
In this series, I will lay out the basic structure of my approach to photographing horses. I didn’t really even know I was putting 
most of these concepts to use for the first many years I was photographing; they were, at most, subconscious for me. I just 
knew when an image was “there”, and that usually translated into hitting the shutter at the right time. Good enough. Ex-
cept... then people started asking me how to photograph horses. I’m a professional (dammit), so I should be able to say what 
I’m doing. But I couldn’t. I’d open my mouth, and “I don’t know” was the only thing that came out, even though I felt that 
something really was happening while I was photographing. There had to be some set of parameters - a “short way” - to know 
what was happening. Here’s what I’ve learned so far.

What Makes A Successful 
Image?
Successful images have some quality 
of “rightness” to them. For me, as 
a predominantly kinesthetic being, 
it has a physical feeling of “settling” 
or “resting”. It’s always something 
that just sits there neatly in the im-
age and embodies the most ideal 
aspect of whatever the subject of the 
image is. The trick is to know what 
has to happen for an image to look 
like what you want it to, and then 
become aware of what’s happening 
in front of you so you can adjust 
accordingly.

Two books were instrumental in 
helping me understand more about 
what happens in the body when 
seeing the world: Images and 
Understanding: Thoughts about 
Images: Ideas about Understanding 
and Sparks of Genius: The Thirteen 
Thinking Tools of the World’s Most Creative People. From them 
I’ve (mostly) learned how I translate what I’m seeing and feel-
ing into words rather than wild gesticulations.

How the Eye Receives Information
In the eye (human and generally otherwise), there are specific 
cells dedicated to perceiving each of the physical directions 
(up, down, left-to-right, right-to-left, away, toward, etc.), 
light and dark, and colors. The brain instinctively recognizes 
forms by distinguishing the light and dark areas of an image 
as well as blocks of color, and organizes the scene from bits of 
information into a recognizable whole.

The brain uses the eye to search the world for things it wants 
to see, like other humans. Specifically, faces. It starts first with 
mother, then other family members, friends, and enemies or 

predators and continues with input from other sources that 
navigate the rest of the body through the world. This is why 
people see Jesus in a tortilla - humans long for other human 
faces, and subconsciously look for then wherever they put 
their eyes. The instinctive brain is willing to form a relation-
ship, or at least make a correlation, with anything that relays a 
face to it through the eye - in the case of the above, one of the 
most recognizable. Even in a tortilla. I don’t happen to have 
an illustration of a holy tortilla, but you get the idea.

The magical part of this is that the receptors in the brain can 
be trained to organize and interpret any pattern or shape. 
Depending on what the eye is most often used for (what you 
look at most) and, to a lesser extent, what kind of emotional 
connection you have to it, you can learn to interpret instantly 
what you are looking at. 
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We can’t see many details in this scene, but the shapes in it are something any horse person can 
relate to. The image illustrates an ideal moment you may have had in the barn: whiskers, and 
soft, warm horse breath on your cheek, the smell of horse and barn, and quiet communion. Your 
eye makes a circular movement from horse to person and back again to horse, simply because of 
the shapes and lines in the image and the simplicity of the background.

Part One: The Science Behind the Silhouette



How This Applies to Images of Horses
When we have looked at horses for so long, our brain begins 
to assemble the horse’s pattern of movement with ease, and 
can identify when a horse is in an ideal shape, or silhouette. 
Ideal is recognizable in an instant. Have you ever worn a 
horse logo 
that was 
a silhou-
ette of 
some sort? 
There’s a 
reason you 
identify 
with it: the 
shape 
is your 
expression 
of the ideal 
horse for 
you. An ideal equine silhouette tells us that the horse is/will 
be ideal for our needs, which can range from the very physi-
cal world of under saddle or in-harness work to the more 
experiential world of visual and emotional pleasure.

Practically Speaking
I heard a dressage clinician once remark that a pair “present-
ed a nice silhouette” when a student and horse were doing 
well - when he recognized their shape to be what he thought 
it should. He held in his head an image of what ideal looked 
like, and could match the shapes up when the horse and rider 
in front of him fit together neatly. So, know what you’re look-
ing at, and know what it should look like. Then, lay one over 
the other and take the picture when they look the same. It’s as 
simple as that!

