 MASTERS OF EQUITATION
Part Four
 The Forward Impulse and the Survival of Classicism
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“A horse may only be considered  properly trained when by progressive and methodical gymnastics, without undue haste in the basic muscular suppling, he abandons himself to the rider’s will without any revolt, assured that he will not be asked  any movements which would be forced and would demand too much effort on his part. He will then work convinced of his pleasure, rather than in fear or apathy.”


These words are taken from the work of the great Nuno Oliveira who can undoubtedly be classified as the single greatest influence on classical riding which the twentieth century produced. He was born in 1925 in Lisbon and displayed the most remarkable talent for the ridden arts. In 1954 the Spanish Riding School, with Colonel Alois Podhajsky, arrived in Lisbon on their European tour. Oliveira was only 29 years of age yet he immediately impressed the Head of the Spanish Riding School.
On arrival it was intended that Colonel Podhajsky would publicly present one of the Viennese horses in company with two Portuguese mounted bull fighters who would also ride grey horses. One of the two Portuguese riders needed a horse and Oliveira was asked to bring to the arena  a horse called ‘Garoto’ for these purposes. ‘Garoto’ had never been in an arena before. It was intended that Oliveira should work ‘Garoto’ in the arena on the morning of the presentation in order to familiarise the horse  with the setting   and when he arrived with ‘Garoto’ he found Colonel Podhajsky already at work in the arena with one of  the famous  Lippizaner stallions. Colonel Podhajsky authorised the young man to enter and as Oliveira was later to say “Out of the corner of the eye I observed what he executed and did the same.” One can only speculate upon what must have been the surprise  of the great man to see this young Portuguese rider produce a mirror image of the Master’s work.
 Clearly, Oliveira’s talents were well recognised by then for he was to be introduced to Colonel Podhajsky by Fernando d’Andrade, a member of  a famous   family whose roots in the history of Portuguese equitation  were well established.
  The recognition of Oliveira’s  talent spread and in 1960 he met René Bacharach who was a proponent of Baucher’s teachings, a leading French Écuyer from a military family and the teacher of Michel Henriquet. Oliveira was to become a lifelong friend of the latter
.
 In 1963 Oliveira was invited to the winter Circus in Paris where he took his great horse Euclides and displayed a re-enactment of all that had been the best of François Baucher. He was to become hugely admired in France and published his “Reflections on Equestrian Art” in the French language in 1964. His talents  reveal that he had endorsed and had drawn upon aspects of the work of three of the great Masters of Equitation: François Robichon de la Guérinière, François Baucher and Gustav Steinbrecht and in so doing he had  employed a general system of schooling which engaged the qualities of all three of these great Masters with one single aim, that of respect for the horse together with lightness in equitation to produce the perfect rassembler. He taught the importance of knowing when to stop, when to reward a horse and when to ask for more effort and asserted that it was necessary for the rider to study his horse in order to develop a mutual understanding of each other which in turn would permit the rider to solve the fundamental question attached to classical riding – what is the ideal position that has to be given to the horse according to the specific exercise which is being undertaken at the time?  He pointed out that skill was not all that was required to reach this point because it was also essential to employ tactful handling of the horse based upon an understanding of his personality.
  Thus Nuno Oliveira carried on the French equestrian tradition, utilising the work of the Versailles School and those who had refined it further, not least of which being the contribution of François Baucher. Indeed,  Oliveira  was in due course to record his opinion   that in the nineteenth century France had a genius in her midst in the form of François Baucher. Where however was classical equitation to go in the early part of the twentieth century  for  French and European military schools had begun to  question the utility of classical principles for the purposes of general equitation and cross country and military riding?

France’s equestrian tradition had dominated the seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in the refinement of the equestrian arts which had emerged in Italy with the dawn of the Renaissance. From the Palace of Versailles to the Circus in the Champs Elysées some two hundred years later, and in the hands of the aristocracy and the military, the equestrian arts had been polished, debated and shown to the world.  The French Revolution and the revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars had done no more than temporarily interrupt the promotion of classical equitation in France. In the result, by the beginning of the twentieth century France still remained dominant in equestrian affairs despite the long traditions which had been practised in parallel in Austria, Spain and Portugal. The continuation of classical equitation after the end of the Napoleonic Wars lay largely in the hands of the military which in some quarters  began to question the tradition of applying  High School principles in the context of military training, understandably concerned that this did not produce a sufficiently flexible mount and rider for cross-country riding and general equitation.  For this reason Baucher’s influence had  been    rejected by influential elements at Saumur, notably the Comte d’Aure, although no complete system of training for cross-country riding was ever substituted by him
.
 France’s position in the equestrian world was however to be eclipsed by a complete reform of the principles of cross-country riding which was to emanate from Italy and  gather pace so as  to eventually involve the whole of Europe and the North American continent. Ironically, given that the re-birth of classical equitation had begun in the Kingdom of Naples in the sixteenth century (then ceded to Spain) in the hands of the early Masters, Fiaschi, Grisone and  Pignatelli, and had been continued  into the eighteenth and  nineteenth  centuries in Italy by Masters such as  Federigo Mazuchelli
 who perfected  techniques of long reining and subscribed to the stricter classical traditions laid down by his predecessors, there arose again in Italy a movement which was to produce an entirely new and different general system of equitation which was to completely revolutionise cross-country riding and jumping. That movement stemmed from the principles advanced by Federico Caprilli – a brilliant horseman and the promoter of an entirely new doctrine – known in Italy as the “impulso in avanti” or “forward impulse” and which was to become universally known to the equestrian world as the “forward seat”.

