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    Balancing the art of the manege with the measured eye of Enlightenment inquiry, Claude Bourgelat’s A New System of Horsemanship confronts the enduring choice between compelling obedience and cultivating understanding, urging riders to move from inherited habit to reasoned practice, from spectacle to soundness, and from momentary compliance to durable, willing cooperation that honors what the horse’s body and temperament can truly sustain, by reframing training as a dialogue shaped by anatomy, balance, and progressive education, rather than as a contest of wills or a repertoire of tricks, and by recasting the rider’s authority as a responsibility to perceive, adapt, and refine with patience.

A New System of Horsemanship is an equestrian treatise from mid-eighteenth‑century France, written by Claude Bourgelat (1712–1779), a riding master and veterinary pioneer who established the first veterinary school at Lyon and later another near Paris. Composed within the broader Enlightenment effort to organize knowledge through observation and method, the book situates riding in the arena and the academy rather than on the battlefield or the hunt, and addresses readers seeking a rational, teachable art. Its context is the manege, the indoor school where precision and balance are cultivated, yet its outlook is practical, attentive to the horse as a living, sentient partner.

Bourgelat proposes that a coherent system must spring from what the horse is physically and mentally capable of, so the treatise begins with fundamentals of structure and motion before turning to schooling, rider influence, and the progressive shaping of balance. The voice is lucid and composed, more instructive than polemical, and the style values definition, sequence, and testable principles. Readers encounter technical language balanced by clear exposition and steady pacing. The tone is reforming yet patient, inviting careful practice rather than bravura. The result is a manual that feels both methodical and humane, grounded in observation rather than mystique.

Its themes emerge from a sustained insistence that mastery comes through understanding: the rider learns to see, to feel, and to time an aid according to the horse’s natural organization. Tradition is not discarded, but sifted by reason; authority is tempered by responsibility. The horse appears as a partner to be educated, not a tool to be exhausted, and efficiency is measured by soundness, not by spectacle. The book asks for patience, consistency, and clarity of signals, seeking harmony as a practical outcome rather than an ornament. In this way it ties technique to welfare, and elegance to durability.

At every turn, the argument models Enlightenment method: observe, compare, generalize, and only then prescribe. Bourgelat tests accepted practices against what the horse’s conformation and movement can bear, questioning routines that confuse fear with submission or stiffness with strength. He proceeds by building a common vocabulary and a graduated path of work, inviting teachers and students to measure progress against functional criteria rather than fashion. The narrative resists shortcuts, replacing them with repeatable steps and sensible expectations. By linking cause and effect, it demystifies the aids, the school figures, and the transitions, encouraging riders to think before they act.

For today’s readers, the book matters because it exemplifies evidence‑minded horsemanship long before that phrase existed. Coaches will recognize a framework for skill acquisition that privileges clarity, stages, and feedback; veterinarians and therapists will note the insistence on alignment with anatomy and sustainable workload; riders across disciplines will find a humane ethic that protects the horse while improving performance. Beyond the stable, it offers a case study in how craft knowledge can be refined by science without losing artistry. Its central lesson—that empathy sharpened by analysis outperforms force—remains pertinent in training, leadership, and any practice that involves trust.

Approach this new system as a conversation across time: a careful teacher from the mid‑eighteenth century speaking through clear procedures, steady principles, and a refusal to mistake intimidation for instruction. Some particulars understandably reflect the world that produced them, yet the underlying posture—observe first, then act with precision—travels well. Read slowly, try the reasoning before the routine, and let the cadence of the prose encourage patience in the arena. Whether you are beginning or advanced, rider or reader, you will find a disciplined generosity here, one that keeps technique accountable to the horse and purpose accountable to conscience.
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    A New System of Horsemanship presents Claude Bourgelat’s Enlightenment reappraisal of riding. Writing as a professional riding master, he proposes to replace inherited maxims and theatrical display with a method grounded in observation, restraint, and the horse’s preservation. The treatise opens by surveying prevailing schools, separating sound practice from habit, and defining the goal as harmony rather than domination. Bourgelat frames horsemanship as a rational art: clear principles, precise language, and reproducible results. He positions the arena not as a stage but as a laboratory where causes and effects can be tested, establishing the work’s promise of systematic, humane instruction.