This is important both in the creation of imagery and the 
consumption of it. The creator of the image needs to send a 
message about the horse in the image, i.e. “this is my horse, 

and I love him”, or “this is your next dressage horse”, or pos-
sibly even “does this thing blow your mind, or what?”. The 
consumer, in turn, is looking to understand these messages, 
and make a decision regarding whether and how to follow 
up with an action, even if that’s simply to keep looking at the 
image (the action could be to buy the horse you’re trying to 
sell). A long engagement is the goal behind any image, and 
taking into consideration the visceral “rightness” of an image 
is one of the steps to creating a successful image.

Keeping in mind that the final result is a two-dimensional 
image, several things can affect the silhouette of a horse:

• What shape is the horse making, and how does it fit into 
the frame (should the frame be horizontal or vertical)? 

• What shape should the horse be making (what shape 
shows this particular horse best based on conformation, 
age, fitness level, breed, or type of movement)? 

• How are the light and the background affecting the shape 
of the horse? Do they help or hinder? 

There are so many details to consider in the points above and 
it would take at least a year’s worth of articles to cover it all, 
but I’ll talk a bit more about each of them in the following 
articles where I’ll discuss the basics of conformation, head, 
and movement studies. 

A Short Word About Equipment
I’m not going to go into cameras and lenses and settings very 
much in this series, even though they are a huge part of the 
photographic process. That’s what camera manuals, Google, 
and good old-fashioned practice are for. 

However, I’m often asked how to take a really good picture 
using a cell phone. This is about as possible as getting your 
kid’s 30-year-old pony to the Olympics. Maybe it could hap-
pen, but really, probably not. If you want to get good images, 
you have to have reasonably decent equipment. It doesn’t 
have to be great. I definitely don’t have the most updated 
equipment, but I do have stuff that’s good enough to get the 
job done well. Lenses are particularly important, and cell 
phones just don’t have the quality and telephoto (zoom) 
properties of a camera with an interchangeable lens option. 
The other issue is shutter lag (when you press the shutter 
button and nothing happens until next Thursday and you’ve 
missed the shot and several days of your life). This is not re-
ally an issue with professional cameras, or even good quality 
consumer cameras. That’s about all you’ll hear me say about 
equipment. It’s not really my thing.

That said, get your camera (or iPhone or whatever you have) 
and see if you can frame up a silhouette of your horse. Then, 
tell me about your experience, and ask me some questions! 
You can reach me at heather@shorthorsestudios.com or find 
me on Facebook.

The visual cues of tack, rider position and clothing, and gait lead to 
a very clear impression of “dressage” even with the limited informa-
tion in this silhouette image. The bright background contrasts strong-
ly with and enhances the dark shape of the horse and rider, and the 
trees in the background support that shape by framing them in a 
round, uphill sort of way. WDCTA member Pam Doolittle riding Contigo during a 
clinic at eQuester Editor Caryn Vesperman’s Touchstone Farm in Brooklyn, WI. 

A t-shirt logo I designed just for fun. The silhouette 
unquestionably says “dressage”. The “DQ” doesn’t 
hurt, either.

In part two of this series, I’ll describe a sort of step-wise process I loosely go through when I’m photographing a “representa-
tive” image of a horse, such as a stallion at stud or horse for sale.
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First: Find appropriate light and background 

I talked a little bit about this in the previous article, and I’ll 
expand on it just a little bit here. 

The pattern of light and shadow, created by the quality and 
direction of light falling on the horse, either helps or hinders 
what we want to show. Basically, we need to figure out where 
the most appropriate light is coming from and where it’s go-
ing,, and what kind of light it is, so we know where to put the 
horse. 

Remember that our eyes are going to look for areas of 
contrast. If we have a dark horse, and we photograph him at 
noon when the light is coming directly from overhead, the 
first thing we’re going to see is the bright light on the topline 
and the top part of his ribs. This makes the horse appear as if 
he has a swayback as we see the line created by the intersec-
tion of the light area and the shadow area, which is always 
curved to follow the contour of the belly. It also creates 
shadows over the eyes or even the whole face, so you can’t get 
a good idea of the horse’s expression or facial features. This is 
one of my biggest pet peeves as it’s so easy to fix by moving 

the horse out of the sun or waiting for better light.

For the purposes of a representative image, it’s generally best 
to have the light hitting the horse and the background from 
behind and slightly above the angle of the camera, or at least 
close enough that there are no distracting shadows in places 
we don’t want them. We should pick a time of day when the 
angle of the sun is lower in the sky. The old rule of thumb is 
that you should be able to see your shadow in front of you, so 
you know the light is coming from behind you. This is fine, 
but do make sure your shadow isn’t hitting the horse, too.

