient. 

•	 avoid excessive damage of vegetation when 
cleaning new problems. 

•	 Pof, a dried pine resin that increases friction, 
is used by a minority of climbers in Fontaineb-
leau, but pof should never be used outside of 
Fontainebleau (if at all), as it polishes the rock, 
making the holds very slippery.

•	 Make sure your shoes are clean and dry. Dirty 
shoes erode the rock significantly faster than 
clean ones.

9. PrActISe your toP-outS 

Indoors you jump or down-climb from the final 
holds of each problem, but at most outdoor boul-
dering areas a problem isn’t considered finished 
until you are standing on top of the boulder or cliff. 
This process of getting established on the top of a 
problem is known as topping out. 

Certain rock types, particularly granite and sand-
stone, tend to have featureless, rounded tops. 
This can mean that even if the final moves of the 
problem aren’t technically the crux, it can feel that 
way thanks to the height and the fact that you are 
tired when you get there. 

With top-outs there is no substitute for good tech-
nique so get plenty practise on lower problems 
before testing yourself on higher ones. This is 
especially important for climbers who don’t have 
much experience of bouldering outdoor as even 
relatively easy top-outs can feel strenuous, inse-
cure and scary if your technique is lacking.

10. VISIt FoNt

Fontainebleau, aka Font, is probably the best 
bouldering area in the world. located just an hour 

south of Paris it’s easily accessible for a weekend 
trip from anywhere in the UK. 

The huge forest that surrounds the town of Fon-
tainebleau is littered with boulders of all shapes 
and sizes. The impeccable sandstone is famous 
for it’s sloping holds and desperate top-outs mak-
ing Font a great place to further your understand-
ing of technique and body positioning. With a 
huge range of bouldering from children’s circuits 
to some of the hardest problems in the world, 
there is plenty of problems no matter what grade 
you climb.

FACing PAge Michael O’Dwyer on l’angle du serac, Fontaineb-
leau, France.



gloSSAry

A
antagonistic The antagonistic muscles are those responsible for pushing as opposed to pulling. 

antihydral a skin drying agent that reduces the hand’s sweating.
ape Index The difference between your arm span and height.

approach shoe a hybrid between a running shoe and a hiking boot.
arch The arched middle part of the sole of the foot that lies between the toes and the 

ankle. Or a steeply overhanging arete.
arete a protruding rock feature that is formed by the meeting of two planes. The opposite 

to a corner. 
arm Bar a crack climbing technique in which an arm is inserted deep into the crack and 

secured by pressing the palm of the hand against one wall and the tricep/shoulder 
against the other.

B
Backstep a technique in which one foot inside edges while the other outside edges. similar to 

a dropknee.
Back and Foot a method of climbing chimneys in which the back is pressed against one side while 

the feet push against the other.
Barndoor an unintentional, uncontrolled rotation away from the rock. 
Belaying Paying out or taking in the rope while another climber climbs.

Beta A description of how to climb a specific problem, usually refers to the best (ie. easi-
est) way.

Body Tension The ability to keep the feet on their foot holds when climbing steep rock. Core 
strength and technique are components of body tension.

Body Position The position of the body relative to the hand and foot holds.
Bolt On a resin or wood hold that is bolted to the surface of a climbing wall.

Boss a rounded lump protruding from the rock that can be used as a hand hold.
Bouldering Pad a rectangular crash mat that consists of multiple layers of foam covered in a heavy 

duty material. The pad is placed where the climber is expected to fall to cushion their 
landing (aKa bouldering mat).

Bicycle a technique in which one foot pushes a hold conventionally while the other foot toe 
hooks the same, or a nearby, hold. Most commonly used when climbing roofs (aKa 
clamp).

Break a horizontal, often rounded, crack.
Bridging Pushing onwards with the hands and/or feet. Usually done in corners or grooves, but 

can also be done between two protruding holds (aKa stemming).
Buildering Bouldering on buildings or other man-made structures.

