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A BOOK RECENTLY PUBLISHED IN CAIRO, The Egyptian Alternative. Breeding 

the Arabian Horse, was written primarily to address the current state of breeding in 

Egypt. However, it has a much wider application to all Arabian breeding that 

focuses on Egyptian bloodlines. It puts forth some views, which will, at fi rst 

reading, provoke some controversy. It addresses breeding decisions and the “market 

driven” economy and is a book that must be read carefully — not skimmed through.
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deriving from the fact that both man and the horse depended 
on each other for their survival.

In the introductory chapter, Paraskevas writes:
“Selection  at the time of the dawn of Islam  was exclusively 

focused on survival, and in the prevailing circumstances, that 
necessarily had to be desert survival and battle survival. Any 
mistakes in selection  were promptly exposed by the intense 
use of the horses, and their merciless exposure to battle. The 
times were unforgiving. ‘Conformation  to the desert’ was 
clearly no empty motto. It was a life and death issue, and the 
Bedouins  of the desert clearly understood that beyond physical 
characteristics, nobility was essential to reliability, and it was 
the character, the courage and the heart of the horse that were 
the essential qualifying prerequisites of breeding, and not 
simple afterthoughts.

The author, Philippe Paraskevas, has been a serious breeder 
of the Egyptian Arabian for over 25 years. He has studied 
the history of the Arabian horse in Egypt from the time of 
Mohamed Ali the Great and the Pashas who had early breeding 
programs down to the current situation in Egypt. In this book, 
he carefully traces the development of the horse through the 
programs of the Royal Agricultural Society (RAS), Inshass 
Stud, and the current EAO. He takes the reader through recent 
trends in breeding as well as many of the constantly changing 
technical advances and their substantial infl uence on all aspects 
of the horse world. He urges the reader to 
recognize that the Egyptian Arabian is an 
important part of the history of the country 
and should be viewed and respected as a 
national treasure, not a commodity.

The book is presented in a carefully 
researched and thought-through manner. 
A number of highly respected writers and 
breeders are quoted throughout the text. 
Some of Paraskevas’s views are bound to 
create controversy among today’s breeders 
as he challenges current practices but 
always in a respectful and carefully presented manner. However, 
no matter what their personal views may be, this book will 
incite readers to think and possibly re-evaluate their programs 
based on the writer’s deeply held beliefs and those of the many 
authorities whom he quotes in the text.

Much of the focus of the book addresses the writer’s belief 
that the Egyptian breeders in Egypt surrendered “ownership” 
of the horse by too readily accepting dictates from Western 
breeders on every aspect of the horse. He cites the defi nition of 

“Classical” and “Ideal” Arabian as a primary example of outsider 
domination of the breed as recognized in Egypt. He especially 
decries the loss of the greatness of the Desert Arabian character 
and nobility. Throughout the book, he quotes many highly 
respected horsemen and women who are recognized authorities 
on the history of the Desert horse from the mid 19th century 
through today. He refers back to the early days of Islam and 
the Bedouin total involvement with the horse and its breeding 

“If one may seek to draw a single conclusion from 

this book … it would have to be that markets are 

not to be entrusted with enduring possessions … 

we Egyptian breeders, as temporary custodians of 

the breed, should aim for noble goals and always 

look for a higher purpose beyond commerce.”

                                                   — Philippe Paraskevas

“I suspect that even when they simply raced their horses, in 
times of peace, as the Prophet  Mohamed  himself (May God 
Bless and Grant Him Peace) is known to have done, Arabs 
would look beyond speed to heart and to timbre, and to 
inner strength, in anticipation of the times of hardship and 
battle that they knew were likely to come. This fact alone 
separates Bedouin  practice from any other, and certainly 
from widespread later practices such as those of the Ottoman  
Pashas , those that pre-fi gured modern-day practices. It is 
extremely noteworthy that even the famous poets of old 
such as El Moutanabi  keenly understood this fi ne point, and 
often alluded to the heart of the horse as being the single 
most essential key to understanding the breed. El Moutanabi 
famously said: ‘If you have seen nothing but the beauty of their 
fl esh, then their true beauty is hidden from you.’”