The way the background looks is controlled, again, partially 
by the contrast between light and shadow. A simple back-
ground will create the best silhouette of the horse, which 
takes advantage of our brains’ tendency to see shapes before 
detail. You can simplify a background by throwing it out of 
focus, adding or subtracting light to it, or picking a spot that 
has very even lighting on the background. A complicated 
background, one that has lots of patches of light and dark 
or lots of different colors or anything else that’s not a plain 
color - like the sky, or a treeline in the distance - can help tell 
a story or frame the horse but has to be used carefully so it’s 
not a distraction.

Part Two: The Process, Conformation, & Head Shots

This image was 
taken at about 
2:00 in the 
afternoon in 
August. The sun 
is slightly behind 
me and to the 
left, but is mostly 
coming straight 
down onto the 
horse’s back. In 
my opinion, this 
is the worst light 
for an representa-
tional image. The 

first thing we see is the point of the hip. The haunches, as well as the 
barrel, are divided by the sharp contrast between light and shadow, 
which draws attention to the area with the least useful information. 
In addition, the whole front end is in shadow, leaving their expres-
sion and personality of this horse in mystery. The background here is 
reasonable, although looking at it now, I would prefer to have blurred 
it more by opening my f-stop wider. This lets more light in faster, 
so anything closer to the camera (the horse) will be sharp, while 
things that are further away and from which it takes longer for light 
to reach (the background) are not recorded with as much detail, so 
they’re blurred.

This is much 
more appropri-
ate light. We can 
see all aspects 
of this horse 
clearly, including 
her expression 
and some of her 
personality. This 
was taken at 8:45 
in the morning in 
mid-May. The sun 
is still behind me 
and to my left, 
but it’s at a much 

lower angle so it shines on the whole horse more evenly with fewer 
shadowed interruptions. The background here is better than the first 
image; the light is hitting it rather flatly so there are fewer distract-
ing details. If I were going to use this image in a publication or an 
ad, I would remove the wire and other small elements, and bring the 
red part of the barn all the way to the top of the frame to simplify it 
further. Roulette, 3-year-old filly (now 5) by Routinier (OLDB) o/o Grey Glimmer (AHVS), 
owned by WDCTA member Tracey Dikkers.



The brighter the light hitting the horse and background, the 
deeper the shadows will be. If you have a lighter horse in full, 
direct sunlight, and you put him in from of a dark back-
ground - maybe it’s a pine forest - the forest will show up dark 
or possibly black if the horse is exposed properly (this can be 
really cool). If the background is exposed properly, your light 
horse will be a huge glowing blob in the image.

Second: Decide Conformation, Head, or 
Movement

We need to know how far away we need to be to get either 
a conformation or headshot or movement. We also need to 
know what lens to choose based on what we’re trying to do. 
Lens choice and lens focal length are especially important 
with horse photography. A wide angle lens (8-35mm) will 
always make a horse look distorted, especially with a head 
shot, and especially if you stand right up next to a horse 
(think fun house mirror). I almost always use a telephoto 
lens (70mm and up) and stand back further when shooting 
horses. Occasionally I do use a wide angle lens, but only for a 
specific effect. 

Conformation

The basic idea of the conformation shot is to show that the 
horse is balanced and suitable for the task at hand. We need 
to look at a horse  from the side the way a judge does, and 
the horse needs to be set up as if he were being presented to a 
judge at a show. 

The horse has to stand up “with a leg in each corner” so we 
can see how he’s put together, how he balances himself over 
his feet, and get an overall impression of who he is. Generally,   
the horse is facing to the left, the left foreleg and right hind 
leg should be perpendicular to the ground, and the right fore-
leg and left hind leg should be set slightly back and forward 
respectively, so that when you look from the side the separa-
tion between the legs starts to happen at the knees and hocks.

