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TRANSLATOR’S NOTE


For the sake of brevity, I have refrained from translating the following expressions each time they appear in the text. They succinctly describe certain reactions and effects which can only be replaced in English by somewhat lengthy explanations.


Each is in fact dealt with in the text under the appropriate section, but as they are frequently used in the first part of the book, whereas the explanations appear later on, it will be advisable for the reader to be familiar with their meaning before embarking on the book itself.


Ramener: flexing of the head at the poll; it is said to be complete when the nose is vertical. See Chapter IV, Part II.


Mise en Main: Yielding of the jaw, in the position of the Ramener. See Chapter III, Part II.


Rassembler: Collection, extending to all parts of the horse’s body and affecting them all. See Chapter VIII, Part II.


Descente de Main: A yielding of the pressure of the fingers on the reins, on a balanced horse, who must not change his pace or modify his attitude. See Chapter VI, Part II.


L’Effet d’Ensemble: A special use of the spurs combined with a simultaneous traction on the reins. See Chapter VII, Part II.


Relaxation: The French use the word “decontraction”, as the opposite of contraction. From the point of view that concerns us in equitation, I would have preferred this term to “relaxation”, but it would not have been condoned by English linguists. Wherever the word relaxation occurs, it must be understood that it signifies an absence of sustained contraction, and not a total slackness of muscle.





AUTHOR’S PREFACE


From 1933 until June 1939, I acted as a Judge of Dressage Tests at all international competitions in Europe, and at several national competitions abroad. Since 1947, I have had the honour of presiding over the Jury of the Federation Equestre Internationale for these same tests. On the other hand, fourteen years in the Cadre of the Cavalry School, eight of these as Ecuyer (Riding Master), have given me the opportunity of closely observing our military riders, who, up to this date, have been the only competitors selected for these tests.


By closely watching these champions in one competition after another, I have been able to make certain observations which I think it is useful to record, and here are the most important ones.


To start with, the French manner lacks uniformity. Within the same team, we often notice very different qualities, and almost opposite faults, which led one foreign critic—an unfriendly one, needless to say—to assert that a “French style” does not exist, and this is not true.


Secondly, in some of our presentations, in which the most difficult movements of the tests were performed better than just honourably, very serious faults in the most simple movements were noticed, as if the primary education of the horses had been neglected.


Between this primary education and the higher education which, however, they proved that they had received, there appeared to be no proper connection. Equestrian poetry was harmonious, but marred, here and there, by spelling mistakes. It frequently happened that one of our horses, having obtained a high mark for the changes of lead, or the passage, for example, would lose a considerable number of marks for a modest volte, too carelessly executed, or for a surprisingly faulty simple half-pass.


It is nearly always in this manner that complete success has eluded us.


These faults most certainly are due to causes of different kinds, and without presuming to unveil them all, some of them can be exactly pointed out.


The tests laid down in international competitions are far more difficult than the ones which are executed in our military schools, even the ones executed by the riding masters.


The education which our officers receive aims exclusively—and very wisely—at satisfying the requirements of military equitation, requirements much less severe than those of academic equitation.


The officer who decides to prepare a horse for international dressage tests is, therefore, going beyond the limits of his equestrian education. In his hurry to tackle new difficulties, he often neglects to make sure that his horse is “well-grounded’ in the essentials of primary education and on this imperfect foundation he decides to develop an equestrian culture which has correctness and precision as its foremost qualities.


This initial mistake appears to have been frequently made by our teams, and it seems that the concept of “right and wrong” is not very clear to some of our competitors who, apart from this, show ability in the pursuit of dressage.


To attain high equitation it would be presumptuous on the part of the student trainer to rely solely on his own resources and his fortunate gifts. He needs a mentor.


He will have difficulty in finding suitable oral teaching. Academic Equitation has few adepts in France and, unfortunately, has become confused with circus riding, which is however completely different.


He must, therefore, resort to the printed word and it is often difficult to put into practice what one learns from books on equitation.


All great equestrian authors have been exceptionally gifted riders, for whom difficulties were practically non-existent. As they did not have to contend with these, they did not mention them, or hardly, and they mention even less any means of overcoming them.


Their readers, even those amongst them who are better than the average of experienced riders, at every step come up against these difficulties and find no answer to them, nor even a suggested solution.


Certain procedures used by great artists with the most marvellous results lead only to disappointment with riders of even considerable skill. “The spur”, Baucher used to say, “is a razor in the hands of a monkey”. However, it is not, by a long way, only to the spur that this applies, and it can truly be said that the greater the effective power of a certain procedure, the greater are the dangers of its application.


I was led to reflect that it might be helpful to our apprentice trainers to define, as accurately as possible, the concept of “right and wrong” that is accepted nowadays unanimously by international judges and is also entirely in accord with the traditions of the French school.


Furthermore, by indicating the successive stages of a progression adapted to the requirements of modern international tests, I thought it would be interesting to explain the various methods that help us to meet them, and I have always preferably advocated the use not of the most powerful, but of the safest method, i.e. that which is the least difficult to apply, and the least likely to produce irreparable damage.


I have almost invariably indicated the titles of the books and the names of the authors whose methods I explain, and have advised the reader to refer to these sources whenever possible. When I have not done so, this has been because I found it impossible to trace exactly the origin of some idea which could only have been a reminiscence.


There is therefore nothing of myself in this work. It is only a compiling, with suggestions, intended to guide the reader in his choice, from the arsenal of ways and means which I present to him.


My intention is to facilitate the task of those riders who wish to tackle artistic equitation.


My sole ambition is to have been successful in helping them, even in a very modest measure.


Amongst the many deserved criticisms of this work, the one of lack of simplicity, is, in my opinion, the most serious, and I cannot apologise too much for this.


