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Abstract

There is a general perception that artists attempting to paint horses in movement, particularly
running-horses or raceborses, did not (and could not, until the arrival of photography) understand
the sequence of footfalls during the equine gait fnown as the gallop. This resulted in inaccurate, if
evocative, images of horses with forelegs and hindlegs stretched out in an artistic convention known
as the “flying gallop.” Further, the horses are usunally shown suspended with all four feet off the
ground, a sequence in the gallop that was long-disputed until Eadweard Muybridge’s famous
photographic images showed that a moment of suspension existed during gallop, albeit not with the
legs stretched out like a rocking horse. This paper argues that rather than indicating ignorance of
how horses moved, the artistic convention of the flying gallop was, by the seventeenth century, employed
as an intentional formmula caleulated to show the ideal qualities of the running-horse, or racehorse. It
was a formmula with ancient parallels.

Now look! It’s a chariot race! They’ve charged from the starting-gate,
They’re galloping down the course all out, they’re covering the ground!
Each drivet’s hope runs high; his heart is drained with terror,
Drumming with mad excitement: the drivers whirling their whips,
Leaning forward, giving the horses their head, the hot wheels flying,
Now ventre-a-terre they seem to travel, and then bouncing
High to be twitched through the air and trying to soar on the breezes; 2

1 Co-editor-in-chief, Cheiron The International Journal of Equine and Equestrian History.
2 Virgil, The Eclogues and the Georgics, trans. C. Day Lewis (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1983), 91.
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Fig. 1. The Eclipse Stakes of 1892 showing the first three horses all in
flying gallop mode, hind hoofs turned upwards. Source: Picryl Images.

The usual definition of a gallop, sometimes known as “true gallop” is a four-beat gait,
the sequence of footfall being near hind, off hind, near fore, off fore (leading leg); an
alternative sequence is off hind, near hind, off fore, near fore (leading leg). The four
beat sequence is followed by a moment of mid-air suspension. Other leg sequences
can produce a type of gallop that is generally known (in Anglophone equestrian
traditions) as the disunited gallop, or false gallop. While modern day equestrians tend
to focus on a limited number of gaits, particularly in European-influenced equestrian
sporting events (which use as their basis walk, trot, canter, and gallop), there are many
more ways in which quadrupeds can move. California University identitied 104
support sequences for quadrupeds when moving, “55 of which might be used by
horses.””

The sequence of footfall for the gallop, including the moment of suspension after
the four beats, was first revealed in a famous set of photographs by Eadweard
Muybridge. Before this event, one way of indicating the speed and movement of a
fast-running equid was the artistic motif generally known as the “flying gallop.” The
ubiquity of the flying gallop motif in art is worth stressing. It can be seen in art and
artefacts from ancient Egypt to China and from the rock art of the Sahara to First
Nations representations of horses in nineteenth century America. It can even be
witnessed in cave paintings from thousands of years ago.

3 Peter D. Rossdale and Susan M. Wreford, The Horse’s Health from A to Z (Newton Abbot: David &
Charles, 1983), 185.
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Fig. 2. The Lascaux cave paintings show horses in a range of poses; note
particularly the small horse lower centre right, which appears to be in full flying gallop.
Source: Picryl Images.

Fig. 3. Northern Cheyenne warrior on horseback from the
Malffet Leger, nineteenth century. Source: Picryl Images.
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Fig. 4. The well-known sequence of photographs by Eadweard Muybridge showing the
footfall of the gallop including the moment of suspension. Source: Wellcome Collection.

One aspect of the flying gallop does not usually receive much attention. That is,
that at the most elongated point of the gallop, with legs extended (albeit the real
gallop does not fully reflect the artistic convention), the belly of the horse appears
lower to the ground. This aspect is nonetheless identifiable in many of the
illustrations, for instance images of horses in cave paintings and in those of Chinese
art. Conversely, the horse appears highest when all four legs are drawn together at
the point of suspension in the gallop. Vitgil appears to have observed this and
described it in the Georgics:

Nonne vides, cum praecipiti certamine campum
corripuere ruuntque effusi carcere currus,

cum spes arrectae iuvenum, exsultantiaque haurit
corda pavor pulsans? 1lli instant verbere torto

et proni dant lora, volat vi fervidus axis;

iamque humiles, iamque elati sublime videntur
aera per vacuum ferri atque adsurgere in auras;*

4 Vitgil, Georgicon, available from Project Gutenberg and Internet Archive.
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[Seest how the chariots in mad rivalry

Poured from the barrier grip the course and go,
When youthful hope is highest, and every heart
Drained with each wild pulsation? How they ply
The circling lash, and reaching forward let

The reins hang free! Swift spins the glowing wheel;
And now they stoop, and now erect in air

Seem borne through space and towering to the sky|?

