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    At its core, A New System of Horsemanship asserts that effective riding grows from disciplined observation, patient method, and a cooperative dialogue between human and horse, elevating equitation from mere habit to a reasoned practice in which balance, timing, and feel are cultivated deliberately and consistently so that skill replaces force, principles replace guesswork, and the rider’s understanding of the animal’s capacities becomes the quiet engine of progress in the manege, the field, and every other place where horsemanship is tested.

Claude Bourgelat’s work belongs to the tradition of technical treatises that shaped European riding in the eighteenth century, a period when the language of the riding school was increasingly clarified and systematized. Often encountered in English as A New System of Horsemanship, it reflects the Enlightenment’s impulse to align practice with analysis. Bourgelat, known as a French riding master and a pioneer in veterinary education, frames equitation as a teachable discipline rather than a collection of secrets. The book thus sits at the intersection of horsemanship and emerging animal science, inviting readers to approach training with the rigor of study and the patience of craft.

Readers encounter a method that privileges stepwise learning, calm repetition, and careful attention to cause and effect. The voice is formal, confident, and instructional, suited to students and practitioners seeking reliable guidance rather than anecdote. Bourgelat organizes his counsel so that rider and horse build mutual understanding through clear signals and progressive challenges, emphasizing steadiness over spectacle. The mood is pragmatic and orderly, rewarding close reading and deliberate practice. Without relying on ornament or flourish, the text offers a measured pace that mirrors the schooling it advocates, encouraging consistency, self-assessment, and an exacting awareness of posture, rhythm, and response.

Themes of reason, consistency, and the careful management of physical effort run throughout. Bourgelat treats the rider’s seat and aids as instruments of communication that should be taught, refined, and evaluated with the same attention one gives to any technical art. The book repeatedly returns to the need to observe how horses learn and carry themselves, to measure progress rather than presume it, and to use method to make outcomes repeatable. In this way, it questions tradition for tradition’s sake and replaces vagueness with classification and procedure, aligning equitation with the broader eighteenth-century project of organizing knowledge into systems that others can test and adopt.

While rooted in its era, the book’s emphasis on clarity, gradualism, and accountable practice remains timely. Riders today continue to ask how to balance ambition with the horse’s development, how to translate theory into daily schooling, and how to build reliability without dullness. Bourgelat’s approach speaks to those concerns by foregrounding planning, consistency, and observation. It invites contemporary readers to examine their assumptions, to document what works, and to value steadiness as a virtue. In an age that prizes data and repeatable methods, its call to connect principles with outcomes offers a durable framework for training across disciplines and experience levels.

The treatise will appeal to riders seeking a structured curriculum, coaches refining their pedagogy, and historians tracing the evolution of classical training. Its prose is precise and didactic, more akin to a lesson than a narrative, and its guidance is meant to be applied rather than merely admired. The reader’s experience is that of moving through a well-organized school: concepts build, expectations rise, and technique is always tied to understanding. The text also illuminates how equestrian practice benefited from the period’s broader insistence on definitions, demonstrations, and repeatable procedures, making it a useful companion for anyone studying the lineage of formal riding.

Approach this book as you would a meticulous instructor: with attentiveness, patience, and a willingness to test each idea in practice. Bourgelat offers a system that invites accountability, asking riders to notice, to measure, and to adjust. Read slowly, mark the transitions from principle to application, and let the sequence shape your work over time. The reward is a clearer conversation with the horse and a more deliberate standard for your own progress. In aligning intention with method, A New System of Horsemanship offers a disciplined path that honors both the art’s history and the living partnership at its heart.
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    Claude Bourgelat’s A New System of Horsemanship presents a structured, methodical approach to riding and managing the horse, arguing that prevailing practices rely too much on tradition and coercion. He proposes replacing habit with principles drawn from observation, anatomy, and mechanics. The work opens by identifying common faults in contemporary schools and in military service, especially the misuse of severe aids and ill-suited equipment. Bourgelat sets a clear objective: to secure obedience, utility, and longevity through rational training and care. He situates horsemanship within a broader system—one that aligns rider instruction, horse selection, stable management, and disciplined practice under consistent rules.

The book begins with the horse’s nature and selection, emphasizing temperament, conformation, and aptitudes. Bourgelat outlines criteria for judging bodies in motion—balance, alignment, and the relationship between structure and function. He urges matching horses to the tasks they are fit to perform, whether light riding, maneuvers, or heavier service, to avoid forcing unsuitable animals into roles that damage them. Early handling is to be calm and progressive, fostering trust and attention. He distinguishes between faults of training and faults of build, and recommends that procurement and breeding policies recognize how innate qualities influence the ease, safety, and durability of subsequent schooling.

