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MASTERS OF EQUITATION
Part One
The Emergence of Classicism 

The discipline of classical equitation and modern dressage places both physical and intellectual demands on the rider.  Not only must the rider be strongly disciplined but he or she requires a deep understanding of the nature and purpose of the general system of schooling employed to achieve the education and training of the horse.  Not only, therefore, is it necessary to understand the function of basic schooling but the understanding of its purpose is paramount.  This is, therefore, both a physically and intellectually demanding discipline.  It follows that part of this intellectual process should require the enquiring equestrian mind to trace and understand the origins and history of classical equitation and its development into modern dressage.  When the student is taught that work on two tracks is designed to achieve suppleness and collection derived from the increasing engagement of the hindquarters and to prepare the horse for other movements, is he or she always aware of how shoulder in, travers and renvers were devised and developed and, importantly, by whom?
The purpose of this series of four articles is to review the history of classical equitation as it was conceived and developed in the hands of the Great Masters of Equitation.  It is a fascinating and compelling story and demonstrates the intellectual stimulation that classical equitation has given us.

Most commentators choose as their starting point the earliest published exponent of horsemanship whose work has survived and been publicly available – Xenophon (430 to 354 B.C.) – who wrote as an exiled Athenian on the subject of riding, schooling and training the horse but most of all he advocated the importance of understanding the psychology of the horse.  While his work can be said to contain the early foundations of classical riding, it is necessary to move forwards some two thousand years in Western Europe to identify the emergence of classical riding and the true foundation for classical equitation and modern dressage.  During that intervening period came the Dark Ages and the development of the heavy war horse.   At the same time the Moors occupied Spain and with them came their light steeds and fast cavalry.  The Barb and Arab were to play their part in the breeding of horses which classical horsemen were to realise held the key to developing equitation.  But it was the Renaissance of Italy which was to foster the birth of classical equitation as we know it: the use and development of pillars for training, the use of contained arenas for schooling and the beginning of the quest for collection and lightness.  With the Renaissance there came to Italy many enlightened members of Western European society – from France in particular but also from England – to become students of what has come to be known as the Neapolitan School, which developed in the hands of Federico Grisoni
, who, in the sixteenth century and influenced by Xenophon's work, advanced the importance of the leg aids, and Cesar Fiaschi, who stressed the importance of working horses in circles in the customary paces including a collected canter.  They used an enclosed arena for these purposes with a suitable surface whereby horses might work in discipline and at ease.  In turn Giovanni Battista Pignatelli became Fiaschi's pupil and founded his own school in Naples.  It was to here, in the shadow of Mount Vesuvius, that students of equitation came from throughout Europe.  It was a splendid time for Italy coinciding, as it did, with their devotion to art and interest in Greek culture.  Leonardo da Vinci, no mean horseman himself, produced illustrations of the conformation of the horse and devised the "hand" as the method of measurement to the wither.  Equestrian "art" was born and the students of wealthy European families who came to Italy to study and who were already competent horsemen discovered that they could study these methods and also ride horses the quality of which was also becoming recognised.  Coincidental with this surge in devotion to the equestrian art came a huge demand in Western Europe for the Barb and the Iberian horse.  The nobility and aristocracy of Europe sought these horses which, in their conformation and temperament, were naturally suited to the new-found discipline.
We should not assume that the principles of classical equitation developed overnight.  The Italian School, flourishing in the 1500s, knew little of the principles of lightness; on the contrary, there was excessive whip work, over-bending and the use of grotesquely severe curb bits and long spurs, but it is essential to remember that this was a developing "art" with sound and intellectually reasoned beginnings which was to produce a system of training which was in turn to be refined by the Great Masters of Equitation who were to follow and who were to recognise the importance of understanding the psychology of the horse and the principles of lightness.