The term used by Virgil to indicate a lower movement is bumiles, versus the
higher movement e/ati. Humiles, as can be seen in various translations, lends itself to
several interpretations, from C. Day Lewis’s zentre-a-terre to Rhoades’s “stoop.”
Arthur Way rendered it as: “now low-skimming they glide, now seem they, bounding
high, to shoot through the empty air.”® However it is interpreted, it must indicate a
“lowering,” followed by a “raising.” The lowering and raising described in Virgil’s
account of a chariot race could apply to the horses themselves, and Day Lewis’s
interpretation of wentre-a-ferre in that case is a persuasive one, particularly when
coupled with later references to “bellies close to the ground” relating to running-
horses in several publications. John Lawrence writing in the early nineteenth century,
commented that “In books of travels we perpetually meet with the superior and
unequalled speed of the Arabian and Barbary Horses, and of their striding until their
bellies seem to touch the ground.””

The “seeming” is important here; it suggests that it might be at least in part, an
impression of the viewer rather than an actual lowering. Another alternative in Virgil
is that the charioteers themselves lean back to raise the lash, before reaching forward
to ply it over the backs of the horses. Finally, the third, the whole combination,
chariot, driver, horses, rises and falls, perhaps over variable terrain. This was the
interpretation of Conington and Nettleship in 1898, who concluded that “Virgil
refers to the bounding of the cars, and the corresponding rising and sinking of the
charioteers, not to any motion of the charioteers themselves.””®

5 James Rhoades, Bucolics, Aeneid, and Georgics of 1ergil (Boston: J. B. Greenough. Boston, 1900). Available
from Project Gutenberg and Internet Archive.

¢ Arthur Way, The Georgics of Virgil in English 1'erse New York: Macmillan and Co., 1912), 63.

7 John Lawrence, The History and Delineation of the Horse (London: Albion Press, 1809), 116.

8 John Conington, P. Iergili Maronis opera: The works of 17irgil Volume I (London: Whitaker & Co, 1858),
291.
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Fig. 5. Qing dynasty (1644 to 1912) horse and rider in full flying gallop,
belly depicted low to the ground. Nineteenth century. Source: Picryl Images.

The flying gallop is in some contexts particularly associated with horses, but this
is not true of all examples. In 1936 William F. Edgerton concluded that despite a
general perception at that time that the flying gallop was not visible in Egyptian art,
the motif was present, interestingly when depicting animals well-known to the artists
before the horse was introduced into ancient Egypt. Examining the motif as potentially
reflecting cross-cultural exchange with Crete, Edgerton comments “Doubtless
Cretan works of art were accessible to Egyptian artists of this period. An example
which bears directly on our problem is the celebrated dagger-blade from the burial
of Queen Aahhotep. Here a galloping bull and lion whose bellies come down
practically as low as their feet are drawn in association with other details of Cretan
origin.””” This perceptive view would later be borne out by the discovery of friezes in
ancient Egypt depicting the bull-leaper motif well-known in Minoan contexts, an
image that often presents the bull in “rocking-horse” stance, legs well extended to
front and back, and belly correspondingly close to the ground.

However, Edgerton’s summary diverted from that of other art specialists,
concluding that not only was the flying gallop “not an imaginary but a real posture”
but also that “it does not, in itself, belong to that group of purely conventional artistic
concepts whose unreality makes them usable as evidence for the transmission of
culture.”1? Edgerton believed that the galloping hares, oryx, gazelles, large cats and
hounds depicted in Egyptian art prior to the introduction of the horse did not need
to have been influenced by Crete or any other culture beyond Egypt. Many of these
do display the true flying gallop, all four feet off the ground. Unlike other scholars of

? William F. Edgerton, “Two Notes on the Flying Gallop,” Jourmal of the Awmserican Oriental Society V ol. 56, No.
2 (19306): 187-88.
10 Tbid., 188.
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the post-Muybridge era, he was not searching for a single source for the motif that
had then diffused throughout other cultures. He viewed the flying gallop as visible in
“rudimentary” form from the Old Kingdom onwards, notably in representations of
hounds which do incorporate this pose when running. His work also discussed the
possibility of the motif deriving from leaping animals. There are many examples of
horses from ancient Egypt in true flying gallop pose, albeit mostly as artefacts such
as whip handles and cosmetic items, rather than in reliefs or paintings.

