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After General Durand left his post as director of the Ecole Nationale 
d’Equitation (ENE) in 1988, I stayed in regular contact with him. I feel 
privileged to be able to say that he followed my career very closely. We 
talked often about two major concerns: French riding and the future of the 
Cadre Noir. 
In early 2016, the general encouraged me to write an article about this 
famous inscription by UNESCO. At the end of August 2016, I sent him my 
text and asked for his unfettered opinion. On 5 September, General Durand 
gave me the go-ahead to circulate it. Witnesses to the telephone 
conversation were his wife, Marie-Odile Durand, and a mutual friend, 
Jeanne Boisseau. 
On 2 October 2016, General Durand passed away. His absence makes the 
distribution of this text an even more pressing duty. 
 
As a tribute to his memory, 
Philippe Karl 
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In November 2011, the form of riding known as “equitation in the French 
tradition” was inscribed by UNESCO on its Representative List of the 
Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity. This universal recognition is 
intended to preserve our equestrian knowledge and ideals, with the Cadre 
Noir being its leading example. This latest triumph of our “cultural 
exception” is undoubtedly a great success for those who made the case: 
unconditional (sometimes nostalgic) supporters of the Cadre Noir but 
above all, clever politicians and skilled communicators. 
Among those hearing the great news there is, of course, the mass of 
enthusiasts who are as proud of this announcement as they are ignorant of 
the merits of the affair, but there is also a considerable number of people 
who cannot avoid feeling a certain discomfort about it. 
Let us note first of all that, if riding “in the French tradition”, with the 
Cadre Noir at its head, truly infused the whole country and radiated abroad 
then it would have no need of an inscription at UNESCO. It’s difficult to 
avoid feeling that this is a little like a call for donations to save a 
masterpiece at risk. Could one imagine such a move for the Comédie 
Française or the Opéra de Paris? Let’s take a closer look. 
Of course, the official discourse does not fail to deliver formulas like: 
“Combining tradition and modernity, sport and culture, French equitation 
is all about elegance and lightness... etc”. These assertions, as immodest as 
they are peremptory, do not guarantee anything. The finished product bears 
the hallmarks of the means used in its creation and its aesthetic value 
cannot simply be decreed. Let’s leave self-satisfaction aside in order to 
grapple with reality. 
First of all, it is necessary to identify the concrete elements and references, 
accessible to everyone, which would signify the original and unique 
character of something justifying the title of “equitation in the French 
tradition”. Having done so, we could then make a comparison with the 
equestrian realities of the present day. In other words, let’s summarise the 
past in order to gauge the present... and consider the future. 
On reading the masters of equestrian art, one discovers building blocks 
among the following authors (non-exhaustive list): Labroue, Pluvinel, 
Fouquet de Beaurepaire, Imbotti de Beaumont, La Guérinière, Mottin de la 
Balme, du Paty de Clam, Montfaucon de Rogles, Aubert, Baucher, 
Wachter, Gerhardt, Faverot de Kerbrech, Beudant, Raabe, Duthil, Guérin, 
L’Hotte, Decarpentry, Colonel Margot, Nuno Oliveira, Diogo de Bragance, 
General Durand.  
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Let’s extract the major trends. 
 
Compared to all European authors in general and to German authors in 
particular, it is clear that the main French masters have constantly sought 
to eliminate all kinds of constraint and coercion: 
 

ü Work on the lunge replaces the single pillar. 
ü The double pillars disappear in favour of work in hand. 
ü Bits are reduced to their simplest form. 
ü Nosebands, if not removed altogether, are never tight. 
ü Auxiliary reins are banned, on the lunge as well as under saddle. 

 
Consequently, a rational education to the aids (firstly from the ground and 
then from the saddle) is preferred over authoritarian gymnastics. In this 
context, where the horse’s willing participation and the intelligent 
development of the postures necessary for relaxed and effective 
gymnastics are prerequisites, the following fundamental principles quite 
naturally assert themselves: 
 

ü The primacy of the hand over the seat and the legs. 
ü The principle of “hand without legs, legs without hand”. 
ü The education of the horse to all the effects of the reins is given the 

name mise en main (literally: putting the horse in hand). Note that 
this expression remains without a direct equivalent in any other 
language. It is achieved through the following progression: 

- Firstly, secure the relaxation and mobility of the mouth by the 
yielding of the jaw (the warranty of décontraction and 
balance). 
- Then gain control of the neck through pronounced lateral 
bending (to address flexibility and straightness) and by 
elevation and extension (changes of longitudinal balance). 
- Finally, seek the flexion at the poll in ramener (combining 
elevation of the neck, flexion at the poll and the yielding of the 
jaw). 
- Turns are requested by lateral effects: direct reins (or opening 
reins), indirect reins (supporting or neck reins). 
- The hand acts either sideways or upwards ... never 
backwards. 
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ü Any position of the head behind the vertical (a brutal, painful 
position which puts the horse on the shoulders) is forbidden. The poll 
should remain the highest point with the nose in front of the vertical. 