Bulge a rounded roof or overhang.
Bump Making two consecutive hand moves with the same hand (aKa going again).

Buttress a prominent rock face protruding from a crag.

c
Callouses Areas of hard skin that can develop on the fingers or palm.

Campus Board a training device that consists of a small overhanging board crossed by wooden 
rungs at regular intervals. The idea is to climb it without using the feet so as to de-
velop arm and finger strength.

Campusing Climbing without using the feet.
Centre of 

Gravity
The theoretical point where the entire mass of a body is concentrated (abbreviated 
to CoG).



Chalk Magnesium Carbonate (MgCO₃) is a white powder that is used to absorb sweat from 
a climber’s hands.

Chalk Bag a small pouch for holding chalk that is hung on a belt tied around the waist.
Chalk Bucket a large chalk bag designed to be left on the ground.

Chalk Ball A small round mesh bag filled with chalk.
Chalking Up Coating the hands with chalk.

Chicken Head a protruding lump of rock, most common on granite.
Chicken Wing A jamming technique in which the arm is bent and inserted into a crack elbow first 

with the palm pressed against one wall while the tricep/shoulder presses against the 
other. similar to an arm bar. 

Chipping Creating or enhancing a climbing hold. The worst sin a climber can commit. 
Cheatstone a stone placed at the bottom of a problem to bring the starting holds into reach.

Chimney a wide crack that is large enough to climb into.
Choss loose, dirty or otherwise unappealing rock.

Chunking Breaking down a move or problem into small sections to figure out how to climb it.
Circuit Either a grouping of problems of similar difficulty (most common in Fontainebleau, 

France) or a long problem, often a loop, climbed on an indoor wall to train endur-
ance.

Climbing shoes Tight fitting, rubber covered shoes designed for rock climbing.
Cobble an embedded stone that is used as a hold. Usually rounded and smooth.

Conditions The suitability of the temperate, humidity, wind etc. for climbing.
Conglomerate a sedimentary rock type that is mainly composed of embedded round stones (cob-

bles).
Compression a technique for climbing symmetrical features by placing a hand (or foot) on either 

side and pulling hard to hold the body in place.
Core The muscles of the stomach, lower back and legs.

Corner a feature formed where two planes meet at roughly right angles (aKa dihedral).
Crag A generic term for a climbing or bouldering area. May also refer specifically to an 

outcrop of rock.
Crimp A small edge. Also a powerful grip in which the second finger joint is bent sharply 

and the thumb presses onto the index finger (AKA full crimp).
Cross Through a traversing move in which one hand reaches past (over or under) the other to reach 

the next hold. 
Crux a problem’s hardest move.

Cusp a grip in which a protruding hold is squeezed, over the top or around the side, 
between the fingers and palm, with the fingers on the side nearest the body (AKA 
guppy).

Cutting loose When both feet swing off the rock and all the climber’s weight is taken by the hands. 
Crystal a small piece of quartz that can be used as a hold, common on some types of 

granite.

d
Dab When, mid ascent, a climber brushes off or hits into their spotter, a tree, the ground, 

another boulder or a pad.
Deadhang To hang with straight arms without any assistance from the feet. 
Deadpoint The instant in a movement when the body is moving neither up nor down, the ideal 

time to grab a hold.
Deep Water 

soloing
Climbing above water without a rope, often abbreviated to DWs.

Descent Route The way down from a boulder (aKa downclimb).
Diagonal stride Using opposing limbs in coordination.
Down Climbing Reversing down a problem either as a retreat or as a means of getting off a boulder.



Double Dyno a dyno in which the target hold or holds are simultaneously grabbed with both 
hands.

Dropknee When one foot inside edges while the other outside edges, the knee of the outside 
edging leg is lowered so that the feet are pushing away from each other rather than 
down (aKa Egyptian).

Dynamic any move that uses momentum.
Dyno An all out leap during which the whole body is airborne and has, very briefly, no 

contact with the rock.

e
Edge A flat horizontal hold. 