Fig. 6. Whip Handle in the Shape of a Horse, New Kingdom Egypt
ca. 1390-1352 B.C. Met Museum, New York.

Recent research by Lonneke Delpeut has shown that ancient Egyptian artists
drew on their long-standing knowledge of donkeys in order to depict the horse,
which was apparently (perhaps virtually would be better) unknown prior to the period
in which the Delta was occupied by the Hyksos. From the Old Kingdom onwards,
when artists wanted to show animals in motion but not moving at speed, it would
seem appatent that they had a reasonably accurate understanding of the leg
movements at walk, yet depicted animals with all four feet on the ground and often
in a lateral movement. This was mostly how donkeys were represented, and so it was
copied for the walk of the new animal, the horse. It was the accepted formula, and it
is of course in keeping with the classic “walk like an Egyptian” pose, showing people
striding with both feet on the ground, head in profile, shoulders, arms, and torso
viewed as if from the front, hips from the side. This enabled the artist to convey as
whole an image as possible of the human, providing the essential three-dimensional
elements in the two-dimensional media of papyrus or stone. Delpeut reminds us to
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focus on the functionality of images in ancient art and the purposes of the elements
of configuration. It is important not to search for modern “realities” in an art that
had magical and other properties, all embedded within the complex inner and
external environment of the Egyptian sense of self.!!

Images of horses also convey the status of the tomb owner. As the new animal,
the horse, established itself as beautiful, useful, and lending itself to symbolic as well
as more realistic interpretations, horses began to be depicted not only in the tombs
of royalty, but also of senior officials and courtiers. The latter show horses taking
part in hunting and warfare, but just as importantly, eating, relaxing, and being
handled and trained. Since horses were royal animals, closely associated with king
and courtiers, one typical pose associated with the ruler’s chariot team was to show
the pair apparently half-rearing over the bodies of fallen foes or hunted animals. This
is not the flying gallop, since the toes of their hind hooves are depicted touching the
ground. It has been interpreted as a “galloping jump.” Delpeut argues that it conveys
the sense of movement and speed. It may also have parallels with a movement known
as the carriere, discussed later.

Fig. 7. Tutankhamun in chariot with horses depicted in a form of
grounded flying gallop. Source: Picryl Images.

The pose of the ancient Egyptian equines has parallels with a specific movement
classified as the “grounded gallop” by researchers Irma B. Jaffe & Gernando
Colombardo, who identify the true flying gallop as reappearing in Europe after “three
thousand years during which a totally different convention prevailed, one that will
here be called the grounded gallop, with forelegs extended but with hind legs flexed
ot straight, anchored to the ground.”’2 Whether the legs are truly anchored to the
ground is disputable; in both ancient Egyptian examples and those of the much later
Bayeux tapestry, and many others visible in premodern and early modern images, the

11 Lonneke Delpeut, “What Makes a Horse a Horse? Configurational Aspects of Ancient Egyptian
Equines,” Cheiron, the International Journal of Equine and Equestrian History Vol. 1, Issue 1 (2021): 16-45.

12 Irma B. Jaffe & Gernando Colombardo, “The Flying Gallop: East and West,” The Art Bulletin (1983):
65:2,183.
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hind hooves are certainly in contact with the ground, but often merely the tip of
them. They can hardly be said to be “anchored.” This could suggest more of a
“pushing-off,” or “pushing-up” movement.

Fig. 8. Mounted horse from the Chronicle of Matthew Paris apparently in
grounded gallop, but the perspective, with two other horses behind,
makes it ambiguous. Source: Picryl Images.

