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The Royal Andalusian School 

of Equestrian Art on the Iberian 

Peninsula, dedicated to the 

preservation and promotion of 

purebred Spanish horses (Pura 

Raza Españolas, or PREs), is 

steeped in old-world aristocratic 

tradition.  The school was 

established in 1973 when Don 

Alvaro Domecq Romero, of 

the esteemed Domecq sherry-

producing family, presented a 

choreographed dressage show 

“How the Andalusian Horses 

Dance” in celebration of being 

awarded the prestigious Golden 

Horse trophy – Spain’s highest 

equestrian honor.  Decades later, 

the show continues with a woman 

rider who joined the all-male 

riding troupe in 2005.

For Carmen “Belén” Bautista, the journey to become the first and only female 
professional rider at the Royal Andalusian School of Equestrian Art in Jerez, Spain 
was her calling. Her passion for PREs and riding began when she was four-years-old 
on her family’s farm in Sanlucar in the province of Cádiz.  “When I was little there were 
not many opportunities for people to learn how to ride where we lived, so I was lucky 
to grow up with my father and my uncle teaching me. They are both dressage riders 
and teachers.  I remember the first time that I saw the Royal School’s riders and horses 
performing.  I was watching television when I was seven or eight-years-old and I was 
very excited.  I told my mother, ‘I want to ride the beautiful white horses at the school!’,” 
she recalled with a smile. 

Dreams do come true. With encouragement from her parents, Belén applied and 
was accepted as a student in the Royal School’s four-year riding program in 1999. She 
trained with several of the school’s professional riders, including Olympic medalists 
Rafael Soto (head of the training department) and Ignacio Ramblas, as well as Manuel 
Ruiz who manages the exhibition department.  She completed the program in  the 
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Belén and PRE stallion Yunque performing Spanish walk at 2019 Salón International del Caballo (SICAB).
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summer of 2003, which included classical dressage, doma vaquera 
(country-style dressage) and work-in-hand. After passing the 
final test, she left the school to continue riding and training horses 
with her family. She also successfully competed in dressage 
competitions throughout Spain during that time, including the 
Spanish Dressage Championship for Young Riders held at the 
Royal School and an international competition at Montenmedio in 
Cádiz.

With the Royal School still close to her heart, luck was on her 
side in 2005 when one of the school’s professional riders took a 
five-year leave of absence.  Belén was invited to have her name 
added to a drawing to determine the rider who would take his place.  
She won the draw and, at the age of 22, she joyfully became the 
youngest professional rider at the school.  At the time, her soon-
to-be close friend Vivi Garcia was in the four-year training program 
with Rafael Soto, along with five other young women students 
taking the course with various instructors. 

Today, seven of the Royal School’s magnificent PRE show 
stallions are assigned to Belén.  (Each rider is responsible for five to 
10 horses.). She is assisted by Carmen San Roman, who is one of 
several female working students now enrolled in the same four-
year program that Belén completed in 2003.  All of the horses under 
Belén’s care are worked with every day beginning at 7am and 
ending at 2pm; two are trained to perform work-in-hand and five 

alta escuela (high school) dressage.  In addition to her day-to-
day training with the horses, she performs in all of the school’s 
shows “How the Andalusian Horses Dance” twice per week and 
for special occasions nine months during the year. In August 
through October, the show schedule is increased to three per 
week plus one Saturday per month. When Belén’s days end at 
the Royal School, her commitment to her beloved horse world 
does not stop.  She leaves the school every day to train and 
ride three of her own young horses and two horses for a friend. 
Though she is not currently competing as she has in the past, 
she is hopeful that one of her horses will develop into a good 
partner for her. “If one turns out with a great quality to compete, 
then I will return to competition.”

When asked what qualities a horse must have to excel at 
dressage and work-in-hand, Belén  replied, “It is the same 
for both. Physically they must have good conformation. They 
must also have a good mind to learn, a good heart, and a good 
disposition. If a horse’s physique, energy, and gaits are good 
but they do not have the heart to do it, it is much more difficult. It 
is very important for them to have a good character.”  As for her 
favorite of the seven school horses, “I have been working with 
them for so long that I am passionate about all of them. But, 
if I must pick one, it is Yunque who has been with me since he 
was three-years-old. He and I are very connected almost like a 

Belén in traditional Spanish costume practicing airs above the ground 
with PRE stallion Académico outside of the Royal School coliseum.

Belen and PRE stallion Tabique in the 
outdoor arena behind the school’s palace.
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ROYAL ANDALUSIAN SCHOOL OF EQUESTRIAN ART (con't)

person.  He is my partner that is always with me when I 
need him.  He never fails me.  He was the Alta Escuela 
Dressage Champion of Spain in 2015 and 2016.”

The horses that Belén is currently responsible for 
at the Royal School are fi ve to 15-years-old.  Preparing 
a horse to perform in the school’s shows is a training 
process that requires incredible patience and precision.  
According to Belén, like any athlete, the horses must have 
a good strong foundation. The basic gaits, balance, and 
contact are taught at age three, then more is asked of 
them little-by-little during the fourth and fi fth year.  After 

they have become more disciplined and are ready to 
learn more diffi  cult movements, she starts working with 
them at a higher level. Passage and piaff e training begin 
when they are usually fi ve-years-old and both advanced 
movements are taught in-hand fi rst before under saddle. 
The various performances in the shows require diff erent 
levels of training.  “Fantasy (a dressage solo) requires the 
highest level of training and it typically takes four to fi ve 
years working with a horse to get it to that level, which 
by then is usually seven or eight-years-old.  Carousel (a 

group of riders and horses performing dressage in unison) is less 
demanding and the horses often are ready to perform in that part of 
the show at six-years-old,” she said.

Not surprisingly, Belén has experienced many great moments 
in her admirable riding career.  When asked what her greatest 
challenge was as the only woman rider at the Royal School, gender 
diff erences were not a consideration. “Every day is a new challenge 
to bring a horse up to the high standards and levels of the school.” 
Her greatest success story? “Personally, I had several horses that 
were very diffi  cult, but we always worked through it and I was able 
to get the best out of them.  One, a horse named Senol, became 
2016 World Champion at SICAB in Doma Classica and PRE.” As 
for her greatest equestrian role model, she proudly shared, “I have 
had several. But, fi rst and foremost my father, Antonio Bautista, 
who has been a wonderful inspiration 
since I was a child.  Second, Rafael 
Soto, because I have a tremendous 
appreciation  for his methods of 
teaching and his riding techniques.”

Diane Barber lives in Los Angeles and 
is a lifestyle writer, interior designer and 
equestrian with an affi nity for Spain. 
Her horse’s Spanish lineage led her to 
Andalusia, where she has trained under the 
tutelage of Rafael Soto, Belén Bautista, and 
Manuel Marquez at the Royal Andalusian 
School of Equestrian Art, and Vivi Garcia at 
Epona Equestrian Center. 