Edging standing on an edge.
Eliminate a contrived problem in which certain holds are deemed off limits to make the climb-

ing harder. 

F
Featured Wall an indoor wall that is designed to resemble real rock.

Fingerboard A small wooden or resin board covered in hand holds that is hung from to train finger 
strength.

Finger Jam A jam in which the fingers are inserted into a crack and rotated until they are 
wedged.

Finger Tape Strong tape designed to provide support to injured fingers.
First ascent The first time a boulder problem is climbed.
Figure Four a very rarely used technique for making a long static reach from a positive hold. 

Involves hooking a leg over the holding arm. 
Fist Jam A jam in which the fist is inserted into a crack.
Flagging To dangle one leg in the air for balance, usually done on steep rock.

Flake a thin, partially detached, slice of rock.
Flapper When a large chunk of skin is ripped off, usually during a dynamic move.

Flared A crack with sides that taper outwards making it very difficult to jam.
Flash To climb a problem on the first try from start to finish. 

Fontainebleau The famous bouldering area just south of Paris, France (aKa Font or Bleau). also a 
system for grading boulder problems, the grade is often prefixed with ‘Font‘.

Footwork The art of using the feet well.
Foot Cam a technique in which the foot is rotated around the heel until it wedges, works well in 

horizontal cracks or breaks .
Foot Jam A jamming technique in which the foot is wedged, toes first, into a crack.

Foot swap Replacing one foot for another on a foot hold.
Friction The force created when skin or rubber is pressed into the rock. 

Frogging Getting the hips parallel and as close as possible to the wall with the knees pointing 
out to the sides.

Front lever a strength exercise that involves hanging from a bar, raising the body so it’s horizon-
tal and holding that position for as long as possible.

Front Pointing standing on a hold with the tip of the big toe.
Full-body 

stem.
Climbing a very wide crack with the hands on one wall and feet on the other.

g
Gabbro a coarse grained, rough igneous rock.
Gaston Gripping a vertical hold with the arm bent at the elbow and the hand, thumb down, 

pulling the hold away from the body.
Golfer’s Elbow aches and pains in the inside of the elbows caused by a lack of balance between the 

pushing and pulling muscles.



Grades An indication of how difficult it is to climb a problem assuming good conditions and 
the best sequence.

Granite a rough, igneous rock that consists mainly of quartz, mica, and feldspar.
Gritstone a hard, coarse grained form of sandstone (aKa grit).

Groove a shallow corner.
Ground Up attempting and climbing a problem or route without inspecting it from a rope and 

starting from the ground on each attempt.
Guidebook a book containing information about a bouldering area (or areas) including details of 

the problems, directions, maps and photos.

h
Half Crimp A versatile grip in which the fingers are partially bent. It’s a compromise between 

open handing and crimping and is particularly useful on flat holds.
Hand Jam a jam in which an open hand is inserted into a crack and pressed against the sides 

with the knuckles against one side, fingertips and palm against the other.
Hand stacking an advanced technique for hand jamming in offwidth cracks.

Headpointing Climbing a route or problem after rehearsing the moves on a top rope first.
Heel Hooking Placing the heel of the foot on a hold and using it like an extra hand.
Heel-toe jam a jam used in wide cracks.

Highball a tall boulder problem.

Hueco a large rounded pocket.

I
Inside Edge The straight edge running along the inside of the big toe.

Intermediate A small hold that is used briefly during a reach to a distant hold.

J
Jamming Wedging a body part into a crack.

Jug a large incut hold (aKa bucket).
Jump a dynamic movement in which one hand stays on while both feet leave the rock. 

There is at least one point of contact at all times.
Jump start Jumping from the ground to the starting holds of a problem (aKa French start).

k
Kipping Kicking the legs to generate momentum when hanging from the arms.