Jaffe and Colombardo refer to the intriguing suggestion of Salomon Reinach from
1900 that George Stubbs may be credited as the introducer, or re-introducer, of the
flying gallop with all four feet off the ground. This, Reinach suggested, was influenced
by the popular fashion for Chinoiserie, which included horses depicted in this pose.
Reinach first coined the phrase flying gallop (galop volant), and sought a single point
of origin followed by diffusion for the artistic motif throughout the ancient world.
His idea was critiqued by various scholars. The idea that it might have been Stubbs
who revived it in the eighteenth century with his portrait of the racehorse Baronet,
was contested by Jaffe and Colombardo, who found an earlier example in a drawing
of Baronet by Richard Corbould. in the Sporting Chronicle of 1791. The hotse in third
place in the Corbould image displays a genuine flying gallop, both hind feet turned
upwards. The portrait by Stubbs was presented in 1794, but may date to 1792, and
so both Corbould and Stubbs can be viewed as using the motif at much the same
time.

The Sporting Chronicle credited Stubbs, even though they had published the
Corbould image earlier, and wrote effusively “There is something very singular in this
picture ... the horse’s legs are all off the ground at that moment when raised by the
motion of muscular strength: a bold attempt and as well perfected. This attitude has
never been yet described but by Mr. Stubbs.”13 Jaffe and Colombardo do not view
the Stubbs image of Baronet as representing a true flying gallop; the hind hoofs must
be turned up to qualify it as this, and with toes down, they classify it as a “modified

flying gallop.”

13 Ibid., 197.
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Fig. 9. Portrait of racehorse Baronet by George Stubbs. Note hind toes pointing down
rather than soles upwards, the mark of the flying gallop. Source: Wikipedia.

Whoever re-introduced it, the idea was taken up by artists with enthusiasm in a
century when sporting prints could be found throughout England and beyond, as
Mirabeau noted on his visit to England, during which he attended Epsom Races.
One of the best-known interpretations of racehorses at a flying gallop was Théodore
Géricault’s stunning Races at Epsom, about which Jaffe and Colombardo provide a
perceptive and essential quote from Rodin: “They criticise Géricault because in his
Races at Epsom which is in the Louvre he has painted horses that are galloping ventre a
terre ... 1 think Géricault was right ... his horses seem to run ... The pose is true
when the parts are considered to be observed sequentially, and it is the truth only
that matters to us, since that is what we see and what strikes us.”'* Rodin was striking
a blow for the validity of “what we see” (or appeat to see) and artistic “truth,” and
galloping ventre a ferre was an element of the suspended flying gallop that confirmed
“what we see.” We see animals whose speed is so great that they appear to fly over
the ground with their bellies low to it.

14 Thid.
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Fig. 10. Le Derby de 1821 a Epsom, painted by Théodore Géricault,
shows all four horses in flying gallop. Source: Picryl Images.

One of the earliest representations of running-horses participating in a race is that
of Francis Barlow, often seen as the somewhat overlooked father of the art of
racehorse portraiture. These horses, the traditional small running-hotses of Britain
prior to the relatively large-scale imports of “Oriental” horses, are most likely to have
been produced by the interbreeding of horses from Galloway and Ireland with horses
of Barb or Turk type. They display a form of the grounded gallop, both hind feet
planted in this case firmly on the ground. The image dates from 1684 and represents
the last visit of Charles II to a race.

Fig. 1. The running-horses in the print of the last race viewed by Charles II are depicted in
the grounded flying gallop. Royal Collection Trust © His Majesty King Charles 11T 2026.
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However, an earlier and lesser-known publication, Richard Blome’s Gentleman’s
Recreation depicts running-horses in somewhat different mode. Here, the forelegs are
stretched further than in the Barlow image, and there is more ambivalence about the
position of the hind legs. The necks are stretched farther out, giving more of an
indication of speed than the Barlow image. The title of the print is unequivocally
“Horse Raceing.” As in Barlow’s image, the horses are small and cleatly capable of
stretching out as they run. These are also most likely to represent the running-horses
of the time: Galloway, Hobby, and Barb crosses, with some Turk or Turkoman type
introduced as well.

Fig. 2. Ambiguous pose: is this an attempt to show the running horses in flying or grounded
gallop? It is difficult to tell, as two back legs are not visible. Richard Blome,
The Gentleman’s Recreation, first published 1674, later edition, 1686. © The Trustees of
the British Museum.