Prior to the twentieth century horsemen had universally adopted what is now recognised to have been a completely inappropriate style over fences. The principle employed was to lean back as the horse approached the jump and in consequence all horses, even the least forgiving, were asked to jump fences badly, sometimes with their riders almost touching the horse’s croup. The effect this had on the mouth of the horse in the hands of the inexperienced and the consequences involved  in gathering the reins again when they had been ‘slipped’ through the hands of even the most competent horseman is self-evident. This technique could be seen in the hunting field and in cross-country training in the military establishments in Europe and in steeple chasing worldwide. The  major problem that flowed from this style was that it failed to take account of the horse’s psychology and the requirements of balance and lightness necessary for any general system of horsemanship. A complete fiction underlay the traditional method of negotiating fences for while every competent horseman knew that it was necessary to lighten the forehand to achieve balance and overall lightness not just for manège riding but for controlled jumping on the approach to and at the moment before take off over obstacles the theories behind the traditional  style of riding were so obscure that they seem absurd when re-stated today. The general reasoning behind the traditional style was that by leaning back over obstacles the rider caused the forehand to be lightened and reduced the shock of landing, at the same time reducing the risk to the rider of overbalancing and becoming unseated. Until Federico Caprilli studied the action and gait of the horse on the approach to and over fences, no-one appeared to have questioned the extraordinary rationale behind this philosophy. 

Caprilli was born in 1868, only just under forty years after the death of Mazuchelli.  He achieved the responsibility of teaching  the Italian cavalry at their School at Pinerolo
 and inspired them to adopt his methods. Caprilli quite correctly devoted much time to studying the movements of the horse and equine psychology and in so doing promoted the importance of ensuring that the horse should approach and enter his jumps without fear of the rider.  He no doubt understood that in so doing   he was to a large extent promoting basic classical principles but applying them to the discipline of jumping and cross-country riding. He developed a system of training which was based upon careful studies of the natural movement of the horse and for understandable reasons for this kind of work the snaffle bridle became mandatory with few limited exceptions. The basic underlying principle advanced by Caprilli in relation to jumping was that on the approach to any obstacle the horse should not be apprehensive but should have confidence in himself and this meant that the rider had to avoid interfering with him or hurting him in any way. Caprilli made it clear that this did not mean that the horse was to be left without guidance; quite simply however the rider should sit with firmness in the saddle, giving the horse his freedom but at the same time maintaining the rider’s balance and achieving lightness. He asserted that whereas a horse may be “in hand” in the manège he would not, being ridden in such collected paces, be remotely equipped for cross-country riding. 

Unfortunately, just like his famous predecessor Pignatelli,  hundreds of years before him, Caprilli did not write any detailed treatise on equitation. That was, similarly, to be left to those who were to follow and promote his work and notably indeed to one of the most famous exponents of Caprilli’s methods – Piero Santini. In 1937 Piero Santini published an English edition of his second book – “The Forward Impulse”
 – and in so doing delivered serious criticism of Caprilli’s immediate predecessor at the Italian Cavalry School, an officer named Cesare Paderni
, who was described by Santini as the exponent of theories “which had had their day.” The rationale for this observation was that, according to Santini, Paderni was “handicapped” by the “classicism” of his equestrian upbringing. This   harsh and inexplicable criticism was repeated and reinforced when Santini wrote that by the “modern Italian method” the horse was to be left to his natural “poise” and that Italy had long before repudiated all haute école theories. Astonishingly, Santini promoted the abandonment of long reins and the use of flexion and bending and suggested that longeing was to be reserved for “particularly difficult and obstinate subjects, to correct acquired vices” for he proclaimed that work on the long reins could never take the place of mounted instruction. No classicist had ever suggested that it could but Santini was not prepared to acknowledge that the two complemented each other. What Santini’s powerful criticisms overlooked was the fact that while Classical equitation clearly fell to be separated from cross-country or forward seat riding, it was a discipline which was free standing in that it was in itself a general system of horsemanship which permitted horses to be schooled and suppled for work to high standards from whence they could adapt to whichever technique  the competent rider chose to employ.

