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Philippe	Karl	

Reactions	to	the	article	in	the	September	issue		
of	CHEVAL	MAGAZINE	entitled:	

“Equitation	in	the	French	Tradition:		
a	heritage	to	(re)discover”	

	

At	the	end	of	2016,	I	sent	a	manifesto	entitled	“EQUITATION	IN	THE	FRENCH	
TRADITION,	CADRE	NOIR,	UNESCO”	to	the	authorities	concerned.	In	it,	I	denounced	a	media-
oriented,	political-cultural	operation	that	is	in	fact	a	sham.	For	want	of	a	reaction,	the	
text	was	published	on	the	website	www.philippe-karl.com.		

I	was	therefore	very	surprised	to	appear	in	CHEVAL	MAGAZINE	as	an	advocate	for	an	
operation	that	I	reject.	All	the	more	so	as	the	article	in	question	essentially	gives	the	
floor	to:	

• Guillaume	HENRY	(President	of	the	French	Mission	for	Equestrian	Culture)	
• Pascal	MARRY	(Member	of	the	Board	of	the	said	Mission	and	Member	of	the	

Pedagogical	Commission	of	the	French	Equestrian	Federation)	
• Patrick	TEISSERENC	(current	Ecuyer-en-chef	of	the	CADRE	NOIR)	

M.-E.	REBTS,	the	journalist,	is	doing	her	job:	she	is	rowing	with	the	current.			

I	can’t	let	people	think	that	I	am	endorsing	this	major	media	operation,	spread	over	
nine	pages.	

	

What	is	it	all	about?	

(p.	31)	I	am	honoured	to	be	given	a	full-page	photo	of	my	last	horse,	specifying	that	
I	am	a	fervent	defender	of	“Equitation	in	the	French	Tradition”.	Fine!	

Then	(p.	37),	G.	HENRY	states:	“…	it	is	essential	not	to	confuse	culture	and	level.	
Being	a	writer	is	not	just	being	published	or	being	part	of	the	Académie	Française.	It’s	
the	same	for	horse	riding:	not	all	teachers	ride	like	LA	GUÉRINIÈRE,	not	everyone	has	the	
talent	of	Philippe	KARL	or	of	the	Ecuyers	of	the	CADRE	NOIR.”	

Thus,	the	results	that	I	obtain	would	only	be	due	to	my	“TALENT”	(personal	and	
untransferable)?	

That’s	a	pleasant	compliment	that	allows	you	to	skip	over	the	essentials:	

• The	principles,	methods	and	procedures	that	govern	my	work	

• The	teaching	resulting	from	it	–	the	ECOLE	DE	LÉGÈRETÉ	involves	about	
220	students	in	26	TEACHER	TRAINING	courses	in	nine	countries	(Germany,	
France,	Italy,	Switzerland,	Sweden,	UK,	Australia,	Canada,	USA).			

SO…	Philippe	KARL,	in	the	shop	window	but	not	in	shop!	
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Theme	

The	dominant	theme	of	the	article	is	simple:	in	France,	everyone	practices	
Equitation	in	the	French	Tradition...	without	KNOWING	IT.		

A	few	examples:	

• (p.	30)	M.-E.	REBTS:	“Equitation	in	the	French	Tradition	enjoys	an	international	
reputation.	However,	for	many	riders,	including	French	ones,	it	remains	a	
mystery.”	

• (p.	30)	“Many	people	have	already	heard	of	BAUCHER,	L’HOTTE,	LA	GUÉRINIÈRE,	
without	really	knowing	that	they	learn	and	practice	their	methods	on	a	daily	
basis.”	

• (p.	36)	“a	living	but	often	unconscious	heritage”	

• (p.	38)	About	the	game-oriented	evolution	of	the	pedagogy	adopted	by	the	
PONEY-CLUB	DE	FRANCE	since	its	creation	in	1971:	“This	new	approach	has	
remained	more	or	less	faithful	to	the	principles	of	Equitation	in	the	French	
Tradition,	but	without	claiming	it	or	being	aware	of	it.”		

