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CANTER IS AN asymmetrical 
three-beat gait with a moment 
of suspension. The speed 
within the gait varies but 
generally averages at about  

17 miles per hour. Momentum carries the 
horse forward and helps him to maintain 
balance, even when there is only one leg 
on the ground. 

Canter is a particularly useful gait for:

n Warming up and suppling the back
n Conditioning the cardiovascular and 

musculoskeletal systems
n Encouraging positive forward motion 
n Strengthening and toning the 

abdominal muscles 
n Improving back suppleness 
n Improving muscular strength and 

power
n Creating enthusiasm and joie de vivre.

Canter creates more back flexion and extension than  
any other gait. Understanding how the horse’s structures 
work in this pace is key to keeping your horse healthy and 
sound, explains biomechanics specialist Gillian Higgins

MEET THE 
EXPERT
GILLIAN HIGGINS is 
an authority in equine 

anatomy and 
biomechanics, a British 

Horse Society senior coach 
and a professional sports and remedial 
therapist. Gillian specialises in assessing 
posture and movement, devising exercises 
for improving performance and educating 
horse owners. She is known for her 
books, videos and anatomical painting on 
live horses, which she uses for teaching.  
Visit horsesinsideout.com.
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HOW THE  
BACK MOVES
Canter is the gait which creates 
the most back flexion and 
extension.  As the hindlegs 
come underneath the body 
more or less together, back and 
pelvic movement in conjunction 
with flexion and extension of 
the lumbosacral junction results 
in the tilting of the pelvis and 
contributes to hindlimb stride 
length. In canter:
n The back actively flexes and 

extends with each stride.
n Left and right spinal flexor 

and extensor muscle chains 
contract almost 
simultaneously.

n The abdominal line shortens 
with each stride. 

CANTER FOOTFALLS: SIGHT AND SOUND
SOUND
Canter has a three-time evenly spaced 
beat separated by a moment of 
suspension. The faster the horse moves, 
the longer the moment of suspension. 
1 - 2 - 3  —  1 - 2 - 3 
In a collected canter lacking impulsion, 
a fourth beat may occasionally be 
heard as the diagonal pair dissociates. 
This is termed a four-beat canter and is 
recognised as incorrect movement.

THE HORSE’S MOVEMENT IN CANTER

MISSED  
PARTS ONE 

& TWO?
Buy Your Horse 

January and 
February 2021 at 

shop.kelsey.co.
uk/issue/YHR

Uncovering
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MOVEMENT
In canter on the right rein, the horse’s legs 
move in the following order:

t Left hind
 t Right hind and left fore together 

t Right fore (leading) — suspension
In canter on the left rein, legs move as follows:

t Right hind
 t Left hind and right fore together

t Left fore (leading) — suspension
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As with walk and trot, there are many 
variations of canter. A rhythmical and 
balanced working canter must be well 
established before progressing to more 
advanced canters. Although there are 
other variations, the four main types of 
canter are achieved by altering the stride 
length while maintaining the stride rate. 

Working canter
This is the most basic and natural canter. 
The horse should go forward with light, 
regular, balanced strides, good hock 
action, impulsion and a discernible period 
of suspension. 

Collected canter
Shorter and springier than working canter, 
collected canter is performed with the 
neck raised and arched, the frame 
compressed and with more weight taken 
on the quarters. This canter displays 
lightness of the forehand, mobility in the 
shoulders and greater engagement than in 
the working canter. Skeletal maturity and 
good core strength enable increased 
flexion in the hindlimb joints and greater 
suppleness through the back.   

As they carry more weight in collected 
canter, the hindlegs do not retract as far 
out behind as in working canter. The 
muscles also need to work harder to 
maintain flexion in the back, lumbosacral 
and hindlimb joints. 

Collected canter is muscularly tiring for 
the horse so should be ridden for short 
periods only. 

Medium canter
This is a balanced and rounded canter, 
midway between working and extended. 
The neck is slightly lowered and the nose 
in front of the vertical. Strides should be 
long, even, powerful and energetic.

Extended canter
Covering as much ground as possible, the 
head and neck are lowered as the frame 
lengthens and extends in extended canter. 
Remaining rhythmical and with the nose 
in front of the vertical, stride length, 
ground coverage and impulsion increase 

to the maximum within the gait.
Strides should be long, even and 

energetic with the hindlegs reaching 
further underneath and pushing further 
out behind. This requires greater back and 
lumbosacral flexion and extension, and 
greater elongation and contraction of the 
hip and back flexors (the iliopsoas and 
abdominal muscles), as well as the hip 
and back extensors (the longissimus dorsi 
and gluteal muscle groups). Strengthening 
these muscles is good for improving 
power, expression and mobility required 
for optimum performance in all the paces. 