 
All these elements define what is known as “lightness to the hand”. 
 

ü The first condition of collection, the elevation of the neck, is 
achieved through the combination of demi-arrêt and descente de 
main. After acting upwards (demi-arrêt), the rider lowers the hand 
(descente de main) and puts the horse “at liberty on parole”. The 
horse learns to be in self-carriage. The extension of the neck 
(neckline close to the horizontal and nose in front of the vertical) is 
an indispensable complement. It represents at one and the same time: 

- a gymnastic counter balance, by stretching the whole top line 
- and an unerring test of fidelity to the hand. 

ü Likewise, reacting to “the draft of the boot”, the horse learns to 
maintain his activity without the support of the rider’s legs. He is 
“light to the leg” and works “in descent of the legs”. 

ü Collection is the result of the horse rising in front, associated with 
superior impulsion in the absence of any undesirable contractions. 
Any idea of compression between driving aids and restraining aids is 
unthinkable. 

 
To end this inventory, let us turn our attention to the German general von 
Holzing-Berstedt, who made the following comment after attending the 
dressage test at the Grand Palais in April 1932:  
“We had the opportunity to see the Olympic test performed in Paris by 
eight French riders ... One of my predominant impressions is the 
following: the contact between the hand of the French rider and the mouth 
of his mount is very fine and very mellow. The horses are very calm.  They 
look very happy with their lot and with their riders. The result is a natural 
grace which characterises the movements of these horses and which is not 
lost even in the most complicated and demanding airs. We did not see a 
neckline that, while rising proudly, does not remain absolutely supple and 
pliable at the poll. Of these eight horses, almost all had this quality so 
much sought after, of absolute lightness and the finest contact. The muscles 
that govern the jaw are perfectly relaxed and mobile. Everyone knows that 
this mobility of the jaw is one of the fundamental principles of French 
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equitation.” (General von Holzing-Berstedt was to take over the 
presidency of the FEI in 1934). 
 
All in all, therefore, there is undeniably a collection of principles, methods 
and procedures that reveal a unique philosophy of dressage and a culture 
that can be identified under the name of “riding in the French tradition”. 
 
This equestrian philosophy has, of course, been dismissed by the “wise 
men” of competitive dressage who see it only as a relic surpassed by 
modern developments. Quite apart from the fact that this bias is generally 
based on a remarkable lack of equestrian culture, this assumption is also a 
serious mistake. There are countless scientific studies in fields such as 
physiology, biomechanics, kinematics, neuroscience, ethology, etc. that 
confirm the merits of these equestrian concepts. If the evolution of 
horsemanship is to be centred on respect for the nature of the horse rather 
than on the rules of commercial sport, progress – genuine progress – has to 
take its inspiration from riding “in the French tradition”. One could say, 
“rein-back in order to jump better!” All in all, a more forward-looking 
approach than running into a brick wall with bowed head (and the nose on 
the chest), because one is following the latest fashion. 
 
Now, what will be seen by any enlightened observer of the dressage 
practiced and taught in France today, with Saumur as the paragon? 
 

ü Regular use of auxiliary reins of all kinds. 
ü Tight nosebands, intended to mask the horses’ undesirable reactions 

to aggressive hands. 
ü Horses “put on the bit” by compression between hands and legs, with 

the corresponding obsession over keeping low hands (inevitably 
backwards-acting), hence the dead mouths of horses that are 
overflexed and get stuck on the bit. 

ü This all leads, at best, to clever management of horses that are 
contracted and on the shoulders. 

ü But the most frequent consequences are: lateralised walk, “passage-
like” trot, unregular passage, fake piaffe, etc. 

 
The heralds of modern dressage boast the advent of a “new aesthetic”. But 
in fact this is not progress but rather a generalisation of deviant and crude 
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practices. Based on a caricature of the Germanic conceptions, they are 
imposed by dressage that is professionalised, globalised and dominated by 
commercial considerations. This monopoly also has its dark side, which it 
is fashionable to ignore: a catastrophic impact on horse health and 
longevity. The horses pay such a heavy price that this, in itself, should 
justify some soul-searching. The sociologist would say that every era has 
the riding it deserves. 
 