The principles of equitation are simple, but the business of putting them into practice is not so simple. The methods used in equestrian art are numerous and varied. Some people have been able to sum them up succinctly and picturesquely in the formula: “Push and Pull” (Tirer dessus et taper dedans), but no great profit, obviously, can be derived from this sally.


Success in methodical schooling is made up of a thousand details, none of which is negligible. Without claiming to draw attention to all of them, it is certainly useful to indicate those which, by their neglect, seriously compromise the value of the expected results.


Furthermore, in equitation as in politics, we should beware of oversimplification; this nearly always complicates matters in the end.


This book is not, in any way, a corpus of doctrine. Neither does it propound a method, but it is a catalogue of procedures set out according to the order in which they should be used and amounts, after all, to nothing more than an equestrian recipe book.


General Decarpentry


1949





FOREWORD by E. Schmit-Jensen


The Author’s Preface being most elaborate another Foreword is hardly called for. However, as an old personal friend of the late General Decarpentry I feel it a dear duty to complement his Preface with some facets of his work and life. For many years we were in close equestrian contact serving together on the Dressage Committee of the Federation Equestre International and moreover as international Dressage Judges, and while he was preparing this book we were discussing many relevant points supported by interchanging of books from our respective “dressage libraries.”


In his Preface General Decarpentry is explaining why, in his opinion, there was a real need for such an “equestrian recipe book” partly for the use of riders preparing for advanced Dressage Tests and partly “to facilitate the task of riders wishing to tackle artistic equitation”, though lamenting that this latter form of equitation had only “few adepts in France” at the time (1949). This eclipse of interest in the equitation as an art once so famous and illustrious in France and reflected in a rich and outstanding literature on the subject was a source of much concern, not to say chagrin to him. As a sort of remedy he wanted to revive this literature and bring it within reach of the contemporary riding community and he did so by composing this book as an anthology of the readings of the most prominent riding masters of yore. With General Decarpentry’s typical modesty he states in the Preface that “there is nothing by myself in this work”. This may be right as far as the various procedures are concerned but certainly not when considering the way he is presenting and explaining them in his masterly and most lucid manner making it relatively easy for the student to turn theory into practice.


General Decarpentry was born in 1878 at Lambres near Douai and died in Paris in 1956 shortly before the Olympic Games in Stockholm.


As grandson and son of enthusiastic pupils of Baucher he developed, at an early age, a keen interest in equitation and decided on a cavalry career. The most important feature of this career from an equestrian point of view was his long connection with the Cavalry School at Saumur where he served in the Cadre Noir from 1904 to 1913, and later on as second-in-command from 1925 to 1931 just after having been in command of the Cavalry section at St. Cyr for two years. During the first World War he was badly wounded at Verdun which resulted in a stiff left elbow; however, as he used to say; leaving the arm bent in the right position for riding.


As will be understood from this book he was a fanatical student of the art of equitation, a great artist in the saddle and an excellent instructor. A very modest man, he had no desire to push himself forward nor to take part in competitions, but the above qualities combined with his absolute integrity and a most amiable and charming personality made him the ideal international Dressage Judge and President of the F.E.I. Dressage Committee, functions which he performed for a number of years until bad health forced him to give them up.
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General Considerations






PART ONE



Chapter 1 • ACADEMIC EQUITATION


ITS AIMS


The first aim of academic equitation is to restore to the mounted horse the gracefulness of attitudes and movement which he possessed when he was free, but which becomes marred by the weight and interference of the rider.


To the solely utilitarian education which he has received in order to become serviceable, it adds, in the first place, in the exercises of the “low school”, gymnastics intended to re-establish the regularity of his gaits and the straightness of his deportment.


It claims, thereafter, in the words of Newcastle, “to improve on Nature by the subtlety of Art”.


It then subjects the horse to the progressive lessons of an aesthetic education destined to develop the rhythm and harmony of his movements, so that they are brought to a degree of “stylised” perfection which will gradually transform them into the “airs” of the high school, though their essential characteristics are scrupulously respected.


Equestrian art thus, is akin to choreographic art, and the high school to classical dancing.


The high school of the Circus is necessarily quite different.


Whilst the aim of the “academic rider” is solely the perfection of his art, the constant preoccupation of the circus rider, who is committed to fill his employer’s cash box, is to draw at all costs the applause of a crowd to which art is only of the slightest concern.


It is of no concern to the circus rider if a few connoisseurs, enlightened by their equestrian education, are saddened by the perversion of their art as displayed in his presentations. They are a minute number and only pay for a few seats, whilst the uninitiated are a legion and it is they who swell the takings.


The circus rider must arouse the enthusiasm of the “philistines” by his stunts, acrobatics and airs of bravura. Extravagance of movements, sometimes even frenzy, are necessary to enchant the audience, rather than purity of style.


However real his talent may be, the circus rider is obliged to twist his artistic conscience and, as General l’Hotte said: “sacrifices to false gods.”


“For ten sous,” Baucher used to say bitterly, “I must show off like a circus actor”, and the greatest master of modern times, dressed up as an admiral, would perform on Neptune one of his most sensational acts, in which the “Head Wind” succeeded the “Becalmed Sea”, and the “Ship in Distress” roused the crowd to delirious acclamations, whilst the last survivors of the School of Versailles bowed their heads in shame.



HISTORICAL ACCOUNT OF ACADEMIC EQUITATION



Springing from the Italian Renaissance, purified in France by the austere taste of the XVIIth Century, Academic equitation blossomed out during the XVIIIth Century in the Schools of Versailles and Vienna. The latter endured and survived all the vicissitudes of Austria, but the School of Versailles was destroyed by the Revolution. Re-established in 1815, only to disappear for ever in 1830, the famous French School has hardly left more than an oral tradition.