He begins with foundations: the horse’s build, age, and disposition; the environment in which learning occurs; and the rider’s posture and mental composure. Selection, fitting, and care are presented as prerequisites, not ornaments. The rider’s seat and balance govern every aid, and timing replaces force. Bourgelat emphasizes alignment, calm cadence, and the smallest effective signal, arguing that clarity prevents resistance more reliably than compulsion. By situating practice within the animal’s natural movement and limits, he sets criteria for judging progress that apply equally in courtly manèges and in everyday riding, thereby unifying disparate traditions under a single, testable framework.

The training sequence that follows advances from elementary order to refined control. Initial work establishes obedience to the halt and forward step, then introduces curves and measured changes that supple the spine and educate the jaw without agitation. Lessons are short, progressive, and separated by rest, allowing understanding to consolidate. Throughout, Bourgelat treats stiffness, haste, and heaviness as diagnostic signs, not moral failings, and prescribes adjustments to tempo, line, and contact rather than punishment. The emphasis is on balance that the horse can sustain, so that collection emerges from improved posture and confidence rather than from mechanical constraint.

A significant portion addresses the reins, the bit, and the educated hand. Bourgelat warns against instruments and gestures that mask faults by creating new ones, recommending equipment that suits the individual mouth and a contact that remains steady yet yielding. The hand works with the seat and leg to form a single vocabulary, delivered with economy. Corrections are framed as brief, intelligible questions, never as contests of strength. He records recurrent problems—leaning, crookedness, dullness—and relates each to a cause in training or conformation, thereby orienting the rider toward specific remedies rather than generalized severity.

He organizes gymnastic work by gait and by the horse’s developing capacity, cultivating straight steps at the walk, elasticity at the trot, and control of tempo at the gallop. Transitions bind these elements, sharpening responsiveness without breaking rhythm. Where higher airs and elaborate figures are discussed, they appear as consequences of balance and obedience, not as ends pursued for show. Bourgelat distinguishes what improves the horse from what merely entertains the spectator, and he proposes criteria—ease, regularity, and readiness—to judge whether an exercise belongs in a particular program, keeping the focus on utility, soundness, and lasting willingness.

Beyond the school, he situates riding within management that protects health and disposition. Attention to stabling, feeding, condition, and shoeing is treated as integral to training outcomes, since discomfort undermines learning as surely as poor instruction. The discussion extends to collective needs—especially military riding—where consistency and economy carry strategic value. By aligning method with the horse’s welfare, Bourgelat argues that reliability and longevity are compatible with spirited performance. He favors recordable routines and careful observation over anecdote, encouraging readers to assess effects over time and to adjust programs before small irregularities harden into ingrained resistance or injury.

The book’s significance lies in its method as much as its prescriptions. Authored by a figure central to eighteenth‑century reforms in equine practice, A New System of Horsemanship helped articulate a modern ideal: training that is demonstrably effective, broadly teachable, and protective of the animal. Its measured tone, attention to causes, and insistence on humane means continue to inform discussions of dressage, cavalry heritage, and equestrian education. Without depending on spectacle or dogma, it offers a durable framework for thinking about how riders learn, how horses change, and how an art grounded in feel can also answer to reason.
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    Claude Bourgelat’s A New System of Horsemanship arose in mid‑eighteenth‑century France, where equitation stood at the crossroads of court culture, military necessity, and emerging science. Born in Lyon in 1712, Bourgelat trained as an écuyer and directed the city’s riding academy, a prestigious institution serving noble and military clientele. The kingdom’s royal studs and riding schools shaped elite practice, while provincial academies transmitted techniques to officers and gentry. In this setting, manuals codified skills once guarded as craft secrets. Bourgelat wrote from within that institutional world, addressing riders who needed reliable, teachable methods equally suited to the parade ground and the battlefield.

The Enlightenment framed horsemanship as a discipline open to reasoned inquiry. French savants promoted anatomy, mechanics, and observation over inherited authority, an approach visible in Denis Diderot and Jean d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie (1751–1772). Bourgelat contributed articles to that enterprise and argued that equitation must rest on the horse’s structure and physiology. By linking seat, aids, and balance to verifiable bodily function, he joined a broader movement that sought to reform practical arts through science. His treatise thus belongs to an era that prized system, clarity, and public pedagogy, replacing the mystique of the manège with principles that could be taught and tested.