Every horse is different, and will need a slightly different 
variation on the “standard pose”. What is the horse’s shape - is 
he square, or rectangle? How far apart do his legs need to be 

This image was taken  
on a sunny day. The 
horse was placed 
in an area that had 
a woods behind it, 
was underneath 
some trees to block 
overhead light, and 
had some open sky 
in front as the main 
source of light. I 
was lucky enough 
that things lined up 
right so I could get a 
patch of light shining 
through the trees 
in the right spot to 
highlight the horse’s 
face. Because the 
patch was so bright 
and that was what 
I was exposing for, 
everything in the 
background was 
underexposed. Even 
though the horse 

wasn’t white, there was enough of a difference between light and 
dark to make a dramatic contrast between the horse and back-
ground. Dearwyn, a Hanoverian gelding that was in for training at WDCTA member Megan 
McIsaac’s farm.

This image was taken  
just inside the aisle 
of a barn on a sunny 
day. Tons of light is 
reflecting off the 
ground outside, cre-
ating soft, even light 
inside on the horse. 
The focal length is 
70 mm, which is the 
widest I would typi-
cally use for a head 
shot. However, this 
shot was intended to 
display the browband 
of the bridle, so a 
wider focal length 
was needed to see it 
more closely. Phoenix 
Rising, a Friesian cross 
gelding ridden by WDCTA-
sponsored Instructor Certi-
fication Program participant 
Sally Pankonen (owned by 
Brooke Paape).

This mare is well balanced over her legs, with her head slightly 
turned so we can see her lovely expression. Her neck is at a natural 
lever for her and she looks alert but relaxed. The light is coming from 
behind and to my left. It’s hitting the horse evenly enough to see her 
features clearly, and isn’t so bright that it creates too much distract-
ing contrast. The background is fairly amorphous, although looking at 
it now I would like to have moved the horse further from the back-
ground to let it blur more so the silhouette of the mare would stand 
out a bit more. Shortly after this image was taken, a storm rolled in 
and we were rained out, but before that, the clouds knocked down 
the sunlight enough to give us this great soft light that is my favorite 
for portraiture. Ripley xx (Ascendant xx - Larhaven Silk xx), owned by WDCTA Vice 
President and Webmaster Stephanie Severn.

in order for him to look like he covers ground without look-
ing sprawled and unbalanced? When we find the position 
the horse looks most “harmonious” that’s where we start to 
photograph him. 

The appearance of the neck seems to be a strong indicator of 
how functional a horse appears to be. I like to keep the neck 
at whatever level the horse is most comfortable with, as that’s 
probably what is going to look best. This is with the caveat 
that the horse actually is comfortable. If he’s tense, with his 
head high and neck tight, it’s probably not going to look good. 
The only way to fix that is to make the horse comfortable.  

We also have to take into consideration the overall shape of 
the horse and how the neck completes the image. If it’s really 
straight and comes straight up out of the withers, but the un-

derside is not overdeveloped (ewe neck), a higher neck posi-
tion can complete the silhouette well and not leave a “gap” in 
front of the withers at the rise of the crest of the neck. A horse 
with a nice neck that comes out of good “saddle withers” is 
going to be able to do just about anything with it and look 
good. Almost every horse looks good with a little arch in the 
neck if you can make it happen. If you can get the horse to 
turn his head just a little bit to you so you can see a little bit of 
his forehead, you can often thin a thicker throatlatch,  add a 
little arch to the poll, and the horse often has a more pleasant 
expression.

Head

A head shot tells us about the internal character of the horse.  
How interested is he in his environment? Does he seem 
happy, or worried, or bored? What is the energy he’s project-
ing, and is that how he usually is (will you get an “honest” 
portrait of him)? 

Consider the conformation of the horse’s head and the shape 
it makes in your frame. Is the face broad or narrow?  Long or 
short? Where are the eyes set? How is the head set on at the 
poll, and how much room is in the throatlatch?

I try to shoot right into the center of horse’s eye,  and base 
the angle of the head on where the eye looks best. A 3/4 
angle shows more of the horse’s face and is generally more 
pleasing. The ears should of course be forward, unless there 
is a creative reason not to do so. Try to keep at least a little tri-
angular space between the jaw and the start of the underside 
of the neck. Hiding it can make the poll and throatlatch look 
thick and constricted. While very few horses look good in a 

A lower angle on this yearling filly emphasizes her long legs while 
de-emphasizing her immature topline. Her stance is a little wider 
than what would be traditional, but it works for her because she’s a 
little croup-high in the moment, so it helps to lower her croup and 
provide a wider visual “base” for her front end. I would have liked to 
have a little more arch at the base of her neck and a looser under-
neck, though. I think having such a defined line from her poll to her 
forearm makes her appear heavier on her forehand.