Bourgelat then turns to management, asserting that stable practices directly shape performance. He describes feeding according to work, clean housing, measured exercise, and meticulous grooming as preventative measures. Shoe selection and hoof care receive particular notice because they affect movement, soundness, and willingness. He links health with regularity, arguing that predictable routines reduce stress and allow horses to develop strength without strain. Careful observation is a constant requirement: changes in appetite, posture, or gait often precede larger problems. Management, in this system, is not merely supportive; it forms a foundation that enables training to proceed smoothly and safely.

Attention next falls on tack and its effects. Saddles must distribute weight to preserve the back, and bridles must fit to protect the mouth and poll. Bourgelat cautions against elaborate devices that promise quick submission but instead produce resentment and mechanical movement. He favors simplicity, proportion, and correct adjustment, supported by an understanding of leverage and pressure. The bit, he argues, communicates when used with tact and consistency; employed harshly, it dulls or alarms the horse. The proper choice and fitting of equipment are presented as technical decisions, made according to the animal’s mouth, build, and stage of training.

The rider’s position and aids follow. Bourgelat defines the seat as the anchor of communication: balance, steadiness, and measured contact allow the horse to carry weight without confusion. Hands must be quiet and proportionate; legs, precise; the voice, economical. He stresses that the rider be schooled before the horse, so that signals are consistent and prevent conflict. Impulse and restraint are to be coordinated, not opposed. He describes how small, intelligible aids lead to obedience and calmness, replacing force with method. The goal is to cultivate lightness and straightness through a posture that frees movement rather than suppressing it.

With foundations set, the training sequence begins. Bourgelat proposes progressive steps that establish forwardness, rhythm, and responsiveness. Work may start from the ground to teach attention and basic yielding, then advance to mounted exercises that develop steering and brakes without sacrificing impulsion. Figures and patterns, introduced gradually, serve to supple the horse and improve balance. Straightness is both a means and an objective, preventing evasions and distributing effort evenly. Repetition is purposeful but not excessive, and rest is integrated to consolidate learning. Each stage prepares the next, so that more demanding tasks arise naturally from well-confirmed basics.

Advanced schooling addresses collection, agility, and reliability for service. Bourgelat explains that true collection derives from activity behind and correct balance, not from pulling in front. Transitions refine attentiveness and posture; turns and lateral mobilizations improve flexibility and engagement; measured lengthenings test control of tempo without losing form. For group contexts and military maneuvers, he outlines how individually trained horses integrate into coordinated movements, maintaining alignment and cadence. The emphasis remains on clarity and proportion: exercises are selected to cultivate strength and unity between horse and rider, ensuring the horse remains maneuverable, enduring, and mentally steady under varying demands.

Bourgelat analyzes common resistances and vices, tracing many to pain, ill-fitting gear, inconsistent aids, or rushed progression. His remedies prioritize diagnosis, moderation, and systematic correction rather than punishment. He advises adjusting management, tack, or rider technique as the first response, addressing causes before symptoms. When a horse misbehaves, the trainer should reduce the question, reestablish attention, and rebuild the desired response step by step. He warns against fatigue as a teaching tool and against devices that conceal fundamental defects. The chapter emphasizes that durable obedience arises from understanding, fairness, and the consistent application of clear, teachable rules.

The work concludes by extending its method to institutional practice. Bourgelat proposes standardized instruction for riders and horses, clear curricula, and supervision that rewards patient, effective training. He urges remount selection policies based on function, and maintenance routines that conserve health and resources. The projected outcomes are practical: fewer injuries, greater readiness, reduced expense, and improved performance in both civil and military contexts. The central message is that a coherent, humane system—grounded in observation, anatomy, and disciplined education—produces reliable, adaptable horses and competent riders. By aligning care, equipment, and training, the whole art becomes steadier, safer, and more useful.
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    Claude Bourgelat’s A New System of Horsemanship emerged in mid-eighteenth-century France, centered on Lyon and Paris, amid the institutional energy of the Ancien Régime and the intellectual ferment of the Enlightenment. Bourgelat (1712–1779), a Lyonnais riding master, directed a prestigious urban riding academy and moved within circles that valued experimental knowledge, state utility, and public instruction. The work reflects an era in which France’s fiscal-military state sought reliable cavalry mounts, standardized training, and professional expertise. Print culture and translation networks connected Lyon, Paris, and London, enabling an English edition in 1754. The book’s setting is not fictional; it is the manège, the stud, the parade ground, and the administrative office of Bourbon reform.