Nevertheless Santini’s mentor, Caprilli, was a brilliant man. In his hands for the very first time there was understood the need to allow the horse to jump naturally and to have no fear of the rider who until then had held onto the reins and had inclined his body backwards over fences which only served to restrain and to damage the horse’s confidence. He had promoted what he described as a “habit of confidence” in the horse and for the work upon which he was engaged it is understandable that he was to condemn the double bridle and what he described as the “Hanoverian” bit. What is not fully understood is that his work was not confined to the deployment of the forward seat over fences but also involved, like all great Masters of Equitation, the promotion of a complete and general system of schooling. The result was that the development of cross-country riding owed a huge debt to Caprilli for the “forward impulse” transformed jumping from the heavy-handed style practised in military quarters and in the hunting field and in steeple chasing to one whereby the horse was permitted to enjoy the experience and thereby fulfil the exercise of jumping even more competently for the rider.
 What Caprilli’s disciples such as Piero Santini did not realise was that the  ethos which underlay Caprilli’s work could just as easily have been based on the classical principle of ‘respect’ for the horse. The whole object of classical equitation was to promote lightness and balance and an understanding of the psychology of the horse. Reading Santini’s book “The Forward Impulse” made it appear that the Classicists were brutal in their approach and that they were devoted only to the subjugation of the horse and he can only have had in mind the experiences of the early stages of classical development in Italy in the sixteenth century.  Nothing could have been  further from the truth by the twentieth century for the principles of classical equitation demanded not only respect for the horse, but the concept of lightness in equitation and a mastery of the horse’s psychology whatever the purpose for which the horse was employed. Santini correctly criticised the “armchair” approach to riding yet could not see that the underlying principles of classical equitation were closer to the doctrine he sought to promote as an adherent of the principles advanced by his mentor Caprilli. Style, collection and gait over fences and across country were very different but the philosophy remained in common.  He very correctly distinguished between “contatto” – a light touch to maintain the horse’s attention –  and “appoggio” –  the varying degrees of contact for pace and control – and quite rightly decried the use of the reins as a “sheet anchor” for preservation of one’s balance or seat.
 Why therefore, one may ask, did he describe the “forward impulse” as a conception of equitation “entirely opposed” to the so-called “classic” school and why did he describe classical methods as “useless repressions” for outdoor practical purposes? The answer is probably two fold: first, that Santini was devoted to cross-country riding and military training and it is self-evident that the two schools adopted different techniques; the second is that by the time Piero Santini published his work show jumping had enjoyed a huge surge in popularity and the horse was demonstrating that he could now jump bigger and more complicated obstacles. The Italian Cavalry Schools at Pinerolo and at Tor di Quinto had begun to receive officers from all over the world for training and the 1912 Olympic Games at Stockholm included show jumping for the first time.  The forward seat was to become a well established and proven method. It allowed riders to perfect this style over combinations and with a spread and height that could never have been successfully negotiated by the old method which was now seen not simply as outdated but as a marker of bad horsemanship. The forward seat was adopted and refined in side saddle riding, in the hunting field and in racing and its impact on the equestrian world needs no further explanation.

With the rise in interest in show jumping and cross-country riding came a brief decline in support for classical equitation in the early part of the twentieth century. The aristocracy of Europe were no longer in the ascendancy and a competitive spirit developed in riding which found its expression in jumping over obstacles. Surprisingly for a man with such a wealth of knowledge of all things equestrian the following was written by  Vladimir Littauer in 1961
: “The aristocratic High School of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries has no real practical place in life anymore; today it may interest only those few who have the time, money and tenacious temperament to practice it as a pure art – with an occasional competition to enliven the academic monotony”. He could not have been further from the truth.

After this brief decline the twentieth century saw a huge resurgence in classical equitation. It came to be practised to perfection in the hands of a few great Écuyers, not least of which was Nuno Oliveira in Portugal, together with Egon Von Neindorff in Germany and Michel Henriquet in France and all those great names  who have continued the work of the riding schools in Vienna, Jerez de la Frontera and Lisbon. There have been more recently others, including Paul Belasik and Charles de Kunffy in America and Philippe Karl, who have promoted the principles of classical equitation, derived from the traditions of the great Masters of Equitation. 

Nuno Oliveira
 was described by Michel Henriquet as the “foremost equestrian intelligence of our times, a man of talent, knowledge and passion”
. He combined the principles of Baucherism and the work of de la Guérinière and suppled his horses without the use of pillars. He adopted de la Guérinière’s emphasis on the importance of the trot, of the halts and half halts, the shoulder in and the haunches in and the importance of cadence but adapted from Baucher the emphasis on suppleness and flexion, the “descentes des mains et des jambes”
 and above all produced the perfect rassembler. He was a hugely expressionist writer on the equestrian arts
 and inspired many with the simplicity of his texts, not least of which his famous “Reflections on Equestrian Art”. The quotation at the head of these writings personifies the principles of classical schooling.