One of the English noblemen who studied in Italy was William Cavendish, a nobleman and a royalist, who was obliged to live in exile after the defeat of Charles I at Marston Moor.  He was to become the first Duke of Newcastle and is credited with introducing school riding in England.  Using his skills and in temporary exile, he taught the schooling of horses in Antwerp and drew on the disciplines of the Neapolitan School to publish "A General System of Horsemanship" in 1658.  This was an enlightened work in which horsemen of the time were inspired to enjoy a better understanding of work with pillars, the volte and work on two tracks and of the importance of flexion and suppleness.  He has been wrongly accused of advocating cruel methods.  This may be unfair and inaccurate since, although his general approach was based upon the principles of reward and punishment, a careful reading of his work shows the importance he also attached to ensuring that the horse understood the aids and that the rider understood the horse's psychology.  He was to write: "I have never yet seen that force and passion have prevailed the least upon a horse".  In this context, much depends upon the meaning of the word "punishment"; for the enlightened it meant, and still means, only withholding the reward.  William Cavendish must take his place among the Great Masters.

Two men returned to France with Pignatelli's refinements – they were Salomon de la Broue
 and Antoine de Pluvinel (1555-1620).  To the former we find the origin of the value of commencing a horse's training with the snaffle bit.  Of the latter, de Pluvinel studied for six years under Pignatelli.  He must have been a highly sensitive and competent horseman and "écuyer".  On his return to France, he started his own riding school and became the riding instructor to King Louis XIII.  With the King's patronage and heavily influenced by the Neapolitan School, he wrote foundation works
 of equestrian literature, demonstrating the importance of lightness in equitation and most of all the overriding principle of humanity or "respect" for the horse.

From this point we can start to trace the true principles of classicism.  Students, including the King of France, discovered through de Pluvinel's methods that a horse can only perform movements when he understands the aids and that forced restraint will not achieve balanced collection.  The next King of France, Louis XIV, was also inspired and developed the School of Equitation at Versailles which arguably fostered the greatest Master of Equitation the world has ever known – Francois Robichon de la Guérinière.   Between 1723 and 1731 he published his foundation work "Ecole de Cavalerie".  His abiding gift to the world of equitation was to provide a system of schooling which embraced all the movements of the horse and the use of the shoulder in to achieve suppleness and preparation.  His teachings extended also to the airs above the ground.

Alois Podhajsky, the former director of the Spanish Riding School of Vienna, has stated clearly
 that the Spanish Riding School has applied de la Guérinière's teachings unaltered and that they can be seen in daily use at the school.  De la Guérinière described the shoulder in as "the most difficult and most useful of all lessons employed to render horses supple" and described in detail why.  Arguably, one need look no further than de la Guérinière for the complete system of schooling in modern classical equestrianism, although what was left to be developed in the hands of the later Masters was the importance of extended movements of the horse in company with collected movement to produce modern dressage.  It is noteworthy that de la Guérinière, noted for his humanity, was to endorse many of the principles defined by William Cavendish, Duke of Newcastle, and to also analyse and amend some of their deficiencies.  In particular, he demonstrated the inadequacies involved in working with Newcastle's preference – always on a circle – and how Newcastle's methods for suppling the shoulders on the "volte" should be replaced by the "shoulder in" at what de la Guérinière defined as a slow and relatively extended gait along the school wall so that the horse is "placed so that the haunches delineate one line and the shoulders another".  He was thereby to lay down for the equestrian world one of the most important schooling aids ever devised and practised ever since by countless generations of accomplished riders.
In this way de la Guérinière was to refine the whole system of schooling which had been developed over the two hundred years that had passed since the Italian Renaissance.

In Part Two we will examine the contribution made by the European masters of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and begin to look at their analysis of the essential aids and the movements of the horse together with their quest for lightness.  The whole process of classical equitation and the development of modern dressage owe a huge debt to the écuyers whose work is outlined above and to those who were to follow.
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� "L'Eurie de Sieur Grison" (1550)


� Le Cavalerice François (1593)


� L'Exercise de Monter a Cheval L'Instruction du Roi


� Die Klassische Reitkunst – translated into English as The Complete Training of Horse and Rider (1967)