European warfare in the 1740s and 1750s underscored the strategic value of well‑trained cavalry. The War of the Austrian Succession (1740–1748) and the Seven Years’ War (1756–1763) exposed weaknesses in remount supply, training uniformity, and horse management. French officials sought methods that would produce responsive mounts and capable riders at scale, linking the art of the manège to drilling needs. Bourgelat’s insistence on consistent, reproducible technique answered this demand. His audience included officers who required dependable standards across regiments and terrains. The work’s systematizing impulse reflects a military culture that increasingly valued manuals, inspection, and measurable efficiency in mounted service.

Public health crises also shaped Bourgelat’s agenda. Mid‑eighteenth‑century epizootics, notably rinderpest, devastated herds and threatened economies dependent on animal power. With support from Controller‑General Henri‑Léonard Bertin, Bourgelat founded the world’s first veterinary school at Lyon in 1761, followed by a second at Alfort near Paris in 1765. These state‑backed institutions taught comparative anatomy, pathology, and farriery to produce professionals who could prevent and manage disease. By fusing veterinary science with equitation, Bourgelat advanced a view of riding that began from the horse’s health. His horsemanship thus dovetailed with a governmental program to secure agriculture, transport, and war mobilization.

Equestrian literature provided touchstones that Bourgelat scrutinized and recast. William Cavendish, Duke of Newcastle, had codified a Baroque, courtly style in the seventeenth century, while François Robichon de La Guérinière’s École de cavalerie (1733) became the French classic of measured, balanced riding. Bourgelat engaged that lineage, rejecting ostentation and arguing for methods justified by anatomy and utility. He addressed bitting, collection, and schooling with an eye to function and horse welfare rather than spectacle. His critique aligned with reformist trends that sought to reconcile the high school with cross‑country work, cavalry application, and the needs of transport and agriculture.

The period’s institutions amplified such ideas. Royal riding schools, guard regiments, and provincial academies required printed curricula, while Europe’s thriving book trade circulated equestrian treatises across borders. French manuals were translated, debated, and adapted in Britain, the German states, Italy, and Spain, creating a common technical vocabulary. A New System of Horsemanship fits this transnational exchange: it framed instruction that could be adopted beyond the author’s immediate circle. The work’s emphasis on clear definitions and stepwise progressions suited a pedagogical marketplace in which teachers, officers, and farriers sought portable, authoritative texts to standardize practice from one stable to another.

The book also intersects with reforms in farriery and animal care. Across the century, writers such as Henry Bracken and William Gibson criticized traditional smithcraft and called for anatomical understanding in shoeing and treatment. Bourgelat, uniquely positioned as both riding master and founder of veterinary schools, pressed for professionalization that joined the rider’s demands to the veterinarian’s knowledge. His stress on soundness, prevention, and measured training echoed broader Enlightenment concerns with humane practice and empirical proof. In a marketplace where charlatan cures and severe devices persisted, he argued for regulation, instruction, and methods validated by anatomy, observation, and outcomes.