I chose a more level angle for this two-year-old gelding because he 
has a nice topline and a good proportion between his body and his 
legs. I would have liked to open his stance just a bit, however. I feel 
like he looks a little tight in his body here and would look more bal-
anced and relaxed if his feet were a little further apart. I do like the 
level of his neck and the slight arch along of the length of it.

Rather than light 
straight on to his 
face, I turned his 
body and his head so 
the light would fall 
across his face, show-
ing more dimension, 
detail, and personal-
ity. This gelding also 
has quite a long neck 
(see inset), which 
can be used well by 
this 3/4 angle along 
with turning the head 
and neck. He has a 
sweet expression, 
and his longer face 
is balanced by the 
angle of his head so 
that we see more 
of the far side of 
his head, making it 
appear wider, and 
more proportional. 
I’m at a slightly low 
angle looking up to 

get a good view of his eye, and I have a very shallow depth of field 
to emphasize his face. Frasier, a Hanoverian gelding that was owned by late WDCTA 
member Linda Burich.



straight-on (from the front) head shot, sometimes you can 
avoid the neck and throatlatch issue all together by shooting 
the horse from the front and hiding most of the neck. This 
works best with horses whose eyes are large, expressive, and 
set forward on the face.

Movement

For a movement shot, we need to plan for the direction of 
movement with the same ideas we have about lighting and 
background. I will talk more about photographing movement 
in the next article, since there’s enough detail that goes into a 
movement shot to warrant an article in itself. 

Third: Choose a Camera Angle

Next we need to pick one of four basic angles (determined by 

the angle of the horse’s body relative to you): front, 3/4 front, 
side, or 3/4 rear. A frontal or 3/4 view generally fits into a ver-
tical frame, while a side view (for conformation, movement, 
or a head shot with the neck included) generally fits well into 
a horizontal frame. A shot from the front really doesn’t show 
much of the horse’s conformation, but can work for a head 

shot and sometimes even for movement. Gawky youngsters 
who might be a little “butt-high” tend to photograph better 
from the front or rear, but older horses or those with espe-
cially balanced conformation and movement look good from 
the side, which of course is the traditional view for a confor-
mation shot. Chubby horses might also generally look good 
from a frontal or 3/4 angle to minimize the belly line (this 
can work for people, too!). 

How you place the horse within the rectangle of the frame 
will change the apparent balance of the horse, especially for 
movement and conformation shots. In general, the bottom of 

This was taken when this colt 
was just a little croup-high. By 
choosing a 3/4 rear angle, we 
don’t see it quite as much. If 
I had chosen a higher camera 
level, I could also have “flat-
tened” the topline a little more.  
This angle also works well with 
the high head and neck position 
and shows a nice shoulder. 

Most horses don’t look as good directly from the front as they do 
from another angle. On the left, there is no definition between the 
head and the neck, and it becomes one mass without much shape. 
The neck also looks thick and short. On the right, we get a much bet-
ter view of his eye, and his neck and head are no longer one  unit.

Shot from the side, this young stallion’s somewhat shorter neck works 
well for this type of image. There’s a nice, long arch to his neck, his 
throatlatch is clear, and he has a sweet, relaxed expression. I set 
up studio lights specifically to enhance the contours of his face and 
shoulder muscles.

Another low angle, this time for the simple blue sky background as 
well as to emphasize this stallion’s size and bone. His high, forward 
neck position works to lengthen his neck and balance his head size 
while still reaching forward enough to keep the underside of his 
neck loose and his throatlatch clearly defined. I purposely left space 
around him to make it easier to see his shape in contrast to the 
background. This also helps later on if this image would be used in 
a publication, either as an advertisement or in an article - there is 
more flexibility in how the image can be cropped to suit the need.

the frame should be level with the horse’s feet, regardless of 
the angle of the fence or whatever might be behind the horse. 
This way, you make the horse look balanced on his legs. I 
also like to leave enough room around the horse in the frame 
so that the horse has somewhere to “be” in the frame and it 
doesn’t feel crowded, especially for movement shots. 
 
For head shots, or any shot that doesn’t contain the whole 
horse, put the edges of the frame at some part where there is 
not a joint, like the middle of the forearms for a vertical shot, 
or right behind the withers for a horizontal shot (see head 
shot images on the previous page). You can also crop in the 
middle of the canon bone, and sometimes in the middle of 
the neck, all depending on whether your frame is horizontal 
or vertical.