The last of its Riding Masters rapidly vanished from the equestrian scene, and only the strong personality of Count d’Aure could have rekindled the torch; but Count d’Aure had the spirit of an innovator and was more concerned with transforming than with transmitting.


What remains of the academic tradition was passed on by the subalterns of the Royal Stables and by the former grooms of Versailles, and that was how Saumur was able to benefit from it.


In 1814, when Saumur was founded, a “Manege Academique” was established there and entrusted to civilian riding masters who, after M. de Chabannes had left, all claimed to be heirs to the Versailles tradition.1


However, not one of them had ever been a member of the personnel of the Grande Ecurie or of the Petite Ecurie. The foremost among them, MM. Cordier and Rousselet, had merely received instruction in their youth at the Ecole Nationale d’Equitation, founded in 1796 for Cavalry troopers, and where all the instructors were former grooms (Piqueurs) of the Royal Stables.


It is therefore only by a somewhat tenuous thread of indirect transmission that the School of Saumur was linked in its beginnings to the School of Versailles. In those circumstances, it was inevitable that Baucher’s brilliant achievements would divert devotees away from academic equitation towards the artistic conception of this master, with its qualities and its faults, and the Manege became “baucheriste”, under the direction of Commandant de Novital.


The School, however, had an essential mission which had to take precedence over all considerations of tradition: this was to establish, to fix and to elaborate a Military Equitation, because Saumur is a Cavalry School rather than an Academy of Equestrian Art.


Count d’Aure devoted himself to this task and in this he was remarkably successful. Furthermore, he was neither an iconoclast nor a persecutor, and the riding masters under his command, besides giving the riding instruction prescribed by their chief, were allowed to continue with the dressage of their own horses far beyond the requirements of military equitation, just as Count d’Aure himself went on educating his own horse, “Neron”, as far as the passage.1


Each one of them was free to use the methods of his earlier education; for instance, Guerin used those of Baucher, and Montigny those of Vienna, where he had been a student and a master, and they all upheld a classical correction and elegance of which the Riding Master in Chief was a shining example.


Thus, although it remained confined to the “Cadre” of the Manege, artistic equitation lived on at the Cavalry School.


Finally, General L’Hotte, faithful successor of d’Aure as regards the education of the students, himself practised on his own horses the highest difficulties of the art and succeeded in pouring into the mould of the Versailles tradition the most refined inventions of Baucher’s genius.


He was later, in his book “Questions Equestres”,2 to give a corpus of doctrine to that modern French School that owes almost everything to him.


While the French School was going through all the vicissitudes of this evolution, the School of Vienna, equestrian metropolis of Central Europe, remained almost immovable in its doctrine.


It proclaimed its unswerving adherence to the principles of La Gueriniere whose book was still for it “the equestrian Bible”, and it denounced Baucher as “the gravedigger of French equitation”.


In fact, though the Germanic school preserved the method or rather the progression of this master who was not of its blood, it did not put his theories into practice without some modifications; these were less perceptible on the  banks of the Danube than on those of the Spree because of the racial difference between the people separated by the Danube and the Rhine.


Without resorting to as much as harshness, the masters of the Germanic school persisted too often in their direct opposition to forces of resistance, instead of having recourse to a skilful disassociation from them.


They demanded not just submission, but unconditional surrender of the horse, instead of seeking the latter’s general co-operation towards perfection of the common task.


They attached greater value to strict exactitude of execution than to the joyous ease of their mount in his attitudes and movements.


For want of knowledge of the outside world and of instructive comparisons, for want of criticism and, above all, of competition, the Germanic school became a little torpid, basking in the admiration of the undeniably brilliant results that it obtained.


At the beginning of the 20th Century, both schools ignored one another, and it is to the honour of the F.E.I. that it has brought them together by giving them the opportunity to challenge each other from time to time in its competitions.


In the first contests, the differences of manner amounted to opposition.


The horses of the Romanic School, as the French School is known beyond the Rhine, showed more willingness than exactitude in their submissiveness, and facility rather than diligence in their work.


Their riders gave the impression of having avoided difficulties instead of having solved them and, in the course of their presentations showed a slightly negligent ease in their attitude and a rather nonchalant leniency in their demands on the horse.


On the other hand, in the performance of their task, the German horses evidenced an exemplary submission, a little constrained and sometimes dull, and a strict precision that was more mechanical than animated. Their results clearly proved the studious application of their trainers, but the riders in their presentations too obviously betrayed a persistently laborious effort.


The judges’ differences of opinion were no less sharp, according to the School they belonged to, and the placing of the competitors gave rise to heated arguments.


But the competitors themselves rapidly took advantage of this opportunity for mutual observation.


Without forsaking what was good in their own method, they each tried to improve on it by adding something which they had admired in their neighbour’s ways.


Year by year, the differences became less pronounced, the styles of both schools more similar, though fortunately for the sake of art, not entirely identical.1


In the same way, a similar concept of “right and wrong” was agreed upon by the judges under the high artistic authority of the President of the F.E.I, General von Holzing, and it is only in the scale of relative values that some minor differences of appreciation continue to exist amongst the judges.


This is how the Poetry of Equitation flourished after the Olympic Games of 1936, thanks to the fortunate artistic influence of the F.E.I.


It is to be hoped that the different national federations will vie with one another in organising these contests, which further the growth of the art of dressage so well, and that in a less troubled future the opposing teams will show ever greater perfection in their own particular style.


[image: Image]


Spanish Riding School Rider, from a drawing by L. Koch
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A Saumur school rider, drawing by Lt. Col. Margot


SPECIAL PLACE OF ACADEMIC EQUITATION IN THE ART OF EQUITATION AS A WHOLE


The particular objectives of Academic Equitation, as they were set out earlier, are superimposed on the general objectives of Equestrian art: i.e., calmness, impulsion and straightness of the horse.