In Chapter 2, is a passionate exploration of “Judging the 
Arabian Horse.” The writer goes into depth about the role of 
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is often viewed solely as that. But referring to Blunt ’s ‘test’ — 
there is no longer a test, in my opinion.

“Because of this evolution of perception, and because in 
many respects image is increasingly superseding substance, I 
submit that the specter of degeneration is upon us. If truth 
may be told, the reason for this is that the inner quality  of 
horses is widely ignored when judgment is being passed. In 
assessing the Arabian horse we do not wish to dismiss the much 
sought-after physical characteristics of ascetic beauty and of 
dryness that typify the Arabian in his phenotype . They are 
indeed admirable and essential. They should continue to take 
center-stage in any process of judgment but only after inner 
strength, usefulness and typical Arabian disposition have been 
considered. These qualities should remain paramount.”

Paraskevas refers to many of the original sire lines from 
the EAO and discusses their individuality and the lack of 
uniformity in their overall look. He appeals for a return to 
diversity as a way of preserving the heritage of the horse as 
opposed to everyone trying to adapt to the “Ideal Arabian” 
concept that evolved without challenge and has led to an 
ideology of its own in the general approach to breeding. He 
feels that comparing diverse bloodlines to a single norm does 

not give the necessary honor to the various types and strains 
within Arabian breeding. The glory of the Arabian is in the 
many paths it took to survival in an unrelenting and often 
threatened existence.

He continues:
“So what could be so terribly wrong, conceptually, with 

the pursuit of the very attractive proposition of an ‘Ideal 
Arabian ’? Having earlier broached the subject from a practical 
perspective by deploring the ensuing neglect of the sire lines 
of Sid Abouhom  and Shahloul , allow me to say that, in 
conceptual terms, regardless of its evident appeal and perhaps 
even precisely because of it, we can all observe that the pursuit 
of the ‘Ideal Arabian ’ has fostered a narrow approach to judging 
the Arabian that has led to the tragic error of competitively 

the showring and how the uniform standards set by Western 
judging along with sometimes artifi cial methods of showing 
have led to what he believes is a deterioration of the original 
horse. An idealized concept of ‘beauty’ as being rather like a 
porcelain statue has in many cases resulted in a viewer’s fi rst 
impression of the physical look of the horse as it fi ts the current 
standard with no thought as to the true spirit and character of 
the horse. He states that the unique spirit of the horse should 
not be excluded in judging the physical characteristics and 
quotes Wilfrid Blunt, among others.

“In the distant times that witnessed the formation of the 
Arabian’s unique characteristics, form followed function. The 
beauty of the horse was in the service that it provided to man. 
On this very point, and before we rush to judgment, it may be 
appropriate to listen again to some of the eyewitness accounts 
from those times. First-hand reports were related by observers. 
Some of them were Arabs and some were Europeans known to 
have established close contact with the Bedouins . All of them 
therefore understood the profound signifi cance and the role 
of the desert in shaping the Arabian horse’s identity. As such, 
their fi rst-hand accounts of the Arabian horse are on the whole 
extremely credible.

“One of the most insightful of these pioneers, Wilfrid 
Scawen Blunt , wrote in The Arabian Horse:

The single object for which the Kehilan is bred by the 
Bedouins  is service in their wars. Blunt also wrote that:

The sole practical test is in the raid (ghazu).
And, very tellingly:
What is of at least equal importance 

with speed, inasmuch as all fi ghting is 
done with the lance, is perfect shoulder 
action, facility in turning, a light mouth, 
intelligence and courage.

“Wilfred Blunt  could not have been 
more inspired by wisdom in his evaluation of the Arabian. In 
my opinion, there are echoes of the Arab poet, El Moutanabi , 
in these remarks, inasmuch as few modern writers choose 
to place so much emphasis on the horse’s ‘intelligence and 
courage’, and its responsiveness to man. Also, please note the 
pertinence of the deliberate use here of the word ‘test’, which 
is closely correlated to ‘judgment’. These terms go to the heart 
of the subject-matter of this chapter. Such was the world of the 
Arabian then, according to Blunt .