Fourth: Choose a Camera Height

The last thing we need to pick is the height of our camera - 
low, medium, or high. A low angle will make the horse look 

taller and his legs longer, and a more level, “belly-height” 
angle will show his body with a more normal perspective in a 
full-body shot. I tend to be somewhere between a low height 
and in the middle, usually at about belly height for most con-
formation and movement shots. This is so the viewer gets a 
good look at the outline of the horse without distorting it too 
much. There are, of course, creative reasons to use extremely 
high or extremely low heights.

For head shots, I tend to go with a lower height so I can get 
a better view of the eye and to give the horse some “pres-
ence,” while maybe hiding the withers/back connection with 
a turned head, which looks good on most horses. If he’s tall 
and his head and neck are upright, eye level (which for me is 
about 4’9” or so) can look nice, but it doesn’t usually work so 
well for a horse that has a shorter, thicker neck.

Fifth: Take a Test Shot

So we have found our light and our background, we’ve 
decided what part of the horse we want to photograph, and 
we’ve chosen our angle and camera height. The only way to 
know what we’ve got is to get something - take a test shot.

Assuming you’re working with a digital camera, take a look at 
your LCD screen and see if things look right. Compare what 
you see on the screen with the scene in front of you. Always 
be asking yourself: what is the most important thing I want 
to show, and how do I need to adjust my test shot to make the 
shape (light/shadow, framing/cropping, and background) to 
show it? What might the horse need to do differently?

Sixth: Make Adjustments

You might have to change any one of the things you set up, 
including the horse. Along with that, you may have to change 
other things based on what you changed! Most commonly, 
you may have to adjust your exposure if you’re not shooting 
in automatic mode (and sometimes especially if you are). 
Another example would be if you change your angle from 
the side of the horse to the front, you may have to turn your 
camera so it’s vertical to fit the whole horse in the frame, and 
you might also have to turn the horse toward better lighting.

The more you do it, the more automatic the process becomes. 
And, you may find that doing things in a different order 
works better for you. I don’t always do things in this order, 
either. 
 
In the next article, I’ll talk about how to photograph the 
moving horse. In the meantime, feel free to contact me at
heather@shorthorsestudios.com  or find me on Facebook if 
you have any questions or if what I’ve presented is completely 
rambling and you’d like clarification on anything.

I cropped this image 
right in the middle of 
this horse’s forearm. 
It doesn’t seem in-
tuitive, but it works 
much better than lit-
erally “chopping him 
off at the knees.” 
Keep in mind, too, 
the ultimate purpose 
for the image; if 
you’re going to make 
prints, be sure to 
leave some room 
for cropping on 
the print as some 
sizes have a differ-
ent aspect ration 
(shape) than a “full 
frame” image from 
a camera. If you’d 
like to make an 8x10 
print, you will lose 
the equivalent of an 
inch on either end of 
the frame. Magill, an 

American Sport Pony gelding bred by WDCTA member Ruth Crennell.

Same horse, different camera heights (and slightly different angles). 
The difference is subtle, but in the first image, where I’m at eye 
level, this filly looks chunkier, and in the second one she looks a 
little sleeker. There are things I would like to fix in both images, for 
example I would have liked to adjust her stance, but things like that 
are not always possible with young horses and you always just have 
to take what they give you.



As we can see, the horse’s legs can each be in a different 
phase at the same time, depending on the gait. There are also 
similar phases to the gaits themselves, along with moments of 
suspension (swing) of all the legs in trot, canter, and gallop.
Different muscle groups are going to be used, and therefore 
emphasized, at different times during the stride. This will 
change the overall impression of the horse’s movement, and 
we can choose the moment that best displays the horse’s qual-
ity of movement based on the usage of these muscle groups.

For example, starting at the end of the push-off phase and 
going through the swing phase of the front leg, the horse is 
propelling the body upward into the air via the use of the 
elastic energy stored in the tendons and ligaments of the leg. 
If the horse is really efficient, there is a large upward thrust, 
and the horse shows a greater magnitude of suspension once 
the hoof leaves the ground. At the same time, the brachioce-
phalicus muscle, which runs from the point of the shoulder 
to the poll, is used to pull the leg up and forward. This can 
emphasize the “underneck” area of the horse, and make it 
look like the horse is putting out a lot of effort to get that leg 
off the ground, especially if the muscles of the thoracic sling 
aren’t well-employed and the horse is “down in the withers.” 