The first objective can only be achieved by a horse when there is perfect harmony in the play of his forces, exactly adjusted to its object. The horse is then said to be light. 


Lightness is the essence of artistic equitation, and is its touchstone. Its nature and the form of its manifestation will be studied later.
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The basic principle of equestrian art applies to academic equitation as well as to all other forms of that art: namely, submission of the horse to the will of the rider.


There is no essential difference between the obedience required of the horse in artistic equitation and the one he must show in utilitarian equitation. In both, his consent must be unconditional. But in the first, this must show in addition a character of joyous eagerness to please, that makes it, if one could express it thus, “smiling”.


In the horse’s education, this submission must be gained long before the point has come when time will be spent on his schooling for artistic equitation.


A description of the manner by which this submission is gained may appear to be outside the scope of this book.


However, the serviceable submission of the horse cannot be acquired as “a package” by means of a form of breaking that would give the rider, once and for all, the power to make his mount execute any new action he commands.


The horse can only execute orders the meaning of which he understands, and his mental constitution is of such a nature that man cannot undertake to teach the meaning of an order without at the same time winning consent to its execution.


In fact, to be understood and to be obeyed, amount to the same thing in Dressage, and the certainty of being understood never exists for the rider who is not obeyed.1


In academic Dressage, new demands are made on the horse, to each of which the same principle of submission applies, in conditions that vary only in detail but retain the following essentials:


(1) The execution of an act can only be obtained from a horse if he is placed in circumstances such as will influence his instinct to accomplish that act;


(2) Reconstitution of the same determining set of circumstances remains  indispensable during the time it takes to form a habit which imparts to the execution of the act a character of fatality, similar to reflex in man.1


This character of fatality, which however can never give complete guarantees of certainty, is the only means the rider has of knowing that he is understood by his horse and also of knowing that he is assured of his submission.


The methods employed in Academic Equitation are in no way different from the ones used ever since the beginning of training, and they are in fact the only means man disposes of to train any kind of animal.


They consist in progressively developing applications of the principle of submission, by substituting for the means primitively employed to obtain it, other more convenient means that give scope for wider and more subtle applications.


The conventional language which has thus been gradually established between rider and mount becomes enriched with new signs. The understanding of the horse develops. The combined use of signs, the isolated meaning of which has been established separately, allows the rider to enlarge the scope of his teaching, which always proceeds from the known to the unknown.


This is the spirit of the method. It uses a conventional language to apply to the body of the horse the gymnastic progression of a series of movements intended to develop his agility rather than his strength, and his suppleness rather than his power.


This method remains unique in its principle, but with time variations concerned with choice of procedures and modes of application have appeared. One of these alone has deeply transformed the direction of Dressage, namely Baucher’s contribution to equestrian art just over a hundred years ago. On the one hand, it systematically employs deliberately obtained flexions of the mouth as a factor of lightness, whilst the old masters regarded the same flexions merely as evidence of this lightness. On the other hand, it sets about suppling the horse by gymnastics as “localised” as possible, so that those parts of the body that are not the immediate object of each exercise remain inactive, whilst the old masters insisted on putting the whole body of the horse into activity.
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In equestrian art, the presentations of the work of the riders are called “reprises”. They can be collective or individual.


 In collective “reprises”, everything must be subordinate to the whole. Precision of the figures described, exactitude of alignment and distances, uniformity of gait and attitude are more important than individual details of execution.


In individual “reprises”, the composition of the display and its development still have their importance and the quality of each of its parts must be sustained, but the perfection of each detail plays a part in the value of the whole.


Therefore, the composer of “reprises” should take carefully into account the limitations in artistic aptitude of the performers so that the talent of none of the riders is over-taxed—particularly his own—in an individual presentation which should never, in any case, be imposed upon a performer of insufficient ability.
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The competitions in Academic Equitation consist also of “reprises” but of a completely different character. Whilst the presentations aim at being spectacular, the competitions are purely probative. They are intended to be a means of assessing the relative quality of the work of each of the candidates. A necessarily common programme is imposed as a basis of comparison to determine the placing of the competitors. The tests include graduated difficulties, depending on the stage of dressage of the horses for which they are intended.
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Academic Equitation is classified as Low School and High School.


In the Low School, the horse works on one or two tracks at all his natural gaits, which are brought to the highest degree of regularity at all paces, and also practises flying changes of lead at the canter in all changes of direction.


In the High School, the gaits take the elevated form of the School Walk, the School Trot, and the School Canter. (In English, these gaits are usually referred to as Collected Walk, etc: Translator’s note.)


Some of these gaits are developed to a further extent and are then known as the Airs called “close to the ground”.


No classical airs have been developed from the walk.1


The classical air developed from the trot is the Passage, which becomes the Piaffer when it is executed on the spot.


 The airs developed from the canter are the “Terre-a-Terre”, (from the Ground to the Ground) and the Mezair, but they are not practised nowadays.1 Alternation of the lead, after a limited number of strides on one leg and then on the other, no stride being put in at a different gait, constitutes the change of lead at every six, five, four, etc. strides and if the number of strides is reduced to one on each lead, it becomes the Change at every Stride, (“Du tact au tact”)2 or “a tempo”).


The Pirouette can be performed at the Passage or at the Canter.


The High School also includes all the airs called “Above the Ground”, which stylise the natural leaps of the horse, or his attitudes preparatory to them.


The airs above the Ground are not included nowadays in dressage tests, the preparation for which is the object of this book.


LIGHTNESS


Books of Reference:
 GENERAL L’HOTTE: Questions Equestres. Un Officier de Cavalerie.