• (p.	37)	G.	HENRY	drives	the	nail	in:	“It	is	not	because	people	don’t	go	far	that	
they	don’t	practice	French	Equitation.	The	riding	clubs	are	representatives	of	it	
in	the	same	manner	as	BARTABAS,	CHANTILLY,	and	almost	everybody	on	the	
French	territory,	because	they	have	learned	the	same	thing.”	

Let’s	summarise:		

From	LA	MOTTE-BEUVRON	to	SAUMUR	via	ZINGARO,	everybody	is	riding	“à	la	
Française”!	You	have	to	be	blind,	or	a	follower	of	the	COUÉ	method,	or	an	affidavit	of	the	
French	Equestrian	Federation	to	utter	untruths	of	this	calibre	with	such	aplomb.		

Equitation	“à	la	Française”	deserves	better	than	this	demagoguery*.		

[*	I	use	the	ancient	expression	“Equitation	à	la	Française”	here,	which	designates	the	very	best	
that	French	Equitation	has	to	offer,	to	mark	the	difference	between	what	I	consider	to	be	the	
true	heritage	of	French	Equitation	and	what	was	inscribed	on	the	Representative	List	of	the	
Intangible	Cultural	Heritage	of	Humanity	of	UNESCO.]	

	

The	definition	by	UNESCO	

(p.	33)	Equitation	in	the	French	Tradition	is	“...	the	art	of	riding	a	horse,	which	has	
the	characteristic	of	highlighting	the	harmony	of	the	relationship	between	man	and	
horse.	The	fundamental	principles	and	processes	of	horse	training	are	the	absence	of	the	
use	of	force	and	constraint,	as	well	as	the	harmonious	demands	of	man	respecting	the	
horse’s	body	and	mood”.	A	state	of	mind	“...	uniting	competence	and	respect	for	the	
horse”.	

Very	well!	But	beyond	these	beautiful	and	consecrated	formulas,	CONCRETELY,	
before	which	alternatives	do	the	rejection	of	“the	use	of	force	and	constraint”	and	the	
“competence	and	respect	for	the	horse”	place	us?	
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A	few	examples:		

• Stick	with	natural	attitudes	…	
								…	OR	trivialise	the	nose	behind	the	vertical,	tolerate	“Rollkur”,	hyperflexion,	
and	other	“LONG,	DEEP	and	ROUND”?	

• Make	the	dialogue	with	the	horse’s	mouth	the	“PRELIMINARY	to	any	process	of	
putting	the	horse	in	hand”	(General	P.	DURAND),	which	“resides	FIRST	OF	ALL	in	
the	submission	of	the	jaw…”	(General	L’HOTTE)…	
								…	OR	generalise	double,	reinforced,	tightened	nosebands?	

• A	thoughtful	study	of	the	flexions	(education	of	both	the	horse	and	the	rider’s	
hands)…	
								…	OR	use	of	auxiliary	reins	(constraining	equipment)	and	of	the	ever-
present	“fixed	and	low	hands”,	which	are	their	authoritarian	extension?	

NOTE:	The	first	propositions	are	characteristic	of	Equitation	“à	la	Française”…	The	
second	ones	correspond	to	daily	life	in	today’s	riding	practice,	DRESSAGE	in	the	lead.		

HOW	ANNOYING!	

Furthermore:	

• Should	one	continue	to	preach	the	“engagement	of	the	hindlegs”	(shortening	of	
the	diagonal	bases	from	the	rear),	in	the	forward	movement...		
								…	OR	admit	that	this	is	not	the	case,	because	it	is	even	the	opposite	that	
happens	in	the	most	collected	form	of	trot:	the	PASSAGE?		
								Locomotion	and	kinematics	demonstrate	it	without	appeal.	

