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Foreword 

In the last century the use of pillars as a training tool has been maligned.  I feel that their 

use has been sentenced to death, mainly in the north of Europe and more recently in the 

German school, probably due to the fact that they have not been used correctly or with 

the necessary sensitivity to allow each individual horse to adapt to this method of 

training. Nowadays they have almost disappeared from the training arena.  

What a shame!  The use of the Pillars in the dressage of the horse will give a brilliant 

finish to his dressage. Pillars were and still are the premier choice of tool to train horses 

to the Sauts d’école with the Croupade, Courbette and Cabriole. Note:  not all horses 

can perform the Cabriole however the training with the pillars is the perfect tool for 

collection.  Use of the pillars in training Piaffe will more effectively “seat” the horse on 

the haunches than any other exercise.  

Their use is delicate!  The trainer needs to be initiated to the use of the pillars with care 

and with absolute sensitivity to the horse.  The trainer must take the time to develop his 

skills training many horses before being comfortable in daily use.  In my first 

encounters using pillars, I did not escape the many mistakes and serious problems that 

can occur.  However as a tool, their correct use will enhance and invigorate dull 

movement, and make good movement brilliant. 

An inadequate use of the pillars, as we can see in Mexico and some Central American 

countries such as Nicaragua, Costa Rica and Columbia, often inflicts punishment and 

bad treatment on the horse.  They use the pillars to force the horse to get this precious 

diagonalizations and an imitation of Piaffe! It is not correct and will of course 

jeopardize the training of the horse.  It can also be extremely dangerous for the trainer 

often producing fear in the horse. 

Then, so why did the Old masters systematically train the horses for collection, Piaffe 

and the Sauts d´école in the Pillars? Once again the Masters were right because in my 

experience the pillars are a great tool to prepare for collection and to discover and 

develop the latent potential for lightness, flexibility, willingness and vigor in every 

horse.  It has the effect of calming down nervous and high spirited horses and bolster 

and gives confidence to fearful ones. I have seen it build gallantry and nobility in every 

horse I handle.  I am always amazed! 

For the rider, the use of the pillars is indispensible in developing and stabilizing a secure 

and sensitive seat for superior riding.  Working mounted between the pillars requires a 

very confident rider and will help develop the self-mastery and balance.  Here the rider can 

communicate lightness through his seat and perfect his balance so as not to interfere 

with the collected movements of his mount.  In the Sauts d’école movements, it dispels 

fear that often accompanies these violent movements giving the rider more relaxation 
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and suppleness.  Most important it will give the rider the joy of having a horse in Alta 

Escuela!! 

It is my pleasure to be able to pass my knowledge and experience of this amazing tool 

(only if used correctly) onto you! 

 

 

                          Manuel Trigo 
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History and Evolution 

Antoine de Pluvinel (1555-1620) learned the 

techniques of the Pillars in Italy, in the famous Italian 

(Napolitano) school of Gianbattista Pignatelli, and 

brought this to France and promoted the use of the 

Pillars through his book “L´instruction du Roy en 

l´exercice de monter a cheval” (1625). Pluvinel 

discusses in his book the use of the single Pillar to 

submit and supple the young horse. He also discusses the 

virtue of the double Pillars to collect and train the Sauts 

d´école.  

However it was discovered later that there was a previous 

reference about the double Pillars is ´´Cavalerie Française 

et Italienne” 1620, 5 years before Pluvinel´s book, where 

Pierre de La Noue attributes the double Pillars to a French 

technique in opposition to the Italian “Travail à la 

Muraille”. 

It is certainly an invention towards the end of the XVI 

century, but certainly Pluvinel has been the principal promoter.  

François Robinchon de la Guérinière confirms in “L´Ecole de Cavalerie” that the Pillars are a 

means, not only to discover the potential, vigor, kindness, 

lightness and willingness of a horse, but as well as a 

means to give such qualities to those they are not 

naturally gifted by nature. 

Around the end of the 17
th

 century the popularity and use 

of the single Pillar almost disappears. It is replaced by 

the lunge. The use of the double Pillars is reduced and 

limited. The double Pillars are certainly the origin of the 

long reins. The biggest drawback of the Pillars is that they impede the forward 

movement. Federigo Mazzuchelli is the first, in his book “Elementi di Cavalerizza” 

(1805) to stipulate the use of the long reins for the dressage of the horse (for the saddle).  

In Germany too, the Baron de Sind speaks with praise about the virtues of double Pillars 

(1771). However in France, differences of opinion during the 18
th

 century affect the use 

of the Pillars in Saumur where they will be more or less used depending on the will of 

the 1
st
 Ecuyer. For certain periods of time the Pillars will only be considered for the 

training of the rider as an exercise to develop his seat and contact with the horse. In the 

XIX century only a few talented Ecuyers used the Pillars as a technique to polish the 

dressage of the horse. Otherwise their use was limited to the special work for the 

http://www.atelier-equitation-classique.com/wiki/index.php/Image:Lr08.jpg
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Sauteurs (jumpers) in order to develop the seat of the riders in the grand equitation 

schools. Today the use of the Pillars is preserved 

with some variations in the main 4 grand schools – 

Real Escuela de Arte Ecuestre in Jerez (Spain), 

The Spanish school of Vienne, The Cadre Noir of 

Saumur and the Escolo Portuguese de Arte 

Ecuestre.  