“The ‘mark’ of the High School, of scientific, artistic, high equitation, however one likes to call it, is not to be found therefore in extraordinary movements, but in those, whether simple or complicated, that are executed with perfect lightness.” (General L’Hotte.)


Lightness, says General L’Hotte, consists in “the perfect obedience of the horse to the lightest indications of hands and heels”.


 It results from the rider “arousing the horse to use only such energy as may usefully be employed to achieve the movement required, and still taking into account the fact that lightness requires the activation of all the muscles, as perfection forbids inertness of any part of the horse’s body because of the instinctive co-relation between all muscular contractions”.


This is proved not only by perfection of the movements, but also by the mobility of the mouth, and the flexibility of the hips, which are so intimately related in their mutual reactions that it is impossible to decide which has the predetermining influence on the other.1


Mobility of the mouth is felt by the hands of the rider. Flexibility of the hips is felt by his seat.


The nature of the feeling of lightness by the hands is explained later, in the section relating to the “mise en main”.


The feeling given by the seat allows the rider to sense the efforts of the horse through the reactions of the gaits. These will be rough and jerky when the “play of the springs” is faulty, and will become smooth as it becomes correct and harmonious. Once the horse is perfectly light, the seat will give the feeling of riding on the “gentle waves of a quiet lake” (General L’Hotte).


The old masters, though they did not deny the value of the impressions received by the hands as evidence of lightness, attached far more importance to the impressions perceived by the seat. However, Baucher stressed the importance of mobility of the jaw to such an extent that his pupils forgot even the existence of the invaluable means of judging lightness given to the rider by the transformation of the horse’s action.2
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These two “feelers” are no more than a rider requires to keep him informed on the physical and moral state of his mount. Their indications complete and confirm one another. He must use them concurrently.


Feeling will be fully developed by always using both simultaneously.





1. In iS 17, Chabannes was a pupil of d’Auvergne, who himself had not been at the Versailles School but had received lessons from Lubersac, assistant riding master of the Grande Ecurie. Rousselet was his disciple. (Note of the 2nd Edition.)


1. According to L’Hotte, who had a limitless admiration for his master, this was almost his only attempt, and Neron never reached perfection in his passage. (Note of the and Edition.)


2. Emile Hazan, Publishers.


1. This was written in 1943. We must regretfully state that, in 1964, no difference exists between “romanic” equitation and “germanic” equitation, in any case in international dressage tests. (Note of the 2nd Edition.)


1. Although the General writes with exceptional clarity, this paragraph is ambiguous. Explanation and example which are essential elements in the education of the rider cannot be applied to a horse. The education of the horse is based on execution. The art of the teacher resides in the choice and the progression of the exercises which prepare the desired movement; Beudant expresses this in the following general formula: “Obtain lightness; place the horse in a position appropriate for the movement; request; let the horse execute.” (Note of the 2nd Edition.)


1. Similar, but surely not identical. The part played by the will is difficult enough to determine in the acts of human beings. In the acts of animals, man can only judge by analogy with himself, as he cannot have any certain knowledge of their psychological constitution.


1. The so-called “Spanish” airs modify the proportions of the natural movement of forehand and hind-quarters. They cannot, therefore, be defined as academic airs, and neither can they be included in the airs of the classical High School. They are “fanciful” movements.


1. In the “Terre-a-Terre”, and particularly in the “Mezair”, in order to lift up his forehand, the horse must unburden it considerably by translating a large part of his weight to the hindquarters. On the contrary, in the changes of leg at the canter, the horse must remain in horizontal balance, and an overburdening of the haunches makes their execution awkward.


The old masters never practised the changes of lead “a tempo”, which were invented by Baucher, and they only rarely practised repeated changes, even when these were separated by short intervals.


The introduction into Academic Equitation of the repeated changes, and the changes at every stride has brought about a change in the ancient form of the canter as it was practised by the old masters, and it is now executed in a position of equilibrium closer to the horizontal. This, no doubt, has been the cause of the disappearance of the Terre-a-Terre and of the Mezair. However, the first of these two airs occurs automatically when the pirouette at the canter is slow and very rhythmical, as perfection demands.


2. This expression, “du tact au tact”, is used by the majority of good (French) authors. Its use could be frowned upon as implying some relationship with the popular sense of the expression “tac-to-tac”, itself borrowed from the vocabulary of fencing. But in our technical, particular, if not unique, acceptation of the expression, it makes the sense quite clear: “touch to touch”. This is why I have adopted it.


1. And so we come to the crucial point. General Decarpentry is at pains to disclaim that he is propounding a doctrine. At the time he was writing “Equitation Acadcmique”, he was the President of the International Jury, and his obvious concern was to unite, instead of opposing, the germanic and romanic schools by convincing both of the merits of one another. However, if we consider Steinbrecht for the germanic, and Baucher for the romanic schools, to be the leaders of equitation during the XIXth century (d’Aure can be ruled out in an academic debate), we notice that although they are in agreement about the aims pursued, which is the mobility of the mouth and the flexibility of the hips, they do not agree on the subject of the means employed to achieve these objects. Steinbrecht tackles the problem as a whole; Baucher, and after him the General (who is not an absolute  “baucheriste”, but one tending towards Baucher), obey the essential cartesian principle of dissociating the difficulties, as the General explains on page 21.


To this we can add that germanic equitation in its present state, which French riders are now trying to imitate, increasingly ignores the mobility of the mouth, even when it does not actually condemn it, while on the contrary Baucher made it the subject of his first lesson (from the ground, in the form of “flexions”). In his own personal manner, the General resorted to these procedures. However, we must again emphasise that the aim of “Equitation Academique” was to unite and not to oppose. (Note of 2nd Edition.)


