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Equine Anatomy and Behavior Basics 
 

 
Basic Equine Anatomy 
 

 
 

Back: Begins at the end of the withers and is where 
a saddle sits on a horse. 

Barrel: The middle of a horse where the ribcage is. 

Cannon: The area on the horse between the hock 
and the fetlock, sometimes called a cannon bone 
since there is a type of horse bit called a cannon. 

Chestnut: A small sometimes horn–like callus on the 
inside of a horse's legs. 

Chin Groove: The part of the horse's head behind 
the lower lip and chin. 

  Heel: The middle part of the hoof is called the heel 
on a horse. 

Hock: The joint on the hind leg of a horse that acts 
like a human ankle. 

Hoof: The foot of the horse or the part of the foot 
that touches the ground. 

Knee: On the front legs of a horse, the part that 
does the same thing as a knee on a human. 

Loin: Behind where the saddle sits to where the hip 
of the horse begins. 
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Coronet: The lowest part of the pastern of a horse 
where it meets the hoof. 

Crest: The upper part of the neck on a horse where 
the mane grows. 

Croup:The highest part of the rump or buttocks of 
the horse. 

Dock: The fleshy top part of the horse's tail. 

Elbow: The joint on the front legs of a horse where 
the barrel meets the legs. 

Ergot: The part on the back of the fetlock where a 
callous forms. 

Fetlock: Sometimes called a horse's ankle, the 
fetlock is actually more like the ball of the foot on 
humans. 

Forearm: The area on the front legs of a horse 
between the knee and the elbow. 

Forehead: The part of the face above the eyes on a 
horse. 

Gaskin: The area on the hind leg of a horse between 
the stifle and hock. 

Muzzle: The part of the head that comes out of a 
horse's face including the jaw, mouth and nose. 

Pastern: The part of a horse between a fetlock and 
a hoof. 

Point of Hip: The area below where the loin and 
croup meet – the hip of the horse. 

Poll: The back part of a horse's head. 

Shoulder: The area on a horse that is close to 
where the human shoulder would be. 

Stifle: The spot on a horse where the human knee 
would be. 

Tail: The long hairs that grow from the dock on a 
horse. 

Throat Latch: Where a horse's throat meets the 
chin, its where the bridle goes on a horse. 

Withers: The highest part of a back of a horse, 
behind the neck and between the shoulders. 

 
Understanding Equine Body Language:  How To Safely Handle A Horse 
Horses use their body to communicate with us and with their herd.  It is important to understand their 
body language to maintain a good relationship with our equine friends.  Horses will sometimes 
communicate verbally; however, the majority of their “speech” can be seen through various stances, 
expressions, behaviors, and positions. The basics of body language involve knowing and understanding 
body signals.  It is also important to understand how horses respond to their surroundings so that you can 
safely handle the horse under any circumstance. 
 
Horses have a keen perception of sights, sounds, movements, smells, and touch.  These perceptions are 
utilized when it comes to their “Flight or Fight Response”.  The horse perceives danger as something that is 
fearful or something that is new and not understood.  The horse will react to danger by trying to flee the 
area or will attempt to fight the threat.  In most situations the horse will flee danger and it is important for 
you to know how to handle a startled horse. 
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Equine Communication 
Basic Body Language 

 
EARS 
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EYES 
*Whites visible (except in appaloosas)- Anxious, angry. 
*Half closed - Tired, relaxed, sleeping. 
*Wrinkled - Worried. 
*Blinking - Processing information, thinking.  
*Soft eye - Gentle, relaxed, learning mode. 
*Hard eye - Tense, resistant. 
 

 
        CALM/RELAXED                 SCARED OR FRIGHTENED            WORRIED 
 
 
 
MUZZLE & NOSE 
*Tight/hard lips - Anxious, tense.  
*Wrinkled muzzle - Nervous, worried.  
*Swishing/Mobile Muzzle - Curious, extroverted. 
*Flared nostrils - Nervous, excited, alert, working. 
*Relaxed nostrils, soft muzzle - Neutral, relaxed. 
 

 
   PINCHED NOSE—ANGRY                      PINCHED NOSE            RELAXED 
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LIPS 
*Licking/Chewing - Stress release, digesting ideas, and acknowledgement.  
*Drooping lip - Relaxed, bored. 
*Flapping lower lip - Unfocused, sensitive, and nervous. 
*Open mouth, mouthing - Often seen in foals. "I'm a baby- don't hurt me". 

        
LICKING/CHEWING                DROOPING LIP                       YAWNING                                 UPPER LIP CURLED 
SMELLING 
 
 
HEAD & NECK 
*Low -Accepting, relaxed. 
*Level - Neutral, Focused. 
*High - Fear, anxiety, defiance. 
 

                     
           LOW/LEVEL                           CURLED/HIGH                     HIGH                                  HIGH                 
 

 
TURNED/EARS PINNED   CURLED/EARS PINNED 
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TAIL 
*Swishing - Annoyed, irritated, flies 
*Flagged - Excited, happy, playful, alarmed (often seen in Arabians and foals) 
*High/Raised - Attentive, excited, happy 
*Low - Submissive 
*Neutral/level - Focused, normal 
*Clamped down - Fearful 

 
  NEUTRAL/LEVEL                    CLAMPED                                      SWISHIING  
 
LEGS 
*Hind hoof resting - Relaxed. 
*Standing square – Attentive. 
*Pawing – Frustrated, playing 
*Hind leg lifted - Warning, defensive. 
*Stamping- Flies, mild irritation. 
*Striking - Angry, threatening, fighting.  
*Dancing around - Nervous, excited, frightened. 
 

 
           HIND HOOF RESTING                         STANDING SQUARE                                   PAWING  
 

 KICKING 
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SAYING HELLO & INTRODUCING YOURSELF TO YOUR HORSE 
Now that you know how to read your horse’s body language, you can look for what they are telling you as 
you introduce yourself.  It is important to say hello and ask your horse’s permission to touch them. 
 
How Do Horse’s Say Hello To Each Other? 

 
                            HORSE’S GREETING EACH OTHER                                           HORSE’S GROOMING  
 
 
How Do People Say Hello To A Horse? 
 
Stand off to the side of your horse.  Make a fist and allow your horse to smell your fist.  Your fist is like a 
nose of another horse. 
 

 
 
HORSE SOUNDS 

Neigh or Whinny 
A neigh or whinny is a loud sound the horse makes when he is looking for another horse. 
 
Nicker  
When a horse nickers quietly, and moves toward a horse or person, he is saying "hello". 
 
Blow 
A horse makes a blow sound through its nose, keeping its mouth shut.  A horse blows when it's curious, or 
when greeting another horse. 
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When horses meet nose to nose and blow on each other, they are greeting each other. 

• If the horses continue blowing gently followed by other actions such as nuzzling, they are friends.  
• If one or both of the horses nip at the other, stomp their front feet, strike out, or squeal, it means 

they are enemies.  

Snort:  A horse snorts through its nose.  When a horse snorts and stares at an object it is checking for 
danger. 

Squeal:  A horse squeals with its mouth shut.  A horse is saying “NO” when it squeals. 

Scream:  A horse screams when it is scared or frightened. 
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