• Should	one	continue	to	make	the	“overall	bend”	(dorso-lumbar	region	curved	
by	the	rider’s	legs)	the	alpha	and	omega	of	the	gymnastics	imposed	on	the	
horse…	
								…	OR	admit	that	it	is	incompatible	with	the	origin	of	locomotion:	the	
periodic	undulations	of	the	spine?		
								NB:	Photos	and	films	abound	that	radically	disprove	these	concepts.	This	is	
why,	in	books,	they	are	always	illustrated	with	beautiful	and	advantageous	
drawings...	and	never	with	snapshots.	

These	two	“gymnastic”	dogmas	are	the	pillars	of	Germanic	equitation.	They	imply	a	
compression	between	hands	and	legs,	and	induce	a	physical	and	authoritarian	riding,	of	
which	overflexion	is	one	of	the	stigmata.	(General	DECARPENTRY	has	largely	contributed	
to	making	us	assimilate	them,	through	his	diplomatic	functions	in	the	DRESSAGE	
Commission	of	the	FEI…	and	his	book	“Academic	Equitation”.)	Alas!	

Last	alternative	therefore:		

• Overall	bend	and	engagement	of	the	hindlegs	in	the	forward	movement	
(opposition	of	hands	and	legs	to	boot)…	
								…	OR	“Hand	without	legs,	legs	without	hand”?	

Equitation	“à	la	Française”:	YES	or	NO???	
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All	in	all:		

• In	fact,	for	the	most	part,	the	dogmas	and	practices	that	characterise	modern	
“DRESSAGE”	do	not	fit	with	the	definition	put	forward	by	UNESCO.	

• Equitation	“à	la	Française”	cannot	accept	unnatural	concepts,	which	generate	a	
constraining	and	muscular	riding.	It	cannot	give	in	to	any	dogma,	because	its	
principle	is	to	always	leave	the	last	word	to	the	most	reliable	of	masters:	the	
HORSE.		

THEREFORE,	those	who	practice	Equitation	in	the	French	Tradition,	without	
knowing	it…	are	quite	right	to	ignore	it,	because	reality	regularly	goes	against	its	
definition.		

	

(p.	39)	“SAFEGUARDING	MISSION”	

Let’s	see	what	the	“French	Mission	for	Equestrian	Culture”	has	in	store	for	us	
through	the	projects	of	the	three	personalities	who	express	themselves	in	this	article.	
	

   ¨    G.	HENRY	(President	of	the	Mission)	

(p.	38)	“…	The	general	idea	is	to	support	projects	that	are	of	interest	to	the	
community.	We	also	want	to	get	out	of	specialist	debates	to	which	people	don’t	
understand	anything	and	which	give	an	impression	of	elitism.”	

In	other	words:	for	the	promotion	of	French	Gastronomy,	let’s	not	go	to	famous	
chefs...	Let’s	meet	up	with	friends	at	the	local	FAST-FOOD	instead.		

With	all	due	respect	to	G.	HENRY,	culture	cannot	be	disconnected	from	“LEVEL”.	
Between	ELITISM	(which	it	always	pays	to	denounce)	and	DEMAGOGY	(which	is	a	recipe	
for	success	these	days)...	culture	is	nevertheless	supposed	to	raise	the	overall	“LEVEL”.	
Unless	it	is	reduced	to	a	mere	commercial	argument.	

Moreover,	G.	HENRY	is	the	author	of	books	“...	essentially	based	on	the	works	of	the	
masters...”.	His	work	does	not	lack	certain	merits.	Having	said	that,	he	has	found	a	way	to	
devote	79	pages	to	“PUTTING	your	horse	IN	HAND”,	and	79	others	to	“The	USE	of	the	
hands”…	without	dealing	with	the	FLEXIONS.	However,	what	could	be	more	original	and	
characteristic	of	Equitation	“à	la	Française”?		

That’s	how	to	make	CULTURE	rhyme	with	CENSURE…	to	write	History	with	an	eraser.	
UNACCEPTABLE.		

