CLINIC

On the Road to Grand Prix

At this point in your dressage training, sport meets art

LR L

B8Y GERHARD POLITZ

A\ classically correct piafie, as execused by a2 Lipizzan stallion 3t the Spamish Riding School of
Vicnna, Note the lowcred bauaches 2nd the correct placement of the nder’s kogs at the prth

URING THE TIME THAT 1 was
wnung thss artcle, | happened
to read a short biography of
Hermann Koopmans (1915-2003), a
well-known nding instructor in north-
ern Cahfornia. He is quoted as having
said: “Nobody can teach you anything,
vou can only be gumded . . . you have
to find vour own way through the mine-
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field of errors.™ This may be true. As
teachers, we like o behieve that we can
make a difference, but ulnmarely it is
evervbody’s own responsibiliey to air-
cumnavigate the minefield while mak-
ing as few errors as possible.

As a3 current—or aspiring—Grand
Prix rider, you are working at the high-
est level of dressage, and it should be

vour desire to embark on the quest o
elevare rniding and training to an art
form rather than merely a compennive
sport. | irmly believe there can be, and
ought to be, a synthesis berween the
two. | hope that my observanons will
encourage you to start the journey.

What Makes a
Grand Prix Horse?

In order to get to Grand Prix, you need
a suitable horse. In theory, every horse
with good gaits and good conforma-
tion should be able to make it. In real
ity, this is not always the case. Some
reach their limits at piafic and passage;
some can do cither piatfe or passage
very well but not both; some do not
learn tempi changes at every stride. Bur
then there are those horses thae, despite
conformanional shortcomings, blossom
as the training advances and develop
capabilities that you never expected.
In my opinion, the internal quah-
ties of a horse are just as important as
his conformanion and gaits. Look for a
calm and confident expression and an
alert but not “hyper”™ temperament. |
like to watch the horse run at liberty
so | can observe the action of his hind
legs. I pay attention to how he uses his
joints and to how quickly he can turn
roll back) and regain his balance. In
the canter, | want to sce if he changes
leads casily when he changes direction,
and how he uses his hind legs when ac-
celeraning. | also hike to rev him wp 2
bir with some kind of noise and see
how he reacts and how long it takes
for hum to settle down. If he then comes
to mvestigate, this indicates that he s
cunous but also self-conhdent.




When you ride a prospect to buy,
you should feel that the horse is quick
to respond to your leg bur not afraid
of it. He should take contact on the bit
and chew, without leaning heavily into
vour hands. His tongue should remain
in its proper place and not be fussy.

Beware of enormous gaits and an
“expensive” trot. Such horses are very
impressive and often do very well at
the lower levels, but it is not casy for
them to collect. If the trot steps are
huge and the horse has a lot of natu-
ral suspension, he could later have
problems with the collected work. Such
horses are likely to develop “hover-
ing™ trot steps instead of true collec-
to be lively and springy. Especially at
risk is a very long-strided walk with a
huge overstep, which is very difficulc
to shorten and, if not done with great
care, can deteriorate to pacing.

I also very much believe that the
most important aspect of the entire
horse/rider combination is the rider’s
seat and position. Next to that comes
the application of the aids. Riders some-
times want me to predict whether a
particular young horse will make it to
Grand Prix. My answer is often: Yes, he
migh, if you can nide Grand Prix. And
that, of course, is the challenge!

In an article written after the 1976
Monireal Olympics, General Albert
Seecken, tramner of the young Ulla Helbing
(now Salzgeber), makes these comments
about the horse’s way of going:

For a dressage horse, pure gaits are

CLINIC

HOW DIRECTIVES AND JUDGING
AFFECT THE SPORT OF DRESSAGE

or decades, the FEl directive for Grand Prix read: “The Grand Prixis a

competition of artistic equitation [italics mine], which brings out the horse’s

perfect lightness, characterized by the total absence of resistance and the
complete development of impulsion.”
In 2003, this passage was changed to:
“The Grand Prix is a competitionofthe 5
highest level, which brings out the horse’s
perfect ightness....”

| believe that this change in wording
will, in the long run, contribute to 2 loss of
quality in the Grand Prix performances
at the national and international levels. To g :
some exient, this trend has already been n..--mha:::-h
evident in the 2002 World Equestrian fm-"__":}:u bt
Games in Jerez, Spain; and the 2003
dressage World Cup in Gothenburg, Sweden. Reviewing videos of these events,
itis disheartening o see how unaccomplished some of the supposedly top riders
in the sport influence and aid their horses. tis surprising how unflappably some
of these horses perform in spite of this. How insensitive to the point of stoic have
they become to accept such crude aids! It is yet more surprising—and to me
incomprehensible—that some of these combinations placed quite highly in the
class.