2. With the exception of General L’Hotte, Baucher’s pupils did not attach sufficient importance to the value of the impression received through the seat. A few merely mention it, others say nothing about it.


On the other hand, in countries where Baucher’s influence was small or nonexistent—in Central Europe for example—the value of the mobility of the mouth as a proof of lightness is often neglected, while the one given by the feeling in the seat is carefully observed, often to the exclusion of everything else.




 Chapter 2 • THE FUTURE RIDING MASTER


Books of Reference:
 GENERAL L’HOTTE: Questions Equestres
 RAABE: Methods de Haute Ecole d’Equitation.



To study ACADEMIC Equitation with any hope of success, the rider should be fully confirmed in the practice of outdoor equitation.


In this new study, he should be guided by a qualified instructor who has well schooled horses at his disposal and is able to explain the unity of principle common to all forms of riding and the differences in its application to the wide field of outdoor equitation on the one hand, and to the more precise and delicate demands of school work on the other.


In France, such instructors are few and far between, and there are even fewer horses schooled beyond the stage essential for current use. Our riding pupils are therefore obliged to supplement all direct, oral teaching by studying the writings of our masters, and are in the position of having to school themselves and their horses at the same time without having had the opportunity of first learning to handle a finished horse.


These are conditions that add considerably to the difficulties of a task sufficiently arduous of itself. They explain the perplexity of our riders when they are faced with the apparently contradictory opinions of the authors which they are obliged to consult, their hesitation as to choice of method, their anxiety concerning the effectiveness of certain procedures, the results of which they have been unable to ascertain and even their uncertainty regarding the requisite form and nature of the results which are, after all, the ultimate aim of their work.


This situation will persist so long as France remains without a Conservatory of Equestrian Art similar to the Spanish Riding School of Vienna.


Our military schools provide an education that embraces the most varied subjects but limits the teaching of equitation to its particular purposes. However, it is only in these schools that the majority of our riders acquire the few notions of academic art essential to their riding instruction which is, quite wisely, directed towards completely different ends.


The high stage of proficiency which they subsequently reach out of doors enables them partly to counteract the present difficulties appertaining to academic education by practising equitation as a sport and by preparing and schooling their horses mainly for that purpose.


Combined Training Competitions, sometimes called “Military” competitions, impose upon the participants a variety of tests that demands a harmonious development of every different form of equestrian skill.


Modern jumping courses often present difficulties of control that call for finesse and timing in the use of the aids rather than for strength.


To bring a horse up to the stage of dressage that will enable it to figure honourably in competitions develops, in a broad manner, all the aptitudes required for academic preparation.


Every act of dressage, even the most elementary kind, proceeds from the same principles as does the teaching of the most intricate difficulties of the High School, and demands on the rider’s part identical moral and intellectual aptitudes.


No less power of observation, judgement, self-restraint and presence of mind, patience and tenacity are needed to win the confidence of a nervous colt than will subsequently be needed to teach it the piaffer. The rider who has been unable to gain the first is not likely to obtain the second, whatever may be his physical dexterity.
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The cavalry officer, providing he has the right inclination and a feel for the horse is therefore fortunately placed to develop his aptitude for dressage.


He will find amongst the horses of his troop, on the whole, the sum of all the faults which he may later have to correct in the pursuit of academic perfection. He has permanently at his disposal a wide field of observation and action, which becomes almost unlimited if he is entrusted with the direction of the dressage in his unit.


Round about his thirtieth year, he will perhaps go through a course of “Lieutenant d’Instruction”, at the end of which he should be well prepared, morally and intellectually, to undertake the academic dressage of a horse and to gain, with practice, the necessary skill in the use of the aids.1


The Riding Master of our military schools is in a happier position still.


He must receive from his chief a more thorough education than is provided in the programme of the students’ classes and he will gain much by having the opportunity to watch the daily demonstrations of his more experienced colleagues.


The Cadre Noir is a world of equestrian ability and culture of the highest quality, where are to be found clear-sighted observers, shrewd critics and wise counsellors.


The “Reprises” of this Cadre, though they do not contain as severe difficulties as those laid down in international dressage competitions, are, nevertheless, valuable exercises. To take an honourable part in them, all the riders are obliged to pay the strictest attention to regularity of gait, precision in the execution of the different figures, whilst maintaining all the time the utmost correctness in their attitude and using the aids with the greatest discretion.


If he is worthy of his status, the riding master will display his horse every year at the “Reprise du Carrousel”. (“The Carrousel of Saumur” is a yearly parade of the Cadre. The present Saumur Carrousel includes displays by the cadet officers whose final year’s training includes a short equestrian course; this is followed by a display from the permanent staff, the N.C.O.’s giving a most spectacular display of work above-the-ground, culminating with a Grand Quadrille by Ecuyers of the Cadre Noir.—Translator’s note.)


The high degree of dressage necessary to be able to take a faultless part in this is a first stage in school work. Amongst those horses participating in it, one will be found that possesses a special talent and which will be the chosen instrument for classical equitation.
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Outside the Army, the pursuit of Academic Equitation and the preparation for dressage tests is far more difficult.


Those who wish to study the art will need a passionate devotion, a rare tenacity, and great ingenuity to surmount all the obstacles they will find in their way.


They will have to sacrifice time and money and worldly pleasures. In fact, they must have the courage to withdraw from the world, not to the extent perhaps of entering a “religious order of Equestrianism”, but at least a “lay brotherhood of the Order of St. George”. One cannot but admire those who decide to do so and who remain steadfast in their purpose.


And, as for the “spirit” that should animate the student, the formula used by General L’Hotte to describe the spirit of dressage in the sequence of its aims can be applied to it: “Calm, Forward, Straight” (Calme, En Avant, Droit).


The most perfect calmness is essential in any dressage operation.


