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How Many Gaits Are There?

Dressage horses may have more than you think

BY HILARY M. CLAYTON, BYMS, PHD, MRCVS
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FEW MONTIIS AGO, TWAS-ASKED
a question aboul the gaits of dres-
sage horses that made me pause
o think about these gaits and how they fit
within the broader spectrum of eguine
gairs. In this article, P'd like o share some
of my thoughts on this issue and to stin-
ulare a philosophical discussion of the
classification of the gairs used in dressage.

What Is a Gait?

Aogail is a repetitive parrern of imh move-
ments, Specific gaits are recognized by
the sequence of the footfalls and the co-
prdination ol movemenis of the four
limbs, which determine the number of
heats and the thython of the [oofalls thar
are characteristic of cach gait.

In the amimal kingdom, horses are par-
ticularly versatile in torms of the number

SEPARATE GAIT? Biomechanically, piaffa {porformed here by Liberty and Yvonne Barteau) stands alone

of gaits that they can perform, either nar
urally or after training, In my book The
Dymamic Horse, 1 describe more than 20
pairs that have been included in my re-

scarch program, and this is certainly nor
a comprchensive list. True, some pails are
difficule to distinguish from others, and afi-
cionados of various breeds may assign
rheir own names to gaies that are bivme-
chanically quite similar. Regardless ol the
exact number of cqume gaits, however,
only a small fraction are used o dressape,

Dressage Gails

Tn dressage horses we rccogniee three ba-
sic gaits: walk, tror, and canter. Let's re-
vicw the characteristics of each,

T help you to visualize the pattern of
lirnb movements for each gait, Pl deseribe
the footfall sequence and the limb-sup-
port sequeence. The footfall sequence is
the order in which rhe footfalls occor
The limb-support sequence indicares
which combinations of limbs support the
body sequentially during each seride, It
can be represented simply as a number,
or it ean be described in greater detail by
showing which limbs are invalved. In the
following table, I've used the abbrevia
tions LF (left front), RF {rght front}, LI
{lefr hind), and RH (right hind).

LIME SUPPORT PHASES IN DRESSAGE HORSES
Mumber of Type of Limbs in Contact
Supporting Limbs Support with the Ground Gails
0 Suspension none Trof, canter
1 Uniprecial LH, RH, LF or RI Canter
2 Hipe_dai Bagomal pair: LH and Walk, trot,
RF orBH and LT canter
Bipedal Lateral pair: LH and
LF or RH and R Walk
3 Tripedal Rath hind and one front: LH,
RH, aind LF or LH, RH, and ’RF  Walk, canter
Tripedal O hind and both front: LH,
LF, and BF or RH, LF, and RF Walk, canter
4 Quadrupedal | H, RH, LF, and RF Pialle, reinback
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Now let’s look at cach gair in detail.
In the following descriptions, 've begun
cach stride with the left hind leg (LH)
contacting the ground.

The Walk

In the walk, cach limb moves independ-
ently and strikes the ground separately,
so there are four distinet footfalls or beats
in every stride. This pives (the walk a four-
beat rhythm,

Walk Footfall Sequence
LH:LF:RH:RF
The walk limb-support sequence aleer-
nates between phases of bipedal support
{a lateral or disgonal pair) and tripedal
support (two hind limbs and one front
limb, or one hind and owo front limhbs),
There are cight imb-suppart phases in
cach complete walle seride.

Limb-Support Sequence of Walk
Fo2i3 2302302
LH-RF-RH : LH-RF : LF-LH-RF :
LF-LH : RH- LF-LH : RH-LF :
RF-RH-LF : RF-RH

The Trot

The limb movements In the trot are co-
ordinated by diapoual pairs, so the foot-
lall sequence is LH and RT together
tollowed by RH and LY together (Some-
times there is i slight diagonal dissocia-
tion or advanced placement between
foottalls of the diagonal pain, but hecause
this 15 nor visible withour slow-mortion
replay, Lhave not addressed it in this ar-
ticle.) There are two beats per stride.

Trot Footfall Sequence

LH ANMD RF : RH AND LF
Between cach diagonal suppart phase,
the diagomal pair of limbs pushes of T inte
an aerial or suspension phase. Thus (he
support phases alternate between diag-
onal bipedal and suspension. There are
foue support phases i each seride,

Limb-Support Sequence of Trot
2:0:2:0
LH-RF : AIRBORME : RH-LF :
AIRBEORNE
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The Canter

In canter, the maovements o one diapo-
nal pair of limbs are synchronized, so
there are three beats per stride. Because
canfer is performed with a leading limb,
there-are two possible footfall sequences,
one lor the left lead and one for the right
lead, which are mirror images of cach
uther, The right-lead sequence is shown
in the footfall and limh-support se-
guences below.