Blome gave a definition of the ideal type of running-horse, or race-horse (an early
use of the term appearing in his work): which should be “light as possible, large and
long, but well-shaped with a short back, long sides, and a little long legged, and
narrow breasted, for such will gallop the lighter and nimbler and run the faster.”
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These were also the qualities that mares needed when producing racehorses, or
indeed racing themselves: “short Backs and long Sides; their Legs must be something
longer, and their Breasts not so Broad, and always make choise of such as you are
sure have good Blood in their Veins.”!5 It is interesting how this conformation relates
to many modern Thoroughbreds.

Muybridge’s photographs introduced new approaches to identifying exactly how
horses moved. Colonel H. Cousté’s Mechanics Applied to the Racehorse (Une Foutee de
Galop de Course), 1914, is an attempt to build on the knowledge acquired from
Muybridge’s photographic work to identify the ideal mechanics for a racehorse. In
many ways this was a fulfilment of eighteenth century works based on Cartesian
principles, such as William Osmer’s Dissertation, in which he asserted that “INNATE
QUALITIES do not exist, and that the excellence of this Animal is altogether
mechanical and not in the Blood.”'¢ Cousté focussed in detail on the mechanical
movement of the horse’s legs, as the following images show.

Bre 5.

Fig. 3. “The Croup and the Hind Legs in the Gallop,” from Colonel H. Cousté’s
Mechanics Applied to the Racehorse (Une Foulee de Galop de Course), 1914, 36.

15 Richard Blome, The Gentleman’s Recreation in Four Parts (London: Fletcher, 1674); The Gentlenan’s
Recreation (London: n.p., 16806). Facsimiles of the former, which does not include the section on racing,
are available; text of the latter appears to be only available as text from “Early English Books Online.”
16 William Osmer, A Dissertation on Horses Wherein it is Demonstrated, by Matters of Fact, as well as the Principles
of Philosophy, that Innate Qualities do not exist, and that the Exccellence of this animal is altogether Mechanical and not
in the Blood (London: T. Waller, 1756).
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B. Period of Suspension of the Hind Legs in the
Gallop.
A similar analysis for the period of suspension of the
hind legs at the gallop shows the following (Il 7) :

Fig. 14. Period of Suspension of the Hind Legs in the Gallop from
Cousté’s Mechanics Applied to the Raceborse, 43.

The sources of knowledge about the flying gallop are extensive, both
geographically and temporally. Tilman Lenssen-Erz has examined the Saharan rock
art of Chad through the lens of Costly Signalling Theory, arguing that “certain kinds
of aesthetic behaviour are possibly motivated by the urge to signal not only specific
skills but also the social benefits that are ‘earned’ through these developed skills.”1?
The ridden horses of the rock art, stretched in flying gallop, are a visible manifestation
of what is “earned.” With regard to horses in motion, Lenssen-Erz argues that “(i)n
terms of ‘costliness’ there is no direct difference between depicting a static or running
animal but, indirectly, locomotion as such is an investment in energy that renders it
more ‘costly’ than being motionless. Moreover, riding a horse at maximum speed
while handling weaponry is certainly a signal of skill.”!8 From this and other examples
such as ancient Egypt, and indeed eighteenth century England, it can be seen that
the purposes of the motif, enduring and superficially consistent as it is, are in different
times and contexts complex and open to nuanced interpretations of status and skill.

Academic discussions on the ultimate origin of the flying gallop continue. One
recent publication points to an Aegean origin for one appearance of the motif in

17 Tilman Lenssen-Erz, “Adaptation or Aesthetic Alleviation: Which Kind of Evolution Do We See in
Saharan Herder Rock Art of Northeast Chad?” Cambridge Archacological Jonrnal 22 (2012): 90.
18 Jbid., 98.
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ancient Egypt in the tomb of Kha.!” Meanwhile, another study suggests that the flying
gallop was “well known to the peoples of the Eurasian steppes by the beginning of
the 2rd millennium BCE ... represented in ritual contexts, and in rock art, to
symbolically illustrate the myth of the post-mortem travel of the soul to the
Otherworld.”? This was manifest not just through art, but also in the way equid
remains were laid out within burials. Thus debate about the origins of the motif
including discussions of potential independent multi-location origin still continue
today. However, what is perhaps more significant is discourse relating to the
information communicated to contemporary observers when they viewed the various
forms of the gallop, the message it conveyed at that time and in that place.