Conversely, in the comparable moment in the hind leg, 
the horse is being propelled forward by the hoof pushing 
backward against the ground. This contracts the large gluteus 
medius muscle that runs from the lumbar vertebrae to the 
femur, as well as the biceps femoris group that connects the 
area of the stifle joint to the croup near the tail. This can 
have the visual effect of a strong hind end, and at best, uphill 
movement, especially toward the end of the sequence where 

Timing

When I ask what they’d really like to learn about photograph-
ing horses, timing and how to get the right moment in the 
horse’s stride seem to be the most common issues for people.

Timing is going to be a little different with each horse, de-
pending on the biomechanical details and cadence the horse 
has - the magnitude of the movement, and the quality of the 
movement. If a horse has really nice gaits, there is a very good 
separation of the legs and the horse has the impression of 
covering ground in a graceful way. Horses with big, expres-
sive gaits give us the most options for photographic timing, 
just as they do when they’re under saddle.

In order to know which moment to pick, it’s helpful to know 
what’s happening at the various parts of a horse’s stride. For 
our purposes, we’ll breakdown the phases of a horse’s footfalls 
into four parts to help us find the right timing:

• The loading phase happens as the horse’s hoof touches the 
ground and is decelerating the forward movement. This lasts for 
about 40% of the duration of time the hoof is on the ground.

• The stance phase happens after the loading phase, when the leg 
is vertical to the ground, and is neither decelerating nor pushing 
off the ground.

• The push-off phase happens after the stance phase, when the 
horse is either pushing the body weight forward, as in the case 
of the hind leg, or propelling it upward, as happens with the 
front leg.

• The swing phase happens when the horse’s leg is in motion but 
not touching the ground.

In this part of this series, I’ll explain the basics of what to look for when photographing the horse in motion at the basic gaits.
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Part Three: Movement

Swing

Stance Loading
Push-off

the horse has exerted the maxi-
mum amount of thrust before 
gravity starts to pull the body 
down again.

The Walk

Since it has no suspension, the 
walk is not a visually dynamic 
gait, but how we show the walk 
can tell us a lot about how supple 
and “through” a horse is by how 
far underneath the hind leg lands, 
how far forward and up the front 
leg comes before it unfolds to 
touch the ground, and how much 
the scapula rotates when the front 
leg comes forward. 

One of the telltale ways of evalu-
ating a horse’s walk is by looking 
for the “W” in the middle of the 
stride (when seen from the side). 
This is not my favorite moment 
because the near shoulder is 
dropped, and the head can be 
raised in that part of the stride. 

If you choose the opposite moment, 
when the near front leg has the 
curve, you can show off a very free 
shoulder as well as a hind leg that 
steps well underneath the horse.

Walk (the “W”). As discussed earlier, the movement appears to origi-
nate at the base of the neck, rather than from the forward swinging 
scapula at the withers. WDCTA member Cindy Nankee rides Rupert, a 5-year-old 
warmblood cross gelding in a Janet Foy clinic at Green Meadows Stables.

Walk (stance/push-off phase, opposite the moment above). WDCTA 
member Cindy Nankee rides Rupert, a 5-year-old warmblood cross gelding in a Janet Foy 
clinic at Green Meadows Stables.

Walk (stance/push-off phase). I like to choose the moment when the horse’s near front leg is perpen-
dicular to the ground, the far hind leg is stepping underneath the horse, and the far front leg has an open 
curve before it’s completely unfolded forward to touch the ground. In this moment, the walk is round in 
the legs, and generally square overall in the frame, giving it a “rounded square” appearance. The near 
shoulder looks strong, and we can see how all the angles of the front leg are stacked, similar to a confor-
mation shot. This  is pleasing from a three-quarter frontal angle as well as a side view. Watch for the knee 
of the far front le to be at it’s highest point to get this moment. WDCTA member Linda Morales rides the Westfalen 
gelding Ideal Daguerre, owned by Karen Cederholm, in a Janet Foy clinic at Green Meadows Stables.



The upper-level horse has developed 
the ability to increase the flexion of the 
joints and the reach of the legs, which 
increases the separation of the legs. 
Because of this, there is the option of 
the last moment of the stance phase, 
just before the horse is pushing against 
the ground and using their strength to 
resist gravity. This can work especially 
well in the passage. 