Canter Footfall Sequence (Right Lead)

LH: RH AMD LF : RF

‘T'here are six support phases in each can-
tor stride, starting with the TH, Afrer the
diagonal pair af limbs contacts the
ground, the horse is supported by TH,
RH, and LE The TH leaves the ground,
so the RH and LF are in a phase of
hipedal support. The next limb to con-
tact the pround is the BT, which initiares
a period of tripedal suppore of che RIL,
LF, and RE The diagonal pair then lifts
ofl, leaving the R in onipedal support.
Finally, the BE pushes off into a suspen-
sion phasc.

Limb-Support Sequence of Canter
{Right Lead)
s Gt kb A o e )
LH : LH-RH-LF = RH-LF :
RH-LF-RF : RF : AIRBORME

Are Some Movements
Actually Gaits?

Maost af the movements in dressage com-
petitian, including leg-yield, shoulder-in,
rravers, renvers, hall-pass, pirooettes,
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counler-canter, and flying changes, arc
performed using the footfall sequence
and limb-support sequence of wall, tror,
or canter. The guestion that gave me
pause for thought was where the pas-
sage, the piaffe, and the reinback fit into
the gait spectrum.

Passage

'he FEI Bules for Diressage describe pas-
sage as “a measured, very collecred, ele-
vated and very cadenced rreor.™ The [imbs
move by diagonal pairs, piving the pas-
sage a rwo-beat rhythm,

Passage Footfall Sequence
LH and RF : RH and LF -
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Diagonal stance (ground contact) phases
arc scparated by suspension phases, so
the support phazes alternate herween di-
agonal-support and suspension phases.
Limb-Support Sequence of Passage
2:0:2:0
LH-RF : AIRBORME : RH-LF :
AIRBEORNE
The passape has the same footfall se-
quence and the same limb-support se-
quence as rthe trot, suggesting that it is
appropriately classificd as a type of trot
rather than a separate gait.

Piaffe

The FFI Rules stare that “piafte is a highly
callected, cadenced elevated diagonul
movement,” The limbs move by diagonal
pairs, which gives the piaffe a two-beat
rhythm,

Piaffe Footfall Sequence
LH and RF : RH and LF
Although the steps of piaffe should have
cadence and swing, there are nn suspen-
sion phascs, so the piaffe limb-support se-
quence alrernates herween diagonal hipedal
support and guadrupedal support.

Limb-Support Sequence of Plaffe
2:4:2:4

LH-RF-RH-LF : LH-RF :

RH-LF-LH-RF : RH-LF
Although the presence or absence of a
suspension phase in piaffe may still be a
controversial topicy 1 have not encoun-
tercd piaffe steps with consistene suspen-
sion phases, cither in competition horses
ar in horses at the Spanish Riding School
of Vienna. If the piaffe really docs have a
different limb-support sequence than the
rrat, with the piaffe inchiding quadrupedal
support bt nor a suspension phasc, then
it might be considered a distinet gaie.

Reinback
The FEI Rules describe the reinback as

a “rearward disgonal movement wich a
two-beat rhythm but without a period
of suspension. ™

Reinback Footfall Sequence
LH and RF : RH and LF
Unlike the trot, the reinback lacks 4 sus-
pension phasc. Instead, the reinback sup-
port phases alternate herween diagonal
bipedal and quadrupedal. There are four
sipport phases in each stride.

Limb-Support Sequence of Reinback
4:2:4:2

LH-RF-RH-LF : LH-RF :

RH-LF-LH-RF : RH-LF
Teinbuck resembles piaffe in thar it has
a diagonal two-beat thythm and a limb-
suppart sequence that alternates between
diagonal and guadrupedal support with-
out a suspension phase, but with the ob-
vious difference in the direcrion of
movement, This suggests that reinback
mighr alsn be considered a distinct gait.

The Five-Gaited Dressage Horse?

My purposc in writing this article was to
stimulate discussion about how we de-
finc and classify different gaits. The gail
descriptions T used conform to the ideal
as specificd in the FEI Rules for Thessage,
Tf we accept the ariginal definition of a
it ws 4 repelilive pattern of limh mowve-
ments, with specific gaits being recop-
nized and distinguished by the sequence
uf the footfalls and the coordinarion of
movements af the four imbs, 1t could cas-
ily be argued that dressage horses have
five gais: walk, trot, canter, piaffe, and
reinbachk, Whar do you think? &
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