Finally the last evolution that we see including 

some of the riding schools and mainly in the Cadre 

Noir of Saumur, is the human Pillars “Piliers 

vivants”. Two people will replace the pillars 

holding and controlling the horse while the trainer or rider works the horse. This idea is 

basically to have the Pillars with some forward movement. It could be a great solution for 

horses not ready yet to stay in one spot or for the breeds that lack of nobility.  

The Material 

The Pillars are basically two pieces of rounded wood or 

steel. They have to be 

set deeply in the 

ground to be very 

resistant. They could 

be in the middle of the 

arena or somewhere 

else. But I strongly 

recommend 

in the 

middle of 

the arena. The height and distance between each 

could vary depending on the 

school.  

La Guerinière specified that 

they have to be 6 feet from 

the ground (1m95) and 5 

feet between each (1m63).  

Today Saumur uses the 

Pillars according the specifications of La 

Guerinière with 1m90 of high and 1m60 of 

space between each pillar. The Real Escuela de 

Arte Ecuestre use 1m90 x 1m80. This is the size 

that I prefer. The extra 20 centimeters will allow 

the trainer at times to stand near the horse 

http://simplymarvelous.files.wordpress.com/2008/10/the-spanish-riding-school-of-vienna-1.jpg
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between the Pillars for a closer contact in some situations, like in the training of the 

Pesade or Levade. 

When they are made of wood they will have one or several nicks carved in the wood 

allowing for attaching the ropes at different height. In steel 

they will have several rings welded on them at different 

height.  

The ropes have to be strong enough to resist to any defense 

of a horse. The point of attachment to the pillar could 

change depending upon the size of the 

horse. The way they are knotted to the 

pillar has to be easy enough to change the 

height quickly when necessary. On the 

other hand the ropes have to be equipped 

with a strong leather buckle, a snap hook 

or karabiner. I recommend the snap hook 

as they are much faster to clip. The horse will be attached 

to the ropes using a strong caveçon for the Sauts d´école 

and will be enough with a stall halter for the Piaffe, 

Levade or Pesade. Be sure the caveçon has 3 rings. The 2
nd

 middle ring could be 

attached when you need an assistant.  

The whips are extremely important and good ones are not easy to find. The quality of 

the whips will affect not only the quality of your work and the ease with which you will 

work, but the responses and reflexes of the horse as well. You will need 2 light driving 

whips with a medium lash, or 2 extra-light small lunge-whips. They will be used 

basically during the initiation part of the horse in the pillars; after what they will be 

replaced by two extra-light in-hand whips of around 60 

inches. Two riding whips will be necessary when 

working with the horse in close-contact. 

The long-reins If the horse has been previously trained 

with long reins, these will allow a smooth transition to 

the work in the Pillars. They will be used at the 

beginning of the training in the pillars to control the 

straightness and to cue the horse. 

The Aids 

In addition to the driving whips, in-hand whips and riding whip, the voice will be used 

as the most important aid for the training in the pillars. You will name each movement 

and the voice will be the trigger. Each name will have a special intonation giving 

another dimension to the word. This intonation could contain elements of speed, energy, 

calmness or sharpness. Usually, short high sounds will energize and wakeup the horse. 

Drawn-out sounds will calm or slow-down the horse. Each word must be used in a 
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specific situation and usually they should have a unique signification. Horses will 

memorize each word and its significance. Horses have the ability to recognize and 

interpret a word in a sentence. In the future, a combination of words will create 

sentences that horses will execute in the sequence of the words. Personally if a use 

“Liiiisto…. Piaffe” the horse will change his balance, collect himself and start the Piaffe 

by himself. The word Listo in Spanish meaning “Ready”.  My expectation is that the 

horse gets ready and then initiates the Piaffe by himself and starts to Piaffe when he 

hears the word “Piaffe”. No doubt very soon the trainer will perform and enjoy the 

Descente of aids, with a horse light and Brioso “Brilliant”. As you can see the descent 

of aids are not only available for riding in the saddle or on the ground with long-reins, 

but as well in the Pillars. 

Adjustment in the Pillars 

The length of the ropes will correctly position the 

horse between the Pillars. The longer the more the 

horse will be “inside” and the shorter “behind”. In 

the case of an average horse we will adjust the ropes 

in order that half of the horse (the front part) will 

pass the Pillars (basic position).  

The adjustment of the ropes takes into consideration not only the work expected, but as 

well the conformation and the general attitude of the horse.  

How high the ropes are adjusted will affect the frame of the neck which will influence 

his balance and general attitude.  The first and basic adjustment will be the one which 

will put the horse in a high frame with Ramener, allowing the horse to take contact 

horizontally with the stall halter or caveçon. For that the ropes will be at the same level 

as the top part of the lips of the horse (basic position).  

Adjusting the ropes in order to have the horse more “inside” will seat the horse more on 

the haunches, making the forehand lighter. The balance is more vertical and the horse 

will be very collected. Keeping the horse more “outside” will keep him in a more flat or 

horizontal balance, allowing the haunches to remain high. This adjustment will allow 

the horse to swing from side to side. This could be considered the ideal basic adjustment 

during his first lessons in the Pillars.  

When the ropes are adjusted higher, they will help in lifting the neck, head and withers 

to seat the horse more on the haunches. Lowering the ropes will help to lower the neck, 

while allowing the croup to become lighter for instance for teaching the Croupade.  

The Cabriole will need the ropes to be attached higher in the Pillars and an extra length 

to really seat the horse on the haunches and to let him jump before the Croupade.  

 