Taken together, these contexts explain the work’s tone and ambitions. A New System of Horsemanship speaks the language of its age: orderly, didactic, and accountable to nature as revealed by anatomy. It critiques inherited showmanship when it conflicts with utility or the animal’s well‑being, yet preserves the classical aim of balance and lightness. The treatise mirrors a state intent on reform and a republic of letters committed to accessible knowledge. By grounding riding in demonstrable principles and public institutions, Bourgelat helped shift horsemanship from esoteric art toward a standardized, humane practice that served agriculture, transport, and the cavalry alike.
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It is not my Design, in the Task I undertake of giving some Account of this Work, as well as of the Art which is the Subject of it, to trace its Origin back into past Times, or to wander in search of it in the Darkness and Confusion of remote Antiquity. Let it suffice to say, that though its Beginning, as well as that of other Arts, was imperfect, yet its Use, and the Entertainment it affords, have been known and tasted in all Ages. But however distinguish'd it may be by the Notice of the Great, who have at all Times deign'd to profess and practise it; it is yet less entitled to our Regard for these Distinctions, than for the real Advantages we derive from it. Riding consists of two Parts, the useful and the ornamental[1q]. That the latter of these may be dispensed with, is most readily granted; but that it behoves every one who puts himself upon a Horse to have some Knowledge of the first, is most evident.—For who would trust to the Mercy of an Animal that may prove wild and ungovernable, who knows himself to be incapable of controuling him, and of acting for his own Safety? Who would venture alone into a Vessel, that can neither row, nor manage a Sail, but must trust entirely to the Winds and Tide? Yet is this the Case with the Generality of Mankind, who are carried upon the Back of a Horse, and think they ride. The Utility of this Art consists then in knowing how to guide and direct your Horse as you please, and in reducing him to Obedience, so as to make him execute readily what you require of him. Thus far it is to be wish'd every Person who is conversant with Horses, would endeavour to attain. The ornamental Part, I have already said, is not so requisite to be known: It can only be called an Accomplishment, and placed among the superfluous but refin'd Pleasures of Life. In what Esteem and Honour however it has constantly been held, abundantly appears from the Schools and Academies every where erected for teaching its Elements, as well as from the Number of Books, ancient and modern, given to the World by eminent and accomplished Persons who have studied and practis'd it. Among these our illustrious Countryman, William Cavendish, Duke of Newcastle[1], has the highest Claim to our Praise and Acknowledgments. It would be needless to describe his Excellencies; his Character, as a Horseman, is universally known, and universally admir'd. The Truth and Soundness of his Principles, and the Extensiveness of his Knowledge, have opened to us an easier, a shorter, and more certain Way to Perfection in the Art, than was known before. His Precepts have accordingly been adopted by all succeeding Professors, and his Writings consider'd as the Oracle of Horsemanship, notwithstanding a Want of Method and Exactness, which has been objected to them. To remedy these Imperfections, is the Design of the present Undertaking, and the Labours of a judicious and experienced Foreigner, must consummate in the Knowledge of the Art he professes. He has presented us with a new System of Horsemanship, extracted from the Rules of that great Master. The Method and Conciseness with which he has digested the Whole, have made the Copy much less than the Original, but it is a small well-polished Gem. To speak truth, he has made the Subject so much his own by the Refinement of his Remarks, the Justness of his Reasoning, and the Light he has diffused through it, that it must have the Merit of an Original; at least the Reader will be divided to whom he shall render most Thanks, whether to him who has given the Food, or to him who has prepar'd and set it before us with so much Elegance and Order. This at least is our Author's Praise.——The Translator has endeavoured to do him as much Justice, in the following Sheets, as he has done his great Original; sensible of the Danger of so difficult an Enterprize, but prompted to it in hopes of making his Merit more known. He translated the Work, that the Treasures it contains may be gathered by those who are so unfortunate as to want this Assistance to obtain them. He has been as faithful to his Author, as the Languages will allow, judging that to be the surest way of doing him Justice. In some Places however he has used (as all Translators must) a discretionary Power. Every Art has technical terms, or Words of its own; these he has preserved in the Translation, the English affording none adequate to them. He has given no Notes or Comments, imagining the Original can, and hoping the Translation will, want none. Of this however his Readers will be the best Judges; he will say no more of himself, but that he has endeavoured to make the Work as perfect as he could; and for this Reason will be very ready to own any Faults that may be pointed out; for, though desirous of Approbation, he is not vain enough to think, there may not be room for Censure.
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 The Principles and Rules which have hitherto been given for the Horseman's Seat, are various, and even opposite, according as they have been adopted by different Masters, and taught in different Countries; almost each Master, in particular, and every Nation, having certain Rules and Notions of their own. Let us see, however, if Art can discover nothing to us that is certain and invariably true[2q].

The Italians, the Spaniards, the French, and, in a word, every Country, where Riding is in repute, adopt each a Posture which is peculiar to themselves; the Foundation of their general Notions, is, if I may so say, the same, but yet each Country has prescribed Rules for the Placing of the Man in the Saddle.

This Contrariety of Opinions, which have their Origin more in Prejudice, than in Truth and Reality, has given rise to many vain Reasonings and Speculations, each System having its Followers; and, as if Truth was not always the same and unchangeable, but at liberty to assume various, and even opposite Appearances; sometimes one Opinion prevailed, sometimes another dazzled; insomuch, that those who understand nothing of the Subject, but yet are desirous of informing themselves, by searching it to the Bottom, have hitherto been lost in Doubt and Perplexity.

There is nevertheless a sure and infallible Method, by the Assistance of which it would be very easy to overturn all these Systems: But not to enter into a needless Detail, of the extravagant Notions which the Seat alone has given rise to, let us trace it from Principles by so much the more solid, as their Authority will be supported by the most convincing and self-evident Reasons.