“Today however, the Arabian horse has been reduced to 
a luxury item and to a fashion accessory. Our purebred horse 

“In assessing the Arabian horse we do                              not wish to dismiss the beauty and dryness that typify the Arabian in his phenotype. They 

should continue to take center-stage …                           but only after inner strength, usefulness, and typical Arabian disposition have been considered.”
                                                                                                                                                                          — Paraskevas

“In the distant times that witnessed the formation 

of the Arabian’s unique characteristics, form 

followed function.”   — Wilfrid Blunt
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specifi c to the criteria for necks. Now transpose these remarks 
to every part of the conformation  of the Arabian, and it will 
appear to you clearly how chimerical, and how destructive, 
the concept of the ‘Ideal Arabian ’ can truly be. Centuries-old 
typical identities are thrown aside in order to reach a newfound, 
but highly marketable, ‘Ideal’.”

In the third chapter, Paraskevas delves into some serious 
aspects of breeding. He discusses the heredity vs. environment 
issue with persuasive arguments for the at-fi rst subtle and 
later, dramatic changes that environment with elements of 
feed, weather, medicine, and training can bring. He examines 
the new tools available to breeders including: artifi cial 
insemination, multiple egg fertilization, embryo transfer and 
surrogate mothering and goes on to explain the dire results 
they can bring to coming generations. He writes:

“Breeding is a matter of responsibility. When our time 
comes to infl uence the portion of the breed that may be under 
our purview, our breeding amounts to writing a small piece 
of the history of the breed. We all do it by selection . When we 
breed, each and every one of our choices defi nes us.”

The next chapter may be the most controversial of the 
book in which the writer discusses the more technical and 
emotional aspects of Inbreeding vs. Outcrossing. Paraskevas 
states the core of this chapter with the following:  

“Let me fi rst state the obvious: a degree of inbreeding  
is inevitable. The reason for this state of affairs is apparent. 
‘Egyptian Arabian ’ breeders are by necessity confi ned to the 
narrow blood pool of the precious few remaining lines of our 
Arabians of E.A.O.  origins. There are no alternatives available, 
especially so, as almost anything outside the realm of the 
E.A.O.  origins would be a downgrade of extreme proportions, 
one leading to fearsome loss of identity. 

“That being said, the differences between the strains  and 
substrains  available within the confi nes of the breed remain 
vast, and untapped. The way we choose to breed the ‘Egyptian 

comparing bloodlines. This is a fatal mistake. The immensity 
of the mistake is so staggering that we even fail to notice 
it. Simply put, the core of the matter lies in the question of 
whether it is possible to compare the incomparable with the 
unique. I submit that it is because of this single central fl aw 
in reasoning that the much-vaunted and innocuous-sounding 
worldwide quest for an ‘Ideal Arabian ’ carries within itself 
attitudes to breeding that will, ultimately, destroy all typical 
bloodlines.”

The author proposes that every E.A.O. bloodline carries 
within itself its own exception and individuality that should be 
preserved against dilution into what is considered an ‘Ideal’.

“Returning to the subject of diversity and the true Arabian 
type: I hereby suggest that there is no one ‘Ideal’ and that 
several exist. They are often quite different; the differences are 
in the bloodlines. All of them should be preserved, as they are 
the creation of nature and were nurtured by Arabs in the desert, 
under God. They should not be forced into conforming to 
any one type — however admirable — a point that was always 
known to breeders even if it was sometimes hotly debated. A 
study of every available source indicates that the authorities on 
the breed were always split down the middle on the subject of 
diversity and that a consensus on this point was never reached. 
For this reason, a degree of vagueness always permeated most 
writings found on this subject, whether writers agreed or 
disagreed with the premise in part or in full.

“W. R. Brown  in his The Horses of the Desert was in broad 
accord with the premises of diversity:

The necks of the Saqlawi family are the most graceful; those 
of the Kuhaylan, the most powerful; and those of the Mu’niqi 
the longest.

“At the risk of standing alone in the face of a huge and 
a selfsatisfi ed majority today, may I ask how dare we judge 
these three necks together, in the same showring , by the same 
rulebook? Can some ‘Ideal’ neck  satisfy all three criteria as 
developed over time in the desert? Perhaps not and however 
sublime a ‘champion neck ’ will naturally be, either the better 
Saklawi , or the better Kohailan , or even the better Maanagi . 
But no ideal neck  can be all things to all horses, not unless we 
are brain-washed, which, I submit, we are.