True or counter
In counter-canter, the horse leads with the 
outside fore. This exercise requires 

suppleness through the shoulder and 
back. Counter-canter is a useful 
strengthening, balance and straightening 
exercise for the horse.

There are a number of things on which 
you can focus in order to ride a good 
quality canter. Establish a good even 
rhythm in the working canter before 
asking for collection or extension. Allow 
your hands to follow the action of the 
horse’s head and neck, particularly in the 
bigger canters, as this will assist the 
mechanics and balance of the movement. 
Practise the timing of your leg aids both 
for transitions and during the canter itself. 
This will help improve harmony between 
horse and rider.

Qualities  
of canter
Striking off with the outside hind and 
leading with the inside fore, a good 
canter should demonstrate power, 
regularity, engagement, impulsion, 
rhythm, balance and straightness. 
Because the main thrust comes from the 
outside hindleg, it is important that the 
rider applies the canter aid when the 
outside hind is on the ground. Working 
on exercises in canter improves 
strength, elasticity, mobility within the 
musculoskeletal system, spring, balance, 
coordination and expression. 

The moment of suspension, speed and 
the reduced number of hooves on the 
ground increases limb loading to more 
than twice the body weight. This means 
the stretch and recoil within the 
muscles, tendons and ligaments 
increase, thus putting them under 
greater strain. 

In canter, the horse’s body rocks 
between the hindquarters and the 
forehand. This makes it a particularly 
effective gait for strengthening the 
thoracic sling muscles. These muscles 
stretch during the weight-bearing phase 
(picture 3) but then rapidly shorten to 
bring the forehand up (picture 4). This is 
what creates the moment of suspension. 
Canter is also the best gait for toning 
weak abdominal muscles, which are 
vital for supporting the back.

YOUR HORSE’S TRAINING

  TYPES OF CANTER

BIOMECHANICS  l  CANTER

Collected canter
“This canter displays 
lightness of the forehand, 
mobility in the shoulders 
and engagement”

Extended canter
“Strides should be long, even and energetic 
with the hindlegs reaching further underneath 
and pushing further out behind”
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Warning 
signs
Some horses may be stiff or reluctant to 
canter. This may be as a result of a 
physical problem, such as insufficient core 
and muscular strength, back or sacroiliac 
pain. It could also be as a result of a 
behavioural problem, an inexperienced 
rider or uncomfortable tack. If associated 
with lameness, bucking, changing behind 
or an inability to maintain the canter, it is 
advisable to seek professional advice. 

Once the cause has been identified and 
addressed, exercises to reduce stiffness 
and help supple the back include:
n Riding variations within the gait 

— moving between working canter  
and medium canter

n Rein-back
n Forward canter and fast work
n Canter poles 
n Counter-canter 
n Lateral work

BRINGING ANATOMY TO LIFE
Painting horses is an effective way 
for riders to visualise what happens 
under the skin. People are often 
surprised at the position and size 
of various structures. It helps to 
appreciate your horse’s limitations 
as well as their capabilities when it 
comes to ridden expectations. 
Understanding the structures also 
helps to consider ways to keep the 
horses’ body healthy and reduces 
risk of injury.

The horses pictured took 
between five and six hours to 
paint, including breaks and a leg 
stretch. Painting volunteers register 

on our website and we use paint 
that is non-toxic and 
hypoallergenic. 

Horses Inside Out is an 
internationally recognised 
organisation that provides equine 
education, incorporating a solid 
understanding of anatomy and 
biomechanics with the most recent 
scientific developments alongside 
tried and tested traditional 
methods.

Painting the muscles, skeleton 
and other anatomical systems  
on to live horses brings anatomy 
to life.   

GOOD TIMING
To encourage the abdominal and hindlimb 
protraction muscles to contract strongly to 
provide the engagement required for a 
good canter, leg aids must be applied 
during the moment of suspension. As the 
horse pushes asymmetrically in canter there 
will be slight rotation and lateral flexion 
towards the leading leg. It is therefore 
important to canter equally on both reins.

This article includes 
extracts from Gillian’s 
books: How Your Horse 
Moves, Posture and 
Performance and Anatomy 
in Action. Find out more at 
HorsesInsideOut.com/shop.

Watch a video of the  
horse’s skeleton moving in canter  

at horsesinsideout.com/academy. 
Membership to the Horses Inside Out Academy 
is free and provides access to high-definition, 
slow-motion videos and tutorials.

Asking for collection 
— it’s hard work for 

the horse

Painting horses 
allows riders to 

visualise a horse’s 
biomechanics


