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Introduction





The fastest growing of the equestrian disciplines, dressage is the systematic, gymnastic development of the horse. The object is to improve the horse’s natural paces and physique, making him more beautiful and impressive in his movement.


This guide is aimed at the rider who is just starting out in dressage competitions. Further information about riding and schooling can be found in earlier books in the series.


Dressage tests are designed as a progressive means of assessing the horse’s development. At the lower levels (e.g. Preliminary and Novice in the UK) the tests are very basic in their demands and well within the capabilities of most horses and riders.




 





The requirements at Novice level are:




♦ Three correct basic paces – i.e. a walk with an even four-time beat; a trot that springs from one diagonal pair of legs to the other in a pronounced two-time rhythm; a canter that is clearly three-time with a moment of suspension, when all four legs are off the ground.


♦ A correct outline, with the horse accepting the bit.


♦ The horse should show correct bend in turns and circles and be straight when required.


♦ Transitions between one pace and another should be smooth and without resistance.


♦ The rider should have a well enough established seat to enable him to apply the aids correctly and to give the impression that he and the horse are working as a partnership.
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Training, homework and preparation
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Training for a dressage test requires a disciplined approach. The horse requires regular schooling to develop and maintain his suppleness. How often will depend on your own limitations on time and facilities.


It is almost essential to have some help from a dressage trainer. A good trainer will help you to reach your potential. He will be happy to devise a training programme to fit in with your schedule. He will also be able to analyse your work from a judge’s angle and point out ways in which to achieve better marks.


You will find it invaluable to school your horse in an area of the correct size. It does not have to be a proper arena – you can mark out an area in the field – but avoid schooling when the ground is hard or slippery.
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One of the most useful training aids is a video camera. If you can get a friend to video your lessons you will have an invaluable insight into what you actually look like. How often have you been told to sit up when you thought you already were? It will reinforce what your trainer is trying to put across and help to remind you of his advice. It can be difficult to make notes when you are riding!
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There are often professionals taking videos at competitions. Get your test videoed, sit down at home and analyse it together with the judge’s sheet. It will help you to understand your marks. The video needs to be taken from as near as possible to the judge’s position. It can be great fun to look back in future years and see how much you have progressed.
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