In order to succeed in an Art where the Mechanism of the Body is absolutely necessary, and where each Part of the Body has proper Functions, which are peculiar to it, it is most certain, that all and every Part of the Body should be in a natural Posture; were they in an imperfect Situation, they would want that Ease and Freedom which is inseparable from Grace; and as every Motion which is constrained, being false in itself, is incapable of Justness; it is clear that the Part so constrained and forced would throw the whole into Disorder, because each Part belonging to, and depending upon the whole Body, and the Body partaking of the Constraint of its Parts, can never feel that fix'd Point, that just Counterpoise and Equilibre in which alone a fine and just Execution consists.

It is not therefore sufficient in giving Directions for the Seat, to keep altogether to trivial and common Rules which may be followed or left at pleasure; we ought to weigh and examine them with Skill and Judgment, in order to know how to apply them properly and suitably as the Shape and Figure of the Person to whom we undertake to give a Seat will allow; for many Motions and Attitudes that appear easy and natural in one Man, in another are awkward and ungraceful; whence all those Faults and Difficulties which in many Persons have been thought insuperable; whereas a little more Knowledge, a closer Attention, and a more serious Examination into the Principles of the Art, would convert in the same Subject an awkward and displeasing Appearance, into an easy, natural, and graceful Figure, capable of drawing the Eyes even of Judges themselves.

Indeed the Objects, to which a Master, anxious for the Advancement of his Pupil, should attend, are infinite. To little Purpose will it be to keep the strictest Eye upon all the Parts and Limbs of his Pupil's Body; in vain will he endeavour to remedy all the Defects and Faults which are found in the Posture of almost every Scholar in the Beginning; unless he is intimately acquainted with, and apprized of, the close Dependance and Connection that there is between the Motions of each Part of the Body, and all the Rest; a Correspondence caused by the reciprocal Action of the Muscles which govern and direct them; unless therefore he is Master of this Secret, and has this Clue to the Labyrinth, he will never attain the End he proposes, particularly in his first Lessons, upon which the Success of the rest always depends.

These Principles being established, let us reason in consequence of them; we shall display them with great Force and Clearness.

The Body of a Man is divided into three Parts, two of which are moveable, the other immoveable.

The First of the two moveable Parts is the Trunk or Body, down to the Waist; the Second is from the Knees to the Feet; so that the remaining immoveable Part is that between the Waist and the Knees.

The Parts then which ought to be without Motion, are the Fork or Twist of the Horseman[2], and his Thighs: Now, that these Parts may be kept without Motion, they ought to have a certain Hold and Center, if I may so say, to rest upon, which no Motion that the Horse can make, can disturb or loosen; this Point or Center is the Basis of the Hold which the Horseman has upon his Horse, and is what is called the Seat. Now, if the Seat is nothing else but this Point or Center, it must follow, that not only the Grace, but the Symmetry and true Proportion of the whole Attitude depends upon those Parts of the Body that are immoveable.

Let the Horseman then place himself at once upon his Twist, sitting exactly in the Middle of the Saddle, let him support this Posture, in which the Twist alone seems to sustain the Weight of the whole Body, by moderately leaning upon the Buttocks; let his Thighs be turned inward, and rest flat upon the Sides of the Saddle, and in order to this, let the Turn of the Thighs proceed directly from the Hips, and let him employ no Force or Strength to keep himself in the Saddle, but trust to the Weight of his Body and Thighs; this is the exact Equilibre; in this consists the Firmness of the whole Building; a Firmness which young Beginners are never sensible of at first, but which is to be acquired, and will always be attained by Exercise and Practice.

I demand but a moderate Stress upon the Buttocks, because a Man that sits full upon them, can never turn his Thighs flat upon the Saddle; and the Thighs should always lay flat, because the fleshy Part of the Thigh being insensible, the Horseman would not otherwise be able to feel the Motions of his Horse. I insist that the Turn of the Thigh should be from the Hip, because this Turn can never be natural, but as it proceeds from the Hollow of the Hip-bone. I insist further, that the Horseman never avail himself of the Strength or Help of his Thighs; because, besides that he would then be not only less steady, but the closer he prest them to the Saddle, the more would he be lifted above it; and with respect to his Buttocks and Thighs, he ought always to be in the Middle of the Saddle, and sit down full and close upon it.

Having thus firmly placed the immoveable Parts, let us pass on to the first of the Moveable; which is, as I have already observed, the Body or Trunk, as far as to the Waist: I comprehend in the Body or Trunk, the Head, the Shoulders
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