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Elegant Riding Ladies or Fearless A
m

azons? W
om

en in Equestrian Sport in G
erm

any and Sw
itzerland. A

 Com
parative Study.
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Project and Research Q
uestion

• 
D

issertation project based at the Institute of H
istory (W

SU  
 

D
epartm

ent)
• 

Tim
efram

e: m
id-19th to m

id-20th century
• 

Com
parative approach betw

een Sw
itzerland and G

erm
any

• 
Sw

itzerland: Focus on G
erm

an-speaking part
• 

Focus on horse-riding in the spheres of the bourgeoisie 
 

and nobility
• 

Focus on riding in a recreational setting: hunting, hacking,  
 

prom
enading

• 
Com

petition sport: focus on show
 jum

ping
• 

Research questions: (1) W
hat w

as the cultural fram
ew

ork   
 

of w
om

en’s equestrianism
? (2) W

hat w
as the nature of  

 
    the discourse around w

om
en riders? (3) H

ow
 did 

 
w

om
en’s equestrianism

 evolve in G
erm

any and   
 

 
 

 
Sw

itzerland? (4) W
hich netw

orks existed in 
 

this sport and how
 did transform

ative 
 

notions dissem
inate w

ithin them
?

Sources

• 
Contem

porary advice literature aim
ed at w

om
en riders

• 
Contem

porary advice literature aim
ed at gentlem

an riders  
 

and training m
anuals of the cavalry

• 
Sw

iss and G
erm

an equestrian m
agazines (e.g. D

er   
 

 
 

Schw
eizer Kavallerist, D

er schw
eizerische Pferde-Freund,  

 
St. G

eorg, Sport im
 Bild)

• 
Statutes, regulations, m

eeting reports and m
inutes of  

 
 

equestrian organizations such as the Fédération Equestre  
 

Internationale (FEI) or the G
erm

an and Sw
iss equestrian   

 
federations

• 
Self-testim

onies of w
om

en riders (letters, diaries etc.)
• 

Photographs: Schw
arzenbach collection (Sw

itzerland),  
 

 
M

enzendorf collection (G
erm

any)

M
ethods and Theories

• 
historical discourse analysis (M

ichel Foucault, Siegfried  
 

 
Jäger, Achim

 Landw
ehr)

•	
social	field	theory,	concept	of	habitus	(Pierre	Bourdieu)

• 
N

etw
ork theory (Jürgen M

ittag, Berthold Unfried)
• 

Visual history (Paul G
erhard, Ulrike Pilarczyk, Ulrike  

 
 

 
M

ietzner)
• 

Approaches from
 gender studies/gender history (Joan  

 
 

Scott, Karin H
ausen, Anne-Charlotte Trepp, Judith Butler)

• 
Approaches from

 anim
al-hum

an studies (Linda Kalof,   
 

 
Kathlene Kete, Karin Schachinger)

Relevance

The physicality of the horse is m
ore decisive for the 

perform
ance than that of the rider. The correlation betw

een 
gender and perform

ance, in other disciplines perceived as 
unam

biguous, is not applicable to equestrian sport. A gender-
segregated staging of com

petitions can therefore not be 
justified	w

ith	the	different	physicality	of	m
en	and	w

om
en.	

The exclusion of fem
ale riders or the different conditions 

of participation can consequently only be attributed to 
discrim

inatory strategies based on gender. Thus, historical 
gender	norm

s,	expectations	or	hierarchies	can	be	identified	
m

uch m
ore explicit in equestrian sport than in m

any other 
disciplines.	The	findings	of	the	PhD

	project	w
ill	thus	offer	

insights that reach beyond equestrianism
.

1. 
W

om
en Saddle U

p

U
nlike other disciplines, discussions in equestrianism

 never revolved around the 
question of w

hether, but rather how
 w

om
en should take up the sport. U

ntil the 
beginning of the 20th century, it w

as considered inappropriate for »am
azons« 

to ride astride. W
hen riding changed from

 a m
ode of locom

otion to a sport and 
leisure activity in the m

iddle of the 19th century, the m
odern side-saddle w

as 
developed. There, riders sat w

ith both legs on one side of the horse and put the 
right leg over a pom

m
el to secure their hold in the saddle (see picture below

). 
For pseudo-m

edical, m
oral but also fashion reasons, this style becam

e the only 
adequate w

ay for w
om

en to ride.
Fem

ale riders could now
 exert control over their horses, had a good hold in the 

saddle and at the sam
e tim

e did not endanger the norm
s of m

odesty through 
their chastely closed legs. This saddle thus m

ade it technically but also m
orally 

possible for fem
ale equestrians to follow

 fast hunting rides w
ith obstacles – and 

thus to burst into a hitherto m
ale-only preserve.