However, despite the firmest determination, the rider will not always be able to avoid a shaking of his moral calm and he will never be able to recover instantly his physical calm once it has been ruffled by however slight and transient a loss of moral calm.


A flash of temper can be inwardly suppressed almost as soon as it is aroused, but its resulting effect on the rider’s nervous tension will persist for some time and, what is more important, for longer than the rider himself realises. The horse, on the contrary, immediately feels this nervousness and immediately shares it, but needs a much longer time to forget than the rider. In this respect, the horse is gifted with an astonishingly delicate sensitivity, such that even the movements of his ears are a permanent indication of the “state of the horse’s soul”—if this expression can be allowed, which provide the rider with the means of perceiving a change in his own state of nerves, so slight that he may remain unaware of it, and even if his loss of calm is unrelated to the horse’s behaviour.


Therefore, as soon as the rider feels any disturbance of his serenity, it is absolutely imperative to allow time for his own physical calm, which determines that of the horse, to be completely restored. A pause, a halt, provided that submission is not in question, is necessary before the lesson can be continued.


After some strong vexation, even if it has nothing to do with the horse, the trainer must be sufficiently wise to put the lesson off until the next day, and be content with a quiet hack.1


In the trained horse, the desire for forward movement must be passionate and have the powerful rigour, the acute intensity of a permanent and imperious physical urge. To foster this and, if necessary, to develop this passion must be for the rider a haunting obsession, for he must be constantly aware of the helplessness of his situation as soon as impulsion is lost. At the slightest sign of fading, the rider must instantly fully restore it, leaving all other matters pending, by resuming without delay the lesson of the spur, adjusted to the seriousness of the case.


One consequence of the absolute necessity to foster with the greatest care the horse’s instinct for forward movement—in the absence of which everything ceases to exist—is that the rider must avoid using the legs—in frequency, in duration and in intensity—more than is strictly necessary, except as agents of impulsion. Their use as agents of direction or disposition of the body is necessary at the beginning and during the course of dressage, but the progressive substitution of rein effects for leg effects to this end must be a permanent aim of the rider, so that, eventually, the business of channelling the horse’s impulsive efforts will be assigned to the hands only, whilst the maintenance of the development of impulsion will have become the sole object of leg action.


Finally, to permanent calmness and obsession with impulsion must be added the constant pre-occupation of the rider with the necessity of keeping the horse always constantly aligned on his course, so as to ensure a fully effective use of the output of the quarters.


Any lateral bend of the horse outside this straight line can only be justified as a momentary exercise intended to correct a faulty flexion in the opposite direction, as the final aim must always remain to keep the horse straight on straight lines, and bent only on curved ones (“Droit, s’il suit une ligne droite, et inflechi dans le cas seulement ou il suit une ligne courbe”. General L’Hotte, Questions Equestres.)1


The student must acquire as broad an equestrian education as possible by studying the writings of masters of the art. He cannot remain indifferent to anything that has been written on the subject of equitation. He will always find some food for thought and critical appreciation.


In effect, all authors say the same things, but each one of them expresses it in a manner that is personal to him, and one of these “manners” will be found to be more particularly apt to help the reader grasp an equestrian truth of which he might have had until then but a superficial and rather vague concept.


For all that, one must still know how to read, first taking in the whole work “at one stretch”, in order to discover, with the help of the table of contents and the Preface what its structure, composition and spirit are. Then the reader must tackle the chapters one by one, calling to mind recollections accumulated in the memory by previous studies, in order to compare, to note differences and similarities between the various methods and, finally, to form a provisional judgment on the book, a judgment which will have to be constantly modified subsequently according to the measure of experience gained.


In the progression detailed in this work, relevant books of reference will be indicated at the head of each chapter and in the course of the text. A list of such books will also be found in the biographical index, but it must be understood that this does not constitute an exhaustive catalogue of equestrian literature. It is only a list of essential reading. All that has been written concerning equitation, or almost all, is worth studying.


The student will however have to be most cautious when he puts into practice the theories which he has studied. The progression unfolded in the next chapters systematically discards certain procedures of dressage, and the reasons for their exclusion are explained and reside almost always in the difficulty of their employment and the serious drawbacks which a faulty use of them entails.


The riding student, at a later stage, must undoubtedly study these procedures, because their effectiveness and their quick results may well make up for the difficulties of their application, but prudence dictates firstly that one should proceed as far as possible with the dressage of several horses by use of the relatively easy methods advocated in this work. They may not be as rapidly effectual as the first,1 but they require less skill and, furthermore, have the advantage of avoiding, almost surely, mistakes which are always difficult, if not impossible, to rectify.


However, the “mastery” to which the student must aspire calls for a certain “personal touch”. This will depend to a great extent on the particular equestrian feeling of the rider. His temperament, nature, resourcefulness and deftness will be its foundations, but its form will progressively be established by experience gained through long practice.


Amongst all the procedures which he will have tried out, some will be more in accordance with his own aptitudes and will give him better results than others. He will naturally prefer to adopt these, but not to the exclusion, on occasions, of others which may be more suited to certain horses.


In the art of riding, there is no “omnibus” progression, neither for the rider nor for the horse.





1. This paragraph was written in 1937. Practically all of it is outdated in 1949, and the difficulties met with by army riders who want to receive an artistic education are considerably greater.


1. The cigarette is of a great help in such circumstances. One old master, who was not a smoker, always had a packet in his pocket for students who were about to lose their patience.


1. General L’Hotte: Questions equestres, p. 98.


1. Some of these practices, such as Baucher’s use of the spur and his “effet d’ensemble” (combined use of spurs and hands) are so tricky to use that they cannot be learned solely by studying the written explanations of the author. The student must be given several demonstrations, with comments, by a competent person, and afterwards he should be guided step by step in his attempts to use these methods by a master who must be a skilled executant and a gifted teacher, able to give a warning of danger in good time.