It is unfortunately evident that the legacy of the greatest French masters is 
quite the opposite of the training currently practiced and taught in France, 
including at Saumur. The Cadre Noir of today is, therefore, less than ever 
representative of riding “in the French tradition”. This pretence was 
already misleading. Having now been formalised by UNESCO, it has 
become a cultural deception set in stone. 
 
This unfortunate situation has come about thanks much more to old 
sporting demons than to a cultural inevitability. There was no shortage of 
warnings from prominent personalities. Some examples: 
 

ü In 1933, a letter from Colonel Marion to Colonel Lesage (from “Le 
Cadre Noir du Colonel Margot”, by General Durand):  
“In my opinion, we make a mistake in wanting to imitate foreigners 
too much... One cannot oppose the light horse and the horse who 
tightens himself and his reins correctly. A light horse tightens himself 
and his reins at the request of his rider... A horse is light first, then 
he rounds himself. To do the opposite and force him to be round is to 
prevent him from ever finding his natural balance, the only thing that 
counts and which makes all the beauty of the schooled horse... “ 

 
ü In 1971, correspondence between Colonel Margot and Jean Saint-

Fort Paillard (from “Le Cadre Noir du Colonel Margot”, by General 
Durand): 
Colonel Margot: “... Following the example of those who preceded 
me in command of the School, I consider that the French doctrine set 
out in “Questions Equestres” is a dogma that does not exclude 
progress, but which should under no circumstances be tampered 
with. That said, I totally agree with you on the quality of our riding: 
it is very mediocre. It is not the doctrine that should be incriminated, 
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but the application of it (assuming that no other system is used, the 
German, for example) and the lack of quality instructors...”  
Jean Saint-Fort Paillard: “The doctrine set out in “Questions 
Equestres” has indeed been, to use your words, tampered with by all 
the chief riders of the School, who from Duthil until now, have 
transmitted this false tradition, according to which L’Hotte would 
have accomplished the “fusion” between d’Aure and Baucher. This 
false tradition is the true cause of the decay of French equitation. It 
is certainly not L’Hotte’s doctrine that must be blamed and I myself 
have written that it must be the only basis of the renewed French 
school. You say, “… it is the application of the doctrine that should 
be incriminated”. My thesis is that L’Hotte’s doctrine is simply not 
being applied in Saumur. This mishmash of d’Aure and Baucher is so 
distorted it cannot in any way be considered as originating from it.” 

 
NB: Although on the one hand “Questions Equestre” defines 
marvellously the philosophy and principles of riding “in the French 
tradition”, it describes hardly any methods or procedures. It is a 
magnificent text that has the force of law... but without rules for 
application. The lawyers are inspired by it but the judges are 
powerless to enforce it and offenders of all kinds find themselves 
given free rein. General L’Hotte himself wrote: “Riding can not be 
learned from books because they teach only those who already 
know.” 

 
ü In 1983, “Historique de la doctrine française”, addressed by Colonel 

Margot to Commandant Vatchnadze, (from “Le Cadre Noir du 
Colonel Margot”, by General Durand):  
“The riding of our time denies its great ancestry. It looks abroad to 
find recipes that can fit neither with our temperament nor with that 
of our horses. Thus, in the school and on the training grounds we see 
a proliferation of auxiliary reins that constrain the horses and put 
them on their shoulders. In dressage competitions the spectacle 
offered to us most of the time is that of oveflexed horses with dropped 
polls, impervious to impulsion because their transmission is broken. 
It’s high time we did something. We French, who ride French horses, 
let’s ride the French way. It’s obvious!” 
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ü In 2015, “Une vie à cheval” (by General Durand): 
About the future of the Cadre Noir: “Now more than ever, its 
écuyers must continue to practice a versatile, bold riding derived 
from the military tradition that finds a particularly relevant 
application in competitive eventing. But they also have to preserve 
their “brand” by practicing a way of riding that is elegant, discreet 
and respectful of horses both psychologically and physically. And 
this last point must surely lead to the following question: are all the 
evolutions of a discipline or an art really progress? Can they 
sometimes lead to degeneration? It is urgent, even essential, that the 
Cadre Noir considers this question with clear-sightedness and 
honesty and provides an exemplary response. For the principles of 
French classical equitation will soon be empty words if they are 
gradually replaced with certain questionable practices contributing 
to the acceptance of horses with necks broken at the third vertebra, 
tense backs, ruined mouths, showing mind-boggling gaits that are so 
far away from their natural movement (hovering trots, extensions 
that look like Spanish trot, etc). 
... For that, shouldn’t the care of the discipline of dressage in France 
today be entrusted to the Cadre Noir? It is a question of will and 
courage on the part of the authorities concerned but also of the 
Cadre Noir itself. For it has all the legitimacy in this field provided 
that it does not hesitate to tackle the problem, reflect on the value of 
its roots, extract the message from the books of its equestrian 
heritage to proclaim it loud and clear and put it into practice with 
pride and conviction.” 