2. 
Short Reins: N

orm
s of W

om
en’s Equestrianism

D
espite the m

ixed-gender fram
ew

ork of equestrian sport, fem
ale 

riders w
ere subject to different sporting, m

edical and aesthetic 
standards than m

en. A
part from

 riding in a different – and, from
 the 

rider’s point of view
, also disadvantageous saddle – than m

en, they 
w

ere expected to practice the sport in a restrained m
anner and not to 

expose them
selves to great exertion. Physicians argued that w

om
en w

ho 
did not follow

 these principles of w
om

en’s sports w
ould jeopardize their ability 

for childbearing – and thus a w
om

an’s m
ost im

portant asset at that tim
e. Fem

ale 
riders should convey ›fem

ininity‹ also in the w
ay they handled their horses. For 

m
ale riders, discipline, strictness, and absolute control w

ere the principles that 
guided their relationship tow

ards the anim
al. W

om
en had to m

aster their horses 
through em

pathy, kindness, and sensitivity – and thus through stereotypically 
fem

ale character traits.
The norm

s for w
om

en’s equestrianism
 reveal expectations on gender 

perform
ance deeply engraved in equestrian sport. These conventions led 

to a sporting practice w
here w

om
en w

ere indeed allow
ed to ride w

ith m
en. 

H
ow

ever, fem
ale riders could not com

pete w
ith them

 on equal term
s as the 

norm
s of w

om
en’s riding system

atically prevented them
 from

 doing so.

3. 
G

etting a Leg U
p

In practice, these norm
s w

ere perceived as recom
m

endations rather than an 
im

perative set of rules. In fact, there w
ere m

any fem
ale riders w

ho defied the 
standards of w

om
en’s equestrianism

. They rode astride in breeches, broke their 
horses them

selves, follow
ed hunts in the sam

e m
anner as m

en and trained 
them

selves and their horses to m
astery. H

ow
 w

as this level of non-conform
ity 

possible w
ithout provoking an outcry? The answ

er is sim
ple: B

ecause m
en w

ere 
okay w

ith it.
Pioneering horsew

om
en in G

erm
any and Sw

itzerland all had one thing in 
com

m
on: They w

ere w
ives, sisters, m

others or daughters of cavalry officers, 
sportsm

en or gentlem
en riders. These m

en had resources such as m
oney, 

high-quality gear, horses, know
-how

 and sporting-facilities at their disposal. A
 

w
om

an successfully participating in equestrianism
 thus had to have m

en at her 
back consenting or even encouraging her engagem

ent by giving her access to 
these assets. M

arissa von Sponeck, for exam
ple, w

as appointed by her father 
to be the M

aster of H
ounds of the Trakehnen hunt. She w

as also entrusted by 
her husband w

ith the m
anagem

ent of the prestigious hunting stable of the 
Trakehnen stud.

4. 
W

om
en H

it Their Stride and Earn Their Spurs

Initially, w
om

en w
ere not allow

ed to participate in com
petitions at all. From

 the 
1910s onw

ards, how
ever, they could com

pete in w
om

en-only courses. A
lthough 

som
e w

om
en still participated in the side-saddle, the cross-saddle becam

e 
ever m

ore popular during this period. From
 the 1920s on, fem

ale riders w
ere 

adm
itted to gender-m

ixed com
petitions as w

ell. There, their perform
ances w

ere 
directly com

parable to those of m
ale riders, and they w

ere by no m
eans lagging 

behind them
, quite the contrary. In dem

anding show
 jum

ping com
petitions, 

w
om

en riders w
on brilliant victories over cavalry officers and »gentlem

en 
riders«. W

ith their achievem
ents they concretely, m

easurably and therefore 
unm

istakably refuted the notion of the »w
eaker sex«. This led the sporting press 

to the conclusion that in »certain sports, ladies have to be put on an equal 
footing w

ith gentlem
en«.

D
espite these notes struck by sporting journalists, fem

ale riders w
ere form

ally 
not subjected to the sam

e conditions of participation as m
en. It w

as not until 
1952 that w

om
en w

ere allow
ed to participate in the N

ations’ C
ups and in the 

O
lym

pic G
am

es – initially, how
ever, only in dressage. In                show

 jum
ping, 

they w
ere adm

itted in 1956 and in eventing, it w
as in                    1964 that the 

first w
om

an rode in an                   O
lym

pic com
petition.
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