Kneebars a jam that leverages between foot and knee. The foot stands on a conventional 
hold while the knee (really the front or side of the lower thigh) presses into a corner, 
overlap or large protruding hold.

l
lace Ups Climbing shoes that are fastened with laces.

landing The landing zone beneath a problem.
launch Pad a small bouldering pad that is designed to protect the start of a problem or as a sup-

plement to other larger pads.
layback A technique for climbing continuous vertical features such as cracks, flakes or aretes, 

that relies on opposition created by pulling with the hands and pushing with the feet 
(aKa liebacking).

link Up Combining sections or whole problems together to create a more difficult challenge.
linking Practising sections of a problem to prepare for the complete ascent from start to 

finish.
limestone a sedimentary rock composed of skeletal fragments of marine organisms such as 

coral.
liquid Chalk a mix of alcohol and chalk that is rubbed into the hands to coat them with chalk.

lock Off a static reach done with the holding arm bent sharply.
lowball a low or short boulder problem.



m
Mantel a method of getting from hanging the lip of a boulder or ledge to standing on it (short 

for mantel-shelf). also a verb, “mantel the ledge“.
Matching Placing both hands side by side on a hold (aKa sharing).

Midge Tiny (1-4mm) flying insects which are most common in temperate climates during the 
summer months on humid, still days.

Mono A small pocket that can only fit one finger.
Monzonite an igneous rock type, similar to granite.

Morpho A climb or move whose difficulty is highly dependent on the body shape or size of 
the climber. Usually code for “hard for the short”.

N
no Hands Rest an excellent resting position that doesn’t require use of the hands.

o
Offwidth a crack that is too wide to jam but too narrow to climb inside.

Open Hand Gripping a hold with the fingers only slightly bent.
Opposition Creating tension either by pulling a pair of holds that face away from each other or 

pushing on a pair of holds that face each other.
Outside Edge The curved section of a climbing shoe between the tip of the big toe and the side of 

the little toe. 
Over Gripping Holding on with the hands harder then necessary, wasting strength and energy.
Overhanging Rock that is steeper than vertical.

Overlap a small roof.

P
Palming Pressing the palm of the hand onto the rock.
Parkour a physical discipline that focuses on movement around obstacles by vaulting, rolling, 

running, climbing, and jumping (aKa free running).
Patioing Improving a landing by shifting rocks.
Pebbles Tiny stones protruding from the surface of the rock, most common on gritstone.

Pinch A hand hold that is squeezed between the fingers and thumb.
Pocket a hole in the rock that can be used as a hand or foot hold.

Power Endur-
ance

The ability to do multiple hard moves in a row.

Powerspot When the spotter takes some of the climber’s weight so they can get the feel of a 
move.

Problem a bouldering route.
Pof Dried pine resin that is wrapped in a cloth and slapped onto hand and foot holds. It’s 

used by a minority of climbers in Fontainebleau but most climbers consider it very 
damaging to the rock (aKa resin).

Project a problem that has been attempted but hasn’t yet been climbed or a problem that 
an individual is working towards climbing ie. a personal goal.

Prow a narrow overhanging arete.
Pumped When the forearms become filled with lactic acid after a bout of hard or sustained 

climbing.

r
Reading analysing how to climb a problem.

Red Herrings Holds that aren’t essential to the sequence and only serve to distract and confuse.
Rockover Placing a foot on a high hold and standing up on it using a combination of pulling 

with the arms and pushing with the legs.
Roof an approximately horizontal piece of rock.

Rubber The sticky compound that is used on the soles of climbing shoes.



Run and Jump a dynamic technique that involves running at the rock, kicking off one or more foot 
holds and jumping for the hand holds.