“The above simple, but eye-opening, observation by Brown  
(and this learned man was no chance onlooker, as he was the 
President of the Arabian Horse Club of America in 1916) was 

“In assessing the Arabian horse we do                              not wish to dismiss the beauty and dryness that typify the Arabian in his phenotype. They 

should continue to take center-stage …                           but only after inner strength, usefulness, and typical Arabian disposition have been considered.”
                                                                                                                                                                          — Paraskevas
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bloodline that is either superior or at the very least equal to 
the one previously used on the said female line. But intrinsic 
and real superiority is what I am referring to here. This is the 
nuance, and it cannot be ‘superiority’ on a restricted number of 
criteria, certainly not on what Temple Grandin  calls singletrait  
breeding. When all aspects of the desert horse are considered, 
not least of which is riding performance (predicated on what 
Tesio called  willpower ), what sounded initially simple may 
in fact be quite diffi cult and this may in fact be a tall order 
to meet. I also suggest that if and when we fail to meet that 
standard, and if we still persist in inbreeding , we are merely 
hurting the breed by selling out the future in favor of the 
present; by favoring stale fi xation of characteristics  over 
dynamic formation of characteristics . This is the controversy 
at the heart of ‘Egyptian Arabian ’ breeding.”

His last two chapters are devoted to the local Egyptian 
breeding scene. He launches into a somewhat contentious area 
by discussing the importation back to Egypt of horses that 
carry the bloodlines which were sold out of Egypt in the 60’s 
and 70’s and makes a strong case for welcoming them back 

Arabian ’ today, the degree of inbreeding  we may seek — or 
tolerate — is not in the least predetermined. The choice of a 
path between the exact opposites of inbreeding  and outcrossing  
remains a very open question, one that is at the heart of every 
breeder’s decisionmaking process. This dilemma may quite 
possibly be the single most important subject that breeders will 
have to address going into the future. 

“If inbreeding  is the rule of the land, a number of scholars 
of the breed have nevertheless argued persuasively in favor 
of outcrossing . Amongst all such writers, Dr. Ameen Zaher  
stands out as the most emphatic. Let us start by listening to the 
advice contained in Dr. Ameen Zaher ’s book on this particular 
subject-matter. He does not mince his words:

I do not advise adopting close inbreeding  for a long time.
“And:
It has long been held by many eminent biologists and practical 

breeders that certain defi nite evil results always follow long 
continued inbreeding .

“Evil results, no less. So cautioned our homegrown scholar.” 
The writer cites a strong quote from Lady Anne Blunt 

in the following passage as reported by Margaret Greely in 
Arabian Exodus:

“To get a preview of what may ultimately happen in 
sustained cases of extreme inbreeding , we need to revisit the 
writings of the past, 
and amongst these 
one cannot fail to be 
struck by the tone 
and tenor, of Lady 
Anne  Blunt when 
she wrote:

‘We saw Ali Pasha’s Stud in the last hours of its disruption. 
Decimated by plague and weakened by years of inbreeding  and 
gross neglect, the horses were of an ethereal quality and truly 
like gazelles, and with no more bone. It was ‘Type’ etherealized 
almost to extinction.’”

 In further exposition on his views regarding inbreeding, 
the writer states:

“On the subject of inbreeding , may I recommend that 
breeders have an inbreeding -friendly attitude, accompanied 
by a nuance: inbreed all you like, so long as you can fi nd, for 
the next generation, an inbred stallion of the same treasured 

since they are Egyptian to begin with. He talks extensively 

about the climate of the show circuit which encourages this 

practice. A long discussion follows about the market driven 

‘traders’ as opposed to breeders who are fueling what amounts 

to almost a frenzy of acquisition of closely inbred and Western-

infl uenced horses. He discusses fully what he believes are 

the dire consequences which can come from ill-conceived 

breeding practices. 