By not only allowing such erosion of performance but also being directly
responsible for it, what signals are dressage judges setting for the future of our
sport? Are the days numbered where we can admire such role models as the late
Dr. Reiner Klimke on Ahlerich, Anne-Grethe Jensen on Marzog, and Ulla
Salzgeber on Rusty? Having an indelible memory of Ahlerich in the Grand Prix
and the Special at the 1984 Los Angeles Olympics, | have to say that such
harmony and artisiry are seldom achieved. Yet | also remember some spectators
commenting that they didn't like Khmke's “unsteady hands and fiddling with the
reins.” What they didn't understand was that Klimke was showing the judges how
light Ahlerich was on the contact by frequently demonstrating a mild version of
Gberstreichen (release of the reins).

mandatory. The natural gaits of the
horse have 10 be preserved in their in-
herent beauty. However, it is essennal
1o increase, to refine and to sculpe the
cxpression of the gaits. Only then is
it appropriate to talk about equitation
s an art form. One of the most un-
portant requirements is to develop and
to preserve the horse’s resolute desire
to go forward, meaning encrgetic, fresh

In addinon to this maxim one has o
Pay attention from the very begnmag
1o straighten the horse. The wraining
is worthless if the horse can execute
all kinds of movements, but he is not
straight. It 1s especially important to
acknowledge—but not always real-
2zed—that relaxation is the foremost
prerequisite for success. This [relax-
ation|] is the foundation for a complete
obedience to the axds—shroughness—

and for a collection n which the horse
accepts and yickds 1o the driving and
restraiming aids while increasingly
bending the haunches and elevaung
the neck from the withers with a re-
Thus you can achicve the idealk: great
harmony, the lightest contact with
regularity of the gaits, the ability of
the horse to scemingly playfully ad-
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SPORT OR ART?

In German, there is a saying: "Kunst kommt von Koennen.” Roughly

T he debate as to whether competitive riding is 2 sport or an art is ongoing.

translated, this means: "Art develops from ability” In other words, you
have to learn to use your tools and to master your craft before you can create
art. But being a good craltsman-although a great accomplishment in itself—is

quite a long way from being an artist.

As arider, what are your tools? First and foremost is a deep, secure seatand a
position that allows you to be in excellent balance with your horse. Second is your
communication with your horse—the way you apply your aids, how you respond
to him in diverse situations—which, if done with skill and sensitivity, gives him
confidence and lays the foundation for a successtul partnership. However,
without a near-perfect seat, your communication skills will never surpass the

craftsmanship level.

How do you acquire perfect balance? The answer is: seat lessons. Find a
knowledgeable trainer and work on the lunge line without stirrups and without
reins to improve your balance and suppleness. Even if you consider yourself an
accomplished rider, you will be surprised at how much this work willimprove
your ability to balance independent of the reins. Seat lessons can be developed to
a very sophisticated level: one at which you learn to communicate with your
horse entirely through your seat and teach him to respond to very light aids.
USDF-certified instructors are trained to give seat lessons. Find one to teach you!

At the Spanish Riding School of Vienna, students are obliged o take seat
lessons on the lunge for up to two years before they are allowed the next step: to
ride the schoolmasters. This 400-plus-year-old tradition has consistently
produced riders and trainers of the highest quality.

just the tempo and to give the im-

pression of greatest facility and cle-

gance. Only if the movements of the

Grand Pnx and the Grand Prix Special

are modeled on these criteria do they

deserve a good score.

Stecken’s words are just as valid ro-
day. They describe very well the arris-
tic qualities we should look for in a
classically trained horse.

Some Important Stepping Stones

THE HALF-HALT

The most important application of your
aids is the schooling of half-hales.
Without mastery of the half-halt, it is
impossible to train your horse to Grand
Prix. The skill with which you apply
half-halts and the desired effect are di-
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rectly related to your seat and position
and ro your balance on the horse.
There are many nuances to half-halts.
In the most sophisticated version, your
horse executes all movements with seem-
ingly invisible aids. However, before
such elusive perfection is possible, vary-
ing degrees of half-halts are necessary
to teach him the desired responses.
The most important version is the
“loading™ half-halt, which causes the
horse to rock fairly distinctly back onto
his haunches. This has the effect of
compressing all the joints in the hind
legs, similar to coiling a spring, from
which he bounces forward with re-
newed energy. With multiple reperi-
tions, it teaches him over ime to carry
more weight on his haunches and to

sustain the collection necessary for ad-
vanced work.

THE REINBACK AND THE SCHAUKEL
Because the FEI decided to shorten the
time frame for the Grand Prix, a very
important group of exercises is in dan-
ger of becoming somewhar neglecred
because they are no longer a require-
ment of the test.

The reinback and the schaukel are
tests of your horse’s throughness and
suppleness. Both should be started from
a square hale; bur nor only thar, the
horse should halt “in collection.™ In
such a halt, a plumb line from the
horse’s stifle should fall onto the toes of
the hind feet. This will enable him to
bounce forward in an engaged trot,
canter, or passage, as required.

The reinback must have a correct
diagonal two-beat rhythm with the
haunches lowered. When asked, the
horse should depart promptly in any
desired gait. It is beneficial o the gym-
nastic process if you rein back for sev-
eral steps and nor quir at four!

T T S e O
Watzmann, a twelve-year-old Hanoverian
stallion, in an cngaged hale

The ultimate test of obedience and
throughness is the schankel, which be-
gins from the halr and proceeds ro rein
back, walk forward, and rein back again
any number of prescribed steps; and
then to depart in either trot or canter.

If you include these exercises in your
horse’s daily schooling program, they
will enhance his gymnastic ability and