Fig. 15. Scene from the Bayeux Tapestry showing mounted Normans attacking the
Anglo-Saxons. The warhorses are frequently depicted in this extended movement.
This represents a “grounded” gallop as distinct from the suspended
flying gallop, all four feet in the air. Picryl Images.

Since Edgerton, some researchers have critiqued perceived wisdom about the
flying gallop as an artistic motif rather than an actual movement. Anneli Sundkvist,
for instance, draws on classic riding literature and techniques to suggest that horses
were “trained in a modified, two-beat gallop, rather than the current standard three-
beat gallop — the zerre a terre.””2! The carriere is the faster, less collected two-beat gallop,

19 Jorrit M. Kelder, “Aegean influence in the Tomb of Khar” Athens University Review of Architecture Vol.
3 (December 2020): 63-72.

20 Emma Usmanova, Igor Chechuschkov & Olga Gumirova, “Flying Gallop’ Iconography and Its
Representation in the Funerary Rites of the Eurasian Bronze Age,” in Animal Iconography in the
Avrchaeological Record, ed. Laerke Recht and Katarzyna Zeman-Wisniewska (Equinox Publishing: Sheffield
(UK), Bristol (CT), 2021), 103-4.

2 Anneli Sundkvist, “The Horses of the Bayeux Tapestry: Where the Art of Roman Riding Meets the
Middle Ages,” in Historical Practices in Horsemanship, ed. Anastasija Ropa and Timothy Dawson (Budapest:
Trivent Publishing, 2022), 137-178.
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which is known to have been the ideal gait in ring riding in the seventeenth century.”
This two-beat gallop, Sundkvist argues, can be identified not only in the images of
horses in the Bayeux Tapestry but also on Roman monuments, thus forming part of
an equestrian tradition extending from antiquity, although the carriere has been lost
and now only the ferre d terre remains.

Most importantly, Sundkvist suggests that nonetheless the carriere movement can
be viewed today in some racehorses at the start of their race, when they assume it for
a few strides before moving into the more familiar “racing gallop.” From a standing
start, horses often appear to raise themselves, with propulsion from the hind quarters
that thrusts them forward in a leaping motion, hind legs together, front legs together.
The same action can be seen in some show jumpers, and it would seem both
racehorses and other sports horses perform it naturally as a means of gathering
power. A carriere movement, particularly as the horse sets off, is also more discernible
than the stages of the fast-moving three-beat (usually designated canter) or even four-
beat gallop once the horse is in fast motion. As in Virgil’s chariot metaphor the sense
is of energy restrained and then released from the starting gate, bounding forward,
now high, now low.

Conclusion

The purpose of these observations is twofold; firstly, to point out one element often
absent from discourse, even though frequently observed in texts and images: the
“bellies close to the ground” aspect of the flying gallop; and secondly to show that
there is still much to explore around the topic. It is an aesthetic, and potentially
representational artistic convention with ancient roots. By the eighteenth century, the
capturing of this extended “flying” movement and its manifestation as an indicator
of the ideal outline of a running-horse was no haphazard guess at how horses moved
at a gallop. Rather it was a deliberate artistic choice to convey the sense and essence
of the running-horse, or racechorse. Across time, artists did not “guess” at
movements; they did their utmost to #uzerpret them meaningfully. Arguably, whether
influenced by contemporary “Chinoiserie” or not, eighteenth century artists were also
drawing consciously or subconsciously on previous uses of the flying gallop that
indicated a speeding horse as representative of status. The flying gallop pose in
particular would also assist in codifying the early modern racehorse as it began to be
viewed as an identifiable type, later to be designated “Thoroughbred.”

Authot’s note

another paper contributing to our knowledge of the flying gallop has recently been
published, and as I have only just become aware of it, it is not referenced in my paper.
The publication is: Ospanov, O.; Vincelette, A. 'Galloping Across Realms: Scientific
and Symbolic Interpretations of the Eurasian “Heavenly Horse” and Other
Galloping Horses in Art." Arts 2026, 15, 116. https://doi.org/10.3390/arts15060116.
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Fig. 4. Photographs and statues of the racehorse Secretariat reveal an incredible
length of stride, illustrating perfectly how at the most extended part of the gallop,
one foot is still in contact with the ground. Source: Picryl Images.
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