Paraskevas presents a spirited defense of the EAO against 

many of the attacks that are currently being made against it 

in a chapter subheaded “The High-Wire Act of Defending the 

Safe-Haven Concept in a Market Environment.” He discusses 

the frustrations and disappointments of many private breeders 

“ … weakened by years of inbreeding  and gross neglect, the horses 

were of an ethereal quality and truly like gazelles, and with no 

more bone. It was ‘Type’ etherealized almost to extinction.”
                                                                            — Lady Anne Blunt
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throughout the years as well as their expectations along 

with his personal observations of what has happened 

through this period. He makes a strong case for the 

survival of the EAO as a “safe haven” for the preservation 

of the Egyptian Arabian horse out of love for both the 

horse and the country by following its history through 

changes in fortune during the years since its founding. A 

case is also made that the EAO should be structured to 

function as one of the places that is safe for the true Desert 

Horse. This will acknowledge that because their pedigrees 

trace back to desert roots and many lines are now extinct 

or at the least, very rare, they must be protected. He 

calls for a ‘Re-foundation’ of El Zahraa and a future that 

recaptures the glory of it past. A strong appeal is made to 

return to the days of riding and testing the horse not as an 

engineered thing of beauty but as a living being with all 

his nobility, character and great spirit which all enhance 

the ‘look’ of the Egyptian Arabian.

The author ties his book together with his concluding 

chapter, which includes the following excerpts:

“Who is responsible for the current state of the 

‘Egyptian Arabian ’ horse in Egypt ? In a nutshell, the 

market  is. In equal measure perhaps, so is the Egyptian 

breeders ’ reaction to the market ’s predictable infl uence.

“If one may seek to draw a single conclusion from this 

book in abstract terms, it would have to be that markets 

are not to be entrusted with enduring possessions. I submit 

that we Egyptian breeders , as temporary custodians of the 

breed, should aim for noble goals and always look for a 

higher purpose beyond commerce. However, it is also the 

case that we still need to seek-out and better understand 

the founding values of the heritage  that the ‘Egyptian 

Arabian ’ horse embodies. I have also sought to show 

that the ‘Egyptian Arabian ’ identity is one still asking to 

be established, preferably along the lines of the ‘Desert 

Arabian ’. I have built a case that this identity should be as 

distant as humanly possible from that of the ‘Ideal Arabian ’ 

as espoused by the show industry. It would present the 

world with an ‘Egyptian Alternative ’.”

 “The general direction of the breed as driven by 

Philippe Paraskevas is an Egyptian 

of Greek origin who has been a serious 

breeder of Egyptian Arabians for over 

25 years. He founded the stud farms 

of El Ateya and Hoor el Eyoun in the 

countryside at the edge of the desert. 

The breeding programs of these 

farms are geared toward preservation 

breeding, while also striving to develop 

a distinctive identity by the exclusive use 

of their own group of stallions of EAO origins.

Building on his in-depth study and analysis of the 

history of the Arabian, he is attempting to breed in a way 

that preserves what he views as the horse as “a national 

treasure” to be honored for its spirit, character, and athletic 

ability as well as its beauty. He is a strong proponent of an 

alternative breeding program for the Egyptian Arabian.

the market  is clear. The market will continue to fashion the 

‘Egyptian Arabian ’ to satisfy its own ambitions. Whether, like 

me, you consider this demeaning or not, know that the next 

logical step from the market ’s perspective is the impending 

internationalization of Arabian bloodlines, with no respect 

for any identity whatsoever. I therefore predict that our blind 

acquiescence in current market orientations will ultimately 

be responsible for opening the door, right here in Egypt , to 

a ‘Multi-ethnic Arabian’: a horse best able to satisfy the needs 

of the market , in the international showring . This situation is 

developing gradually right in front of our eyes, and it is spurred 

on by the undeniable appeal of the ‘Ideal Arabian ’ ideology, fed 

by the marketing machine that the show industry has become. 

The ‘Multi-ethnic Arabian’, in all likelihood, will soon displace 

the ‘Egyptian Arabian ’ in its very home. It is now becoming safe 

to say that by passively going along with market trends, Egyptian 

breeders  have unwittingly feathered the nest of every other 

Arabian horse in existence.”

 “As ominous as the present trends may be, the loss of 

traditional ‘Desert Arabian ’ breeding is not inevitable, only 

predictable. We should, therefore, not show animosity towards 

the market , only a healthy dose of skepticism and reserve towards 

it. Alternative s, thankfully, do exist. If the market  is indeed an 
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on mere appearance and on 
narrow-focused training, akin to 
rehearsed play-acting, in stage-
managed show rings.