The contribution made by Michel Henriquet has also been huge. He explained that Equestrian ‘art’ is to be distinguished from ordinary riding in that it educates rather than merely trains
. His approach to classical dressage has involved, like his great mentor Nuno Oliveira, adopting the best of the old School of Versailles and the principles of lightness derived from Baucher. 

Where has over four hundred years of history taken us? First of all equestrian techniques have been refined to a state of perfection. The “forward seat” has allowed the sport of competitive show jumping and even modern day racing over fences  to be practised with balance and lightness and for the most demanding obstacles to be jumped with ease. Competitive dressage has become widely popular but has generated questions over whether the discipline has always demonstrated ‘respect’ for the horse, particularly in relation to the rollkur debate.   The conflict between classical principles and the way in which the F.E.I. Rule book has been amended and applied   has fuelled fierce debates between classicists and the makers and judges of the rules of competition dressage
.  Intense criticism exists for the failure of competition dressage judges to condemn any  ‘shuffling’ and badly executed piaffe  falling short of classical execution of the movement seen surprisingly  frequently at competition level. There has also however  developed a widespread understanding of the principles of classical equitation so that the work of the great schools in Austria, Spain and Portugal are thriving. The French school at Saumur pursues a combination of cross-country riding and classical principles.
 
One need only follow today the work of modern Écuyers such as Philippe Karl to see that we are fortunate to  now have   “all round” horsemen in the best of French equestrian and military tradition, employing the classical principles of de la Guérinière and of Baucher in general ridden work and in the manège but at the same time displaying competence over fences in the true forward seat style
. Such has been demonstrated throughout the twentieth century by the Cadre Noir at Saumur in the hands of horsemen such as General Pierre Durand
and many others who followed these fine traditions including Colonel Christian Carde the current President and founder of Allège-Ideal
. In such circumstances it is plain to see that there was never any basis for Santini’s criticisms of the classical approach to equitation. The two schools should of course live in harmony, one with the other, recognising  that the different demands of riding require the application of different techniques. Each should recognise that the technique of cross-country riding must of necessity adopt a different and to varying  degrees a less sensitive style than that deployed in the art of classical equitation but that the underlying principles emphasised by the great masters remain the same, a need to understand the psychology of the horse, to promote the principles of balance and lightness and most of all to ‘respect’ the horse. Nuno Oliveira was surely right when he said this:

“To practice equestrian art is to establish a conversation on a higher level with the horse; a dialogue of courtesy and finesse.”
 ROBERT SMITH Q.C.
� Nuno Oliveira – ‘Reflections on Equestrian Art’ – J A Allen 1976.


� The account of this meeting is taken from Marion Scali’s biography of Nuno Oliveira in the  series ‘Les Grandes Maîtres Expliqués’ – Éditions Belin -  Paris 2005.


� ‘30 ans de notes et de correspondances  avec Maître Nuno Oliveira’ – Michel Henriquet -  Cavalcade 1999.


� His ‘Traité D’Equitation’  remained largely silent on the principles to be applied in jumping.


� 1760 – 1830.


� Pinerolo is near Turin and was the school to which Italian cavalry officers were sent for their basic training before finishing ‘school’ at Tor di Quinto near Rome. The finishing school placed great emphasis on cross country riding, steeple chasing and hunting with the Rome fox hounds. Colonel Paul Rodzanko underwent training at Pinerolo before returning to the Imperial Cavalry School in Russia in 1907. 


� Published by Country Life.


� Trained in Austria in accordance with Classical principles.


� ‘The Development of Modern Riding’ – J A Allen. 


� 1925 – 1989.


� ‘Henriquet on Dressage’ – J A Allen – first English edition 2004.


� Classically defined as the yielding of the hand and leg without alteration of equilibrium.


� Nuno Oliveira – ‘Oeuvres Complètes’ –Éditions  Belin 2006.


� ‘Henriquet on Dressage’ – 2004.


� See ‘Classical versus Classique’ Pferdia tv – a debate between Christoph Hess and Philippe Karl.


� ‘Twisted Truths of Modern Dressage’ – Cadmos Equestrian 2008 / ‘Long Reining The Saumur Method’ – Trafalgar Square Publishing 2003 / ‘Une Certaine Idée du Dressage – Odin à Saumur’ – Éditions Belin 2008 / and see his 4 Part DVD series – Classical Dressage – Pferdia tv.


� Écuyer en Chef of the Cadre Noir from 1975 to 1984 and Director of the French National School of Equitation from 1984 to 1988.


� Association pour la Légèreté en Equitation – Saumur.


� Introduction to ‘Reflections on Equestrian Art’.
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