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it still seems somewhat of a mys-
tery to most people in the equine 

world where the saddle-support area 
on the horse is exactly. even riders in 
the various disciplines cannot come to 
a generally acceptable consensus and 
since many veterinarians, farriers, and 
other equine body workers are not rid-
ers themselves, they are not 100 per-
cent certain, nor are they familiar with 
the actual construction of a saddle as 
it pertains to the saddle-support area. 
Many tack shops sell saddles much like 
a shoe shop sells shoes: They bring 
out one model after another from their 
inventory into the store, or even into 
the barn, and ask how it feels. When 
the rider feels relatively comfortable 
and the saddle seems to fit the horse 
standing in the cross-ties, it’s a sale—
and this is often a wrong decision. So 
let’s investigate a little more closely 
this mysterious saddle support area, 
which it’s vital to understand. 

In my experience, the tendency to 
preferentially breed ever more “qua-
dratic” (squarely built) horses will 

prove a challenge to the saddler and 
the saddle fitter. The saddle-support 
area on the horse is getting smaller and 
smaller, whereas the reality of larger 
physiques of both men and women in 
the civilized world indicates the need 
for a bigger and longer saddle in order 
to ride comfortably. (okay, let’s stop 
beating around the bush; riders are 
getting heavier and backsides are get-
ting larger!)

In any case, frequently, the sad-
dle has to unite these two aspects: a 
larger seat size for the human compo-
nent with a shorter panel and weight- 
bearing surface for the horse’s saddle-
support area. over the past years, 
many saddle companies have made  
the necessary changes to accommo-
date the requirements of the larger 
rider’s rear end though without neces-
sarily paying attention to the require-
ments of the horse’s back. larger and 
longer saddles are not the answer to 
maintaining horse health—whether for 
sport or recreation. There needs to be 
a different way. 

exAcTly WHere iS THe  
SADDle-SuPPOrT AreA? THe HOrSe’S BAck 

Building Bridges

The horse’s skeletal structure can be 
compared to a suspension bridge. 

The supporting posts are the front and 
hind legs and the suspension cables are 
the ligaments of the neck and back. 
This suspension bridge (the horse) will 

support the weight of the rider when 
the horse brings his hind legs “under-
neath” him and closer to his forelegs. 
This allows the back to come up to form 
an “arch” between his legs (the sup-
porting posts). As riders we want to 
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  62  Suffering in Silence Exactly Where Is the Saddle-Support Area?

The nuchal and supraspinous ligaments are the “cables” in the suspension bridge of the 
horse’s back.

The shoulder blades on a trained and mature horse (as opposed to a younger animal) are 
higher and rotated more toward the rear, which means that the front of the saddle-support 
area has moved somewhat more back in order to allow the shoulder enough room to move 
freely. This actually reduces the saddle-support area. As is shown in the picture, this saddle is 
minimally too long for this horse’s back, as the panel ends just past the last floating rib. 

Supraspinous ligament

Nuchal ligaments 
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maintain back health to allow the horse 
to bring his back up and his hind legs 
under him in order to be able to carry 
our weight. 

Since horses have no collarbone it 
means that they are missing this con-
nective anchor between ligaments and 
tendons that we have to connect the 
upper arm to the rib cage. Instead, it is 
a muscle connection that performs this 
function in the horse: The Musculus ser-
ratus ventralis thoracis connects to the 
Musculi pectorales superficiales, which 
is made up of M. Pectoralis transversus 
and M. pectoralis descendens to ensure 
the attachment of the forelegs to the 
rump (see drawings on pp. 68 and 69). 
That is why this muscle connection is 
sometimes described as a “false joint.” 
These muscles are constantly adapting 
and changing due to training, matura-
tion, nutrition, stabling, shoeing, ill-
ness, or simply through the unnatural 
act of carrying a rider’s weight. 

When I ride and train my horse to 

achieve more elevation, the muscles 
grow and increase the visual distance 
between the forelegs when viewed 
from the front. The angle between the 
upper forelegs increases upward and 
outward, which means that the dis-
tance between the shoulder blades also 
grows as they move upward and rotate 
back. The rib cage in front is raised, 
the withers look higher, and behind the 
shoulder, the wither angle gets steeper. 

In this area of the wither angle the 
muscles M. rhomboideus (rhomboid); 
M. Spinalis cervicis (cervical spinalis 
muscle); and M. trapezius will also get 
thicker and stronger—just as the biceps 
or trapezius gets bigger when a human 
works out. As you move farther back on 
the horse’s back, you encounter the M. 
latissimus dorsi, and the longest back 
muscle the M. longissimus dorsi. on a 
horse that has been trained properly, 
the muscle definition will be clearly vis-
ible, just as the abdominal muscles (or 
six-pack) of a well-trained bodybuilder 

These are the vertebrae in a relaxed and 
standing horse. It is clear that the spinal  
processes face backward at the withers  
area, then are straight, then face toward  
the front—with relatively little space  
between their tips.

This photo is showing the vertebrae after the 
horse’s back has “come up,” which signifi-
cantly increases the space between the tips 
of the individual vertebrae.
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