Chapter 3 • CHOICE OF A HORSE


Books of Reference:
 DE GASTE: L.e Models et let Allures.
 G. RAU: Aptitudes du cheval d’apres sa Conformation (in German).



Notwithstanding the skill of the rider, the results which he will be able to obtain in the dressage of his horse will be narrowly conditioned by the latter’s natural aptitudes.


Nobody can turn a bumpkin into a Serge Lifar.1


The conformation and the gaits, the temperament and the character of the individual that one decides to school necessitate therefore a thorough examination.


The perfect horse does not exist. Amongst the faults of the particular type under inspection, those that cannot be compensated for by other physical advantages, for instance those resulting from incurable ill-health, or old age, or sex, if they are at all pronounced, are a reason for rejection.


Others on the contrary are tolerable if they are sufficiently counterbalanced by the influence of a compensating factor.


The presence and degree of these compensating factors will guide the observer in his decision to take on or reject the horse which he is inspecting. In conformation, the harmony of the whole is of the utmost importance. A “beautiful shoulder”, unless it is propelled by quarters in proportion, loses the benefits of its happy conformation. A powerful croup, with a forehand that is insufficient to turn to account the thrust of the hind limbs, will increase the difficulties of dressage without giving much hope of obtaining entirely satisfactory results. A sum total of “good averages” affords a better chance of ensuring the regular progress of the horse’s education and at least the correctness, if not the perfection, of his work.


The first essential “harmony” resides in the correspondence between forehand and hind quarters and the right proportion of reciprocal influence of both on the movements of the horse. However, the qualities and the defects of the one and the other must first be examined separately, and from the point of view of academic equitation.


In the hindquarters, the situation of the hip-joint is of foremost importance. The lower this is situated, the greater the ability of the hind limbs—on which depends the cadence of the gaits—to lift the mass. However, in repose, if the croup is well muscled up, or is buried in fat, the situation of this joint is not easy to detect and the position of the point of the hip does not give a clear indication of the position of the hip joint because the ilium which connects the two may slope more or less. However, if the horse is made to walk on slowly, the joint becomes visible and it is then possible to measure its distance from the superior outline of the croup. (Fig. i).
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Figure i


 The length of the ischium, i.e. the distance between the hip-joint and the point of the buttock, has a considerable influence on the form of the canter. When the ischium is too short, as is often the case with trotting horses, the canter lacks swing and assumes with difficulty the smooth oscillating movement that should be noticeable in the school canter.


Excessively obtuse or acute angles at stifle and hock are always a source of difficulties in the work of “fashioning” the hind quarters, but an over-acute angle is always more disadvantageous than an over-obtuse one, because it causes the horse to be in a permanent state of semi-collection which has no useful effect on the gaits and one which it is very difficult to improve upon in the measure required to produce a perceptible elevation.


In the forehand, the importance of the withers is paramount, because their disposition governs that of the entire front. If the withers are sufficiently long from front to back and sufficiently high, the tension of the topline, when the croup is lowered by the engagement of the hind limbs, will quite naturally produce a tension of the elevating muscles of the neck upon which the rider cannot himself exert any direct action.


In the examination of the shoulders, the most careful attention should be given to the disposition of the elbows. If these are too close to the chest, they make the horse clumsy and tend to impart to the movements an oblique, outward, direction, most detrimental to the development of all the gaits. Therefore, though excessive nearness of the points of the shoulder is, at least, not an evil, even if it may not be an advantage, elbows that are set too close are a serious fault. Their outward inclination, even if excessive, is not objectionable.


The direction of the arm, between the points of the shoulder and of the elbow has a very marked influence on the action of the forelimbs, and so has the length of the forearms.


When the arms tend towards the vertical and if the forearms are long, and the knee consequently low, the gaits are naturally sweeping, and their development in height which is sought in School equitation is difficult. However, the relative obliqueness of the arm must not bring the forelimbs too much under the body. This latter disposition results in the whole weight of the forehand overhanging the forelegs. This is most detrimental to the lightness of the front and to the length of stride, particularly in the canter.1
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Figure ii
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three horses of the most suitable conformation for Dressage. One can say of them: “All that they need is a bit and to be pushed up to it.”
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the croup is too high, which will make the lowering of the quarters difficult to obtain.
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Horse underneath himself in front. Although the forelegs are well attached to the shoulder, the feet are behind the vertical. Therefore the horse is not suitable.


 PLATE I


Drawings by Lt. Col. Margot from photographs
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Figure iii


Furthermore, the horse can also be “under himself in front”, despite the relatively vertical disposition of the arm, if the forelegs, though well attached to the shoulder, slant backwards from the vertical. (Plate 1, p. 23.)


It should also be noted that a prominent pissiform bone behind the knee helps the flexion of the latter and that, in the hind as well as in the forelegs, long pasterns, provided they are free from any blemishes, impart elasticity to all the gaits.


Apart from the respective disposition of the limbs, the comparative height of forehand and quarters determines the tendency to a low or to an elevated action.


In order to develop the School airs, it is essential that the efforts of the hind limbs are able to develop easily in a vertical direction. The conformation that favours this requirement is that of the horse that is built “upwards” (see Plate 1, p. 23).


However, the mere observation of the top line does not give a correct indication of the relative height of fore and hind quarters.


As regards the latter, for instance, the length of the superior vertebral processes of the croup and the “jumping bump”, which is merely an abnormal protuberance of the anterior part of the ilium above the croup, may give an  appearance of height which, from our point of view, is misleading because it is the situation of the hip-joint that influences the direction of the efforts of the hind limbs.
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