The Enlightenment’s drive to codify and disseminate useful knowledge shaped the book profoundly. Diderot and d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie (first volumes, 1751–1752) promoted systematic coverage of the mechanical arts; Bourgelat contributed articles on horses and farriery, emphasizing anatomy and observation over tradition. Across academies and salons, natural philosophy, comparative anatomy, and experimental method challenged inherited craft dogma. In this climate, A New System of Horsemanship frames riding and training as rational, humane techniques grounded in biomechanics and verifiable practice. The appearance of an English translation in London in 1754 illustrates the Enlightenment’s transnational Republic of Letters, projecting Bourgelat’s method beyond French borders as part of a wider scientific conversation.

France’s experiences in the War of the Austrian Succession (1740–1748) and the Seven Years’ War (1756–1763) generated urgent demand for better horses and better riders. At Fontenoy (1745), Marshal Maurice de Saxe’s army prevailed, yet uneven cavalry performance exposed training and remount deficiencies; at Rossbach (1757), a crushing defeat to Frederick II of Prussia dramatized the costs of poor coordination and mobility. Postwar royal ordonnances (notably in 1762) reorganized cavalry regiments, supply, and drill. A New System of Horsemanship aligns with this martial reform: it standardizes aids, seat, and school movements to produce obedient, balanced mounts, offering a practical curriculum for officers and remount officers tasked with restoring France’s mounted arm.

Institution-building in veterinary medicine was the decisive event shaping Bourgelat’s system. With ministerial backing from Henri-Léonard Jean-Baptiste Bertin, the crown established the École vétérinaire de Lyon in 1761 and the École d’Alfort near Paris in 1765, the first of their kind in Europe. These schools responded to epizootics—especially rinderpest outbreaks in 1763–1765—that devastated herds and threatened military logistics. Curricula integrated anatomy, pathology, and shoeing science to replace artisanal farriery with trained professionals. A New System of Horsemanship mirrors this scientific turn: its prescriptions for bit use, collection, conditioning, and stable management presuppose anatomical literacy and oppose coercive practices that injure the musculoskeletal and respiratory systems.

State intervention in equine breeding provided the logistical backbone for cavalry. The Administration des Haras, including the royal stud at Le Pin in Orne (Haras du Pin, developed from 1715), was reorganized under Louis XV through mid-century ordonnances (notably 1751 and 1762) to standardize bloodlines, stallion stations, and inspections. Remount depots and breeding districts sought to deliver serviceable horses to line regiments and the gendarmerie. A New System of Horsemanship addresses selection criteria—conformation, temper, and movement—consistent with haras policy, and its training program assumes the availability of horses bred to type, embodying the alliance between court-administered breeding and scientifically informed equitation.

Urban riding academies formed a social and pedagogical nexus for equitation. Bourgelat’s Lyon academy trained nobles, officers, and civic elites, paralleling royal manèges in Paris (such as at the Tuileries) where court culture and military needs intersected. Fees, uniforms, and public exhibitions transformed riding into both social capital and professional preparation. The academy setting permeates A New System of Horsemanship: the treatise functions as a structured syllabus—progressing from basic seat to airs and collected work—intended for disciplined repetition on the riding floor. In linking precision schooling to civic utility, it illustrates how eighteenth-century academies converted aristocratic display into standardized military competence.

Anglo-French exchanges in horsemanship contextualize the work’s reception. Despite geopolitical rivalry culminating in the Seven Years’ War, London printers issued an English translation of Bourgelat’s system in 1754, placing it alongside the legacy of William Cavendish, Duke of Newcastle, and later English authorities like Richard Berenger. Ports, embassies, and equerries carried methods across the Channel, while engravings and plates transmitted movement pedagogy visually. A New System of Horsemanship thus participates in a transnational debate over bits, seats, and collection, reframing continental baroque traditions through Enlightenment empiricism and making French riding science accessible to British officers, breeders, and urban academies.

As a social and political critique, the book challenges guild monopolies of farriers, condemns cruel, status-driven riding, and insists on expert knowledge as a public good. By subordinating display to function, it rebukes courtly extravagance and promotes meritocratic competence within the officer corps. Its stress on anatomy and measured aids exposes the violence of heavy hands, severe bits, and punitive training common in elite circles. In advocating state-backed education (echoing Lyon 1761; Alfort 1765) and standardized practice, A New System of Horsemanship critiques fragmented local custom, supports centralized oversight of animal health, and advances humane, efficient management aligned with the broader reforming ambitions of the Bourbon state.
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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. 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, 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[1], 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;[1q] 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[2], 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
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