This	is	indeed	not	likely	to	raise	the	“LEVEL”.	CONCERNING.		

NB:	In	addition,	these	two	books	include	a	significant	number	of	photos	showing	
overflexed	horses	with	dropped	poll,	presented	as	examples.		
	

¨   P.	MARRY	(Member	of	the	Board	of	the	Mission,	Member	of	the	Pedagogical	
Commission	of	the	French	Equestrian	Federation,	Ecuyer-Professeur)	

(p.	38)	“The	ancient	texts	are	more	akin	to	poetry	than	technical	information.	Yet,	
this	practice	should	be	made	more	objective	and	given	concepts.”	
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From	the	16th	century	to	the	present	day,	works	by	French	masters	abound,	which	
teem	with	“concepts”	and	“technical	data”.	But	in	order	to	exploit	this	abundance,	it	is	
necessary	to:	

• Successfully	tackle	all	the	difficulties	of	this	art,	and	on	horses	of	all	kinds.		
								This	is	called	an	ECUYER.		

• Within	the	framework	of	this	practice,	to	study	the	masters	in	the	light	of	
scientific	data	that	allow	their	propositions	to	be	confirmed	or	refuted	
(anatomy,	physiology,	locomotion,	kinematics,	physics,	neurosciences,	
ethology,	etc.).	Under	these	conditions,	demonstrating,	explaining	and	
transmitting	become	possible.		
								This	is	called	an	ECUYER-PROFESSEUR.		
								In	French,	words	have	a	meaning,	which	titles	should	not	ignore.		
Culture	obliges.		

In	addition	to	being	tinged	with	contempt	and	smacking	of	techno	pedagogy,	the	
words	of	our	Ecuyer-Professeur	thus	reveal	a	serious	lack	of	knowledge	of	the	culture	he	
is	supposed	to	promote.	

His	projects	are	no	more	reassuring:	

(p.	38)	“Pascal	MARRY	would	like	to	develop	a	“Pleasure	Equitation”	that	would	be	
aimed	at	older	teenagers	and	adults,	and	in	which	more	culture	would	be	introduced.”	
(M.-E.	REBTS)	

The	project	in	no	way	questions	the	soundness	of	our	practices	and	the	quality	of	
our	teaching.	Equestrian	CULTURE	(with	the	poor	opinion	he	has	of	it)	is	reduced	to	a	
“pleasant”	addition	designed	to	retain	the	loyalty	of	an	age	group.	There	will	be	a	
“Pleasure	Equitation”	as	there	is	an	“Ethological	Riding”,	a	“Working	Equitation”,	a	
“Western	Riding”	etc.	The	Federation	will	have	its	“Pleasure	Equitation”	department	as	
the	supermarket	has	its	“ORGANIC”	section.		

This	tangents	opportunism	and	will	have	the	effectiveness	of	a	plaster	on	a	
wooden	leg.	

DISTRESSING.		
	

   ¨    P.	TEISSERENC	(Ecuyer-en-chef	of	the	CADRE	NOIR)	

In	this	interview	with	the	Ecuyer-en-chef,	in	addition	to	the	agreed	discourse	on	
culture,	heritage,	transmission	to	future	generations	etc.,	there	is	some	very	clear	and	
highly	meaningful	information:		

