
horse tarsus anatomy

Horse tarsus anatomy is a complex and essential aspect of equine biology that plays a crucial role in the
overall locomotion and functionality of horses. Understanding the intricacies of the tarsus, commonly
known as the hock, is vital for veterinarians, equine enthusiasts, and horse owners. This article delves into
the anatomy of the horse tarsus, exploring its structure, function, and common injuries that may affect it.
By examining the various components of the tarsus, including bones, ligaments, and muscles, we can
appreciate how they work together to support the horse's movement. Additionally, we will discuss the
significance of maintaining the health of the tarsus for optimal performance and well-being in horses.
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Understanding the Structure of the Tarsus
The tarsus is a complex joint that connects the hind leg to the foot in horses. Composed of multiple bones
and surrounded by various ligaments and tendons, the tarsus is crucial for both weight-bearing and
locomotion. It is located just above the equine ankle, playing a vital role in shock absorption and flexibility
during movement. The horse tarsus can be divided into several anatomical regions, each with its specific
functions and characteristics.

The tarsus consists of three main groups of bones: the tarsal bones, the tibia, and the fibula. Each of these
components contributes to the overall structure and function of the hock joint. The arrangement and
articulation of these bones allow for a wide range of motion, which is essential for the horse's agility and
speed.



The Bones of the Tarsus
The horse tarsus comprises seven distinct bones, which are categorized into three rows: the proximal row,
the middle row, and the distal row.

Proximal Row
The proximal row contains two primary bones: the talus and the calcaneus.

Talus: This bone articulates with the tibia and fibula, allowing for the transfer of weight from the leg
to the foot.

Calcaneus: Known as the heel bone, the calcaneus serves as an attachment point for various tendons
and plays a significant role in the lever system of the hind leg.

Middle Row
The middle row consists of one bone, the central tarsal bone, which has a crucial role in stabilizing the
tarsus and contributing to its overall function.

Distal Row
The distal row is made up of four bones: the first, second, third, and fourth tarsal bones.

First Tarsal Bone: This small bone is often fused with the second tarsal bone in horses.

Second Tarsal Bone: It is generally fused with the first bone, contributing to the overall stability of
the tarsus.

Third Tarsal Bone: This bone is larger and plays a significant role in the movement of the hock.

Fourth Tarsal Bone: This bone is also essential for the structure and function of the tarsus.



Ligaments and Tendons Associated with the Tarsus
Ligaments and tendons are crucial for the stability and function of the horse tarsus. They connect bones to
other bones and muscles to bones, respectively, allowing for coordinated movement.

Major Ligaments
Several ligaments stabilize the tarsus, preventing excessive movement and injury. Key ligaments include:

Lateral Collateral Ligament: This ligament provides lateral stability to the tarsus.

Medial Collateral Ligament: It offers medial support, balancing the forces acting on the hock.

Plantar Ligaments: These ligaments assist in maintaining the integrity of the tarsus during
movement.

Tendons Involved in Movement
Tendons associated with the tarsus are essential for the horse's ability to move efficiently. Notable tendons
include:

Achilles Tendon: This powerful tendon connects the calf muscles to the calcaneus, enabling
propulsion.

Deep Digital Flexor Tendon: This tendon supports flexion of the hock and is critical during
locomotion.

Muscles Involved in Tarsal Movement
The muscles that control movement around the tarsus are vital for propulsion and flexibility. Key muscles
include:

Gastrocnemius Muscle: This muscle is responsible for extending the hock and aids in running and
jumping.



Superficial Digital Flexor Muscle: This muscle helps in flexing the hock and contributes to the horse's
stride.

Deep Digital Flexor Muscle: This muscle plays a crucial role in the overall movement of the hind
leg.

Proper function of these muscles ensures that the horse can perform activities like galloping, jumping, and
turning with agility and grace.

Common Injuries and Conditions Affecting the Tarsus
Despite its robust design, the horse tarsus is susceptible to various injuries and conditions, especially in
athletic horses.

Common Injuries
Some of the most prevalent injuries include:

Sprains and Strains: These injuries can occur due to excessive stress on ligaments and tendons.

Osteoarthritis: Degenerative joint disease can affect the tarsal joint, leading to pain and reduced
mobility.

Bone Fractures: Fractures of the tarsal bones can be serious and often require surgical intervention.

Preventative Measures
Maintaining the health of the tarsus is crucial for preventing injuries. Some preventative measures include:

Regular Exercise: Consistent, controlled exercise strengthens muscles and ligaments.

Proper Nutrition: A balanced diet supports bone and joint health.

Routine Veterinary Check-ups: Regular assessments help catch potential issues early.



Importance of Tarsal Health in Equine Performance
The health of the horse tarsus is directly linked to overall performance and longevity in equine athletes. A
well-functioning tarsus allows for greater agility, speed, and endurance, which are essential for various
equestrian disciplines.

In conclusion, understanding horse tarsus anatomy is vital for anyone involved in the care and training of
horses. By knowing the structure, function, and potential issues associated with the tarsus, owners and
trainers can take proactive steps to ensure the health and performance of their equine companions.

Q: What is the tarsus in horses?
A: The tarsus, also known as the hock, is a complex joint in the hind leg of horses that connects the tibia and
fibula to the bones of the foot. It plays a critical role in locomotion and shock absorption.

Q: How many bones are in the horse tarsus?
A: The horse tarsus consists of seven bones, categorized into three rows: the proximal row (talus and
calcaneus), the middle row (central tarsal bone), and the distal row (first, second, third, and fourth tarsal
bones).

Q: What are common injuries associated with the horse tarsus?
A: Common injuries include sprains, strains, osteoarthritis, and fractures. These injuries can significantly
impact a horse's mobility and performance.

Q: What ligaments support the horse tarsus?
A: Major ligaments that support the horse tarsus include the lateral and medial collateral ligaments and the
plantar ligaments, which help stabilize the joint during movement.

Q: Why is tarsal health important for performance horses?
A: Tarsal health is crucial for performance horses as it ensures proper movement, agility, and endurance, all
of which are essential for athletic activities.

Q: What preventative measures can be taken to maintain tarsal health?
A: Preventative measures include regular exercise, a balanced diet, and routine veterinary check-ups to



monitor the health of the tarsus and address any potential issues early.

Q: Which muscles are involved in tarsal movement?
A: Key muscles involved in tarsal movement include the gastrocnemius, superficial digital flexor, and deep
digital flexor muscles, all of which contribute to the horse's ability to move effectively.

Q: What is osteoarthritis in relation to the tarsus?
A: Osteoarthritis is a degenerative joint disease that can affect the tarsal joint in horses, leading to pain,
stiffness, and reduced mobility, particularly in older or heavily used horses.

Q: How do tendons function in the horse tarsus?
A: Tendons, such as the Achilles tendon and the deep digital flexor tendon, connect muscles to bones in the
tarsus, facilitating movement and support during locomotion.
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