S
sandbag A problem that is given a significantly lower grade than it deserves. Also a verb, to 

sandbag, which is to underplay the difficulty of a problem.
sandstone a sedimentary rock composed mainly of sand-sized minerals or rock grains.
screw On A very small artificial hold, that is screwed rather than bolted to the surface of a 

climbing wall. Usually used as a foot hold.
seam a narrow or closed crack.
send To successfully climb a problem.

sequence The details of how a problem is climbed (aKa beta).
share To place both hands on the same hold simultaneously. 

sidepull a vertical hold that faces away from the body.
sit start To start a problem from a sitting position, sometimes abbreviated as ss or sDs (sit 

down start).
slab a less than vertical piece of rock.
slap a quick reach or lunge during which there is a minimum of two points of contact at 

all times.
slippers soft climbing shoes.

sloper a rounded or sloping hand hold.
slot a narrow horizontal pocket.

smear A sloping foot hold. Used as a verb it means to place a foot flat against the rock. 
soloing Climbing a route without a rope. The complete term is free soloing.
splitter a long, parallel sided crack.

spotting Guiding a falling climber safely to the ground.
sport Climbing Routes that are protected by clipping the rope to permanent bolts.

sprag A grip in which the thumb pushes the rock above the fingers to create more down-
ward force.

squat an exercise for developing leg strength.
squeak To thoroughly clean the sole of a climbing shoe.

stalactites a limestone tooth that hangs from the ceiling of a roof.
stamina The ability to do a large volume of climbing.

static To do a move slowly and in total control.
stemming Pressing the legs away from each other to create an opposition force that holds the 

body in place. Usually done in corners or grooves but can be done between two 
protruding holds (aKa bridging).

stepping 
Through

standing (usually with the outside edge) on the next foot hold with the foot furthest 
from it.

syenite a coarse grained igneous rock of similar composition to granite but with a very low 
amount of chalk.

systems Board a steep board on which the various hold types - pinch, crimp, sloper, pocket, under-
cut, sidepull - are laid out in a repeating, symmetrical pattern.

t
Taco a type of bouldering pad that consists of one continuous section of foam that bends 

in the middle for transporting.
Technical a problem that demands a high standard of technique and movement skills.

Technique Can refer to either a specific type of movement or more generally to a climber’s 
movement skills - “she has good technique“.

Tennis Elbow aches and pains in the outside of the elbows caused by a lack of balance between 
the pushing and pulling muscles.



Thumbcatch Improving a hold by pinching the underside of it with the thumb.
Tickmark a small chalk mark that indicates the location of a hard to see hold.

Toe Hooking Using the top of the toe to pull on a hold.
Topo a map or photo upon which the line taken by a problem (or problems) is marked.

Top Out The process of getting stood up on the top of a problem. Indoors you usually jump 
down from the finishing hold rather than top out.

Top Rope anchoring the rope at the top of the cliff or boulder so that the climber can climb in 
safety.

Trad Climbing Climbing a route protected by gear that has been placed by the leader.
Training Board a small, steep wooden climbing wall (aKa woodie).

Traverse a problem that travels predominantly sideways.
Turning the lip The process of getting from hanging from the lip of a roof to standing on the lip.

Tufas a limestone rib.
Twist-locking a technique for climbing steep ground in which the torso twists perpendicular to the 

rock to maximise reach.

u
Undercut a downward facing hold (aKa undercling).

V
V Grade An American system for grading problems, consisting of a number prefixed by the 

letter V, the higher the number the more difficult the problem.
Velcros Climbing shoes that are fastened with velcro straps.

Volcanic Tuff a rock type consisting of consolidated ash ejected from a volcano.
Volume a large, hollow plywood or resin hold (usually triangular or rounded), upon which 

other holds can be mounted.

W
Wall a roughly vertical piece of rock.

Warm-up a routine to prepare the mind and body for climbing.
Wire Brush a very aggressive wire bristled brush that should never be used to clean rock.

Wired Having a problem mastered (aKa dialled).
Working Figuring out and rehearsing the moves of a problem.

Disclaimer

The author recognises that rock climbing is an activity that can be dangerous and 
may result in personal injury or death. Participants should be aware of and accept 
these risks and be responsible for their own actions and involvement.
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