• The	most	recent	developments	in	Equitation	in	the	French	Tradition?	
								“We	are	still	in	the	same	register	at	the	technical	level,	but	lately	there	has	
been	a	big	improvement	in	the	physical	and	mental	work	that	the	riders	do	on	
themselves.”	
								Thus,	Equitation	in	the	French	Tradition	is	evolving:	the	riders	now	resort	
to	the	services	of	SOPHROLOGY	and	BODY	BUILDING.	So,	horses	and	LÉGÈRETÉ,	
watch	out!	
								“Development”	is	definitely	not	synonymous	with	“progress”.		
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• The	future	challenges?	
								“Even	if	Equitation	in	the	French	Tradition	is	not	just	about	this	(i.e.	sport),	
today’s	performance	is	tomorrow’s	tradition.”	
								He	thus	confirms	that	all	the	gross	excesses	of	globalised	DRESSAGE	(forceful	
riding,	mistreated	mouths,	tight	nosebands,	nose	behind	the	vertical,	hyper-
flexion,	and	all	the	unspeakable...)	will	pass	into	the	domain	of	Equitation	in	the	
French	Tradition.	We	trust	him	on	that.	For	the	simple	reason	that	these	
excesses	have	already	become	commonplace,	even	in	SAUMUR!	
								Let’s	sum	up:	SOPHROLOGY,	BODY	BUILDING	and	consecration	of	modern	
DRESSAGE:	there	is	an	undeniable	coherence	here…	ENLIGHTENING	and	TRAGIC!	

• Inscription	with	UNESCO?	
								–	“For	the	CADRE	NOIR,	the	challenge	is	to	remain	the	driving	force	behind	
the	UNESCO	inscription,	in	particular	by	ensuring	the	transmission	of	this	
equitation.”	
								BUT	WHICH	ONE,	IN	THE	END?	That	of	“recent	developments”	and	“today’s	
performance”?	It	contravenes	everything	that	characterises	Equitation	“à	la	
Française”!	Is	this	blindness,	ignorance	or	cynicism?	

								–	“This	gives	the	CADRE	NOIR	an	anchorage	in	the	future.	»	
								If	it	hadn’t	broken	with	its	most	beautiful	roots,	instead	of	abandoning	
itself	to	the	drifts	that	run	most	contrary	to	Equitation	“à	la	Française”,	the	
CADRE	NOIR	wouldn’t	need	to	look	for	an	“anchorage”...	under	the	cover	of	
culture	and	via	UNESCO.	

								WHAT	A	WASTE!	

	

IN	CONCLUSION	

That	article	is	a	pure	masterpiece	of	proselytism.		

Good	people,	rest	assured!	In	FRANCE,	everyone	practises	“Equitation	in	the	French	
Tradition”…	without	knowing	it.	But	the	craftsmen	of	its	inscription	with	UNESCO	are	
taking	it	upon	themselves	to	make	you	aware	of	it	and	take	care	of	its	promotion:		

• The	teacher,	DRESSAGE	rider,	writer…	by	practising	demagogy	and	levelling	
down.		

• The	Ecuyer-Professeur	and	federal	pedagogue...	by	considering	equestrian	
culture	as	a	variable	to	be	adjusted,	apt	to	retain	the	clientele	that	vegetates	
between	the	Poney-Club	and	competition.		
								Opportunism	assumed.		

• The	Ecuyer-en-chef	of	the	CADRE	NOIR…	by	making	the	“developments”	of	
“modern	and	sporty”	DRESSAGE	(a	caricature	of	Germanic	conceptions)	pass	into	
the	domain	of	“Equitation	in	the	French	Tradition”.	Van	GRUNSVEN,	WERTH,	GALL	
and	company	didn’t	ask	for	so	much!		

Following	as	an	ambition.		

__________________	
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Could	French	Equitation	be	sick?		

No	way!	It	is	doing	well	like	a	charm	…	but	without	knowing	it.		

And	with	the	fortifiers	that	will	be	administered	to	it,	it	will	likely	die	sooner.	But	
in	GOOD	HEALTH.	And	still	without	knowing	it.		

It	should	be	understandable	that	I	do	not	want	to	appear	to	endorse	this	article	in	
any	way.	And	if	someone	had	had	the	good	taste	to	consult	me	before	its	publication,	I	
would	obviously	have	declined	the	offer.	

	

October	2020	

	
	

PS	:	Under	my	right	to	reply,	I	asked	CHEVAL	MAGAZINE	to	inform	their	readers	that	
they	could	find	my	comments	on	www.philippe-karl.com	in	the	section	«	Publications	»	
/	«	Articles	&	Correspondence	».		

	