“The second crucial necessity 
is that of the total separation 
of strains  and sire-lines in any 
competitive inhand showing 

that may be based on pure phenotype  evaluation. This reform 
should be made as part of a reasoned rejection of the conceptual 
underpinnings behind the ‘Ideal Arabian ’ approach, on the basis 
of the fi nding that the tenets of the ‘Egyptian Ideal Arabian ’ are 
precisely the same as those of the multi-ethnic and identity-less 
‘International Ideal Arabian ’. Accepting that the one has led us to 
accept the other, forever confi rming that any piece of bait usually 
conceals a hook. This radical change would amount to an effort 
to compare only what is comparable, bloodline by bloodline 

— emeralds to emeralds and sapphires to sapphires. Should 
it ever be adopted by the community of ‘Egyptian Arabian ’ 
breeders, this revolutionary proposal is likely to be conducive to 
better widespread understanding by breeders of the remaining 
‘Egyptian Arabian ’ bloodlines, thus leading to considerable better 
preservation of the qualities inherent in every strain  and sire-line. 
It is an approach that looks to the long-term interests of the 
breed rather than to the short-term.

“If combined and implemented together, the above ground-
altering proposals would constitute the fi rst steps taken towards 

the establishment of a homegrown Egyptian doctrine  on 
breeding the ‘Egyptian Arabian ’ horse. I express the hope that 
many readers will contribute to the advancement of these goals. 

“My last words will now be — God Willing.”
In Volume Two, which will be published shortly, the author 

delves extensively into the qualities of the various strains that 
have survived through the years of breeding at the EAO and 
how they can be used today in the local programs to further the 

information offered in Volume One in practical applications. 

For information on how to order The Egyptian Alternative, please see the 

facing page.

incontrovertible and all-powerful player that permeates Arabian 
horse circles, we can nevertheless imagine certain circles in 
which the market  is not a player at all. I like to call such circles 
safe-havens . I also suggest that it is incumbent on those of us 
who approach the breed and seek to give to it, rather than to 
take from it, fi nally to put in the time and effort to create such 
enchanted circles. We can also go as far as to conceptualize 
circles within circles: safe-havens  that fl ourish within a larger 
market-orientated context. I hasten to say that these diverging 
worlds need not see each other as mutually threatening. 
Coexistence without antagonism is possible. Cooperation may 
even be reachable, given clear understanding of each entity’s 
separate role.”

“No alternative  theory — however sound — may hope to 
signifi cantly impact the course of history if it remains confi ned 
to the realm of ideas, and without practical application. Mindful 
of this reality, I have sought to fl esh-out two practical reforms 
that may one day still foster 
the rebirth of ‘Desert Arabian ’ 
breeding in Egypt .

“The primary necessity 
is the coming together in a 
single institutional entity of 
the now separate worlds of 
rigorous competitive desert riding and the glamorous world 
of competitive inhand showing. Such a reform — built on 
the rationale that horse riding is both character building and 

character revealing — would seek to deliberately move the 
emphasis several notches away from pure phenotypic  standards 
(as important as these may be) towards respect for the founding 

feature of the ‘Desert Arabian ’: riding usefulness  in the desert. 
Any such reform should naturally be made without sacrifi cing 
the characteristic appearance of our horse and nowhere, in 
this book, was anything along such lines ever suggested. Our 
horse was beautiful in its cradle and beautiful it must remain 

when away from its typical environment. Future ‘champions’ 
clearing the combined hurdles of appearing Arabian and acting 
like an Arabian in full-blown desert conditions will surely be 

of a higher standard than the prevailing ones which are based 

“Returning to the subject of diversity and the true 

Arabian type: I suggest that there is no one ‘ideal’ and 

that several exist. They are often quite different; the 

differences are in the bloodlines. All of them should be 

preserved, as they are the creation of nature and were 

nurtured by Arabs in the desert …”   —  Paraskevas

“We should not show animosity towards the market, 

only a healthy dose of skepticism and reserve towards it. 

Alternatives, thankfully, do exist.”   — Paraskevas
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