 
NB: What a wonderful plea for the future, based on clear analysis 
and free of double-talk! 

 
On the other hand, objectivity requires the consideration of significant 
mitigating circumstances in connection with the Cadre Noir. In fact, this 
institution is dependent on military constraints, the aspirations of the 
Ministry of Youth and Sports, the requirements of the French equestrian 
federation and the grants of the national studs. Reporting to three ministries 
simultaneously, it is frequently the victim of competing bureaucracies and 
above all, the vagaries and interferences of politics. Caught between a rock 
and a hard place, the Cadre Noir works with one hand tied behind its 
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back... not to mention those who periodically try to make it disappear! 
Even if the decision-makers acted in good faith, this institution has had to 
accept some unfortunate changes of direction with far-reaching 
consequences. Some examples: 
 

ü Poorly understood or poorly digested, even despised, Baucher’s 
contributions were discarded in favour of d’Aure’s ideas. Even if it 
were possible to defend this in the interests of training Cavalry 
troops or preparing for eventing competitions, it remains a long way 
away from what is needed to train écuyers in “equitation in the 
French tradition” (see the reflections of Jean Saint-Fort Paillard). 

 
ü In 1972, the Cadre Noir was given civil status when it became the 

nucleus of the national riding school (ENE) and lent it its historical 
credentials. For 45 years, however, nobody has considered it useful 
to give it a status appropriate to its missions – whether civil or 
military status is not important but it should be coherent, fair and 
effective. In the absence of a pragmatic and ambitious vision of its 
future, short-term policies have fostered disparities and played a part 
in the division. It certainly allows one to reign, even if it means 
ruining the kingdom. 

 
ü In the early 1980s, to overcome the recurring shortcomings of our 

education, a reformation attempted to modernise our teaching 
practices. Why not? But instead of refocusing the ENE on an 
intelligent and courageous synthesis of riding “in the French 
tradition”, authority has been given to verbose methods and practices 
that have only served to further impoverish the contents. A sort of 
“quarrel between the ancients and the moderns” with the conclusion, 
“No fathers anymore, only sons”. 
In any event, the level of teacher training has tragically declined over 
the last 30 years. 

 
ü In the early 2000s, all ENE instructors [not only the members of the 

Cadre Noir] found themselves in black attire. This had originally 
been a project of General Durand, then director of the School, and 
intended to unify the teaching by raising the general standard. Here is 
his sober summary of what happened to this project: “Thus, to 
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become a riding instructor at the ENE, it would be necessary from 
now on to be worthy of being accepted into the Cadre Noir and, as a 
corollary, there would be no instructors in black except at the ENE 
of Saumur. This measure presupposed a moratorium that Mr. Cambo 
(one of General Durand’s successors at the head of the ENE) did not 
think it necessary to adopt, however. Now, it has become the habit 
that all the instructors of the ENE wear the prestigious tunic of the 
Cadre Noir as soon as they are recruited…” (“Une vie à cheval”, 
General Durand, 2015). 
A certain demagoguery prevailed. Through hostility to any form of 
elitism, the standard was set at the lowest common denominator. 
Moreover, since many instructors do not want this uniform, let alone 
the constraints and duties that are incumbent on those who wear it, 
the institution has been made even more banal and fragile. 

 
In conclusion, I ask you not to misunderstand the author of these lines and 
to forgive me for the use of the first person.  
In fact, I wore this uniform with pride and served this institution with 
passion for 13 years (from 1985 to 1998) – something that rules out neither 
clear-headedness nor disillusionment. I see it as my duty to enlighten those 
who do not know the ins and outs of this immense mess that has led to a 
deception legitimised by a politico-media operation.  
It is now up to the decision-makers not simply to be satisfied by this 
proclamation, however marvellous it may sound, but to get to the bottom 
of things. Since one lives through hope and silence implies complicity, I 
will at least have attempted to contribute to a raising of awareness.  
 
August 2016 
Philippe Karl  
 
PS: This UNESCO matter must be seen as an opportunity for a refounding 
of our teaching, at the same time as the last chance of giving the Cadre 
Noir a future worthy of the name… because “équitation à la française 
oblige!”                      
 
 
[Translation from French: Derek Clark] 