The other option, that can be used 
for either the upper-level horse or the 
lower-level horse with good, cadenced 
movement, is the suspension phase: 
during flight and before the legs have 
started to straighten and descend in 
preparation for the loading phase.

The loading phase can make a horse look 
limited in their gaits, since they’re reaching 
the end of the dynamic part of the gait and 
we see neither the extension of the stride 
nor the elevation of the joints. 

The Trot

Because the trot is more dynamic than 
the walk, there are a few more oppor-
tunities for good moments.  For the 
lower-level horse, the moment I typi-
cally choose is the push-off phase, when 
the horse has the most forward/upward 
thrust before leaving the ground, but 
before the front leg has fully extended. 
In general, the stance phase can make 
a lower-level horse look “earth-bound,” 
since this is the moment when the effect 
of gravity is most evident, and when the 
horse appears to output the most effort to 
counteract the effect of gravity, especially 
in the withers and thoracic sling area. 

Trot (push-off phase), seen from a 3/4 
angle. Choosing the moment when the 
outside front leg is forward shows good 
separation of the legs in front. If the 
horse is not as engaged as this one is and 
the hind legs look more like one piece 
rather than two separate legs, you can 
help this by standing more perpendicular 
to the horse, so you see more of the side 
of the horse. Watch for the front hoof to 
be near the end of the stride to get this 

moment. WDCTA member Linda Morales rides the Westfalen gelding Ideal Daguerre, owned by Karen Cederholm, in a Janet Foy clinic at Green Meadows Stables.

Trot (loading 
phase). This horse 
does have nice 
gaits, but it’s quite 
difficult to tell in 
this moment as it 
shows neither the 
horse’s ability to 
flex his joints nor 
his ability to extend 
them. WDCTA member 
Linda Morales rides the 
Westfalen gelding Ideal 
Daguerre, owned by Karen 
Cederholm, in a Janet Foy 
clinic at Green Meadows 
Stables.

Passage (stance/
push-off phase), 
showing round legs 
and round frame 
overall. In this mo-
ment, the horse is in 
transition between 
the end of the 
stance phase and 
the beginning of the 
push-off phase. This 
is a good moment 
to show the higher 
degree of joint flex-
ion the upper-level 
horse is capable of, 
and it can also dem-
onstrate the horse’s 
ability to engage 
both the pushing 
hind end and, some-
what more subtly, 
the lifting front 
end. Watch for the 
knee to be near it’s 
highest point to get 
this moment. Nichole 
Smith aboard Ebikur during 
the Steffen Peters/Janet 
Foy Symposium hosted by 
Sunflower Farms.

Lengthened trot (suspension phase), showing a more rectangular frame overall. Watch for the near front hoof to be nearly at the end of 
the swing phase extension, before the leg is totally straight, to get this moment.The late Rappazini, Hanoverian geldng owned and ridden by WDCTA member 
Caryn Vesperman.



The Canter

The canter is generally a round shape by default, however 
near the  middle phase of the stride, especially in the length-
ened canter, the frame tends to be somewhat more rectangu-
lar. 

Depending on the horse’s talent and what aspect of the 
canter you wish to emphasize, choosing different phases will 
produce different effects. For example, the horse appears to 
cover the most ground but may also look the least “through” 
or “connected” during the stance and push-off phases of the 
middle beat (although the rider tends to sit straightest then, 
especially on a horse with a stiffer back). 

The horse looks generally roundest and most uphill during 
the loading phase of the first beat, or just prior to that in 
suspension. Biomechanically, this is the moment when the 

The canter (loading phase of the left hind leg). This is the moment when the other three legs have a round shape, and the horse is showing a 
more ovular frame overall. Watch for the far hind hoof to approach the ground to get this moment. WDCTA member Haley Madden riding Ballerina (owned 
by member Ingrid Krause) in a clinic with Janet Foy at Green Meadows Stables.

Canter (stance/push-off phase), showing a more square/rectangular frame overall. This is probably the most common moment I choose as it’s 
the typical silhouette of the canter, and it’s when many riders seem to appear most balanced. Watch for the near hind leg to approach and nearly 
touch the ground to get this moment. WDCTA member Haley Madden riding Ballerina (owned by member Ingrid Krause) in a clinic with Janet Foy at Green Meadows Stables.

Canter (push-off/loading 
phase). Just as with the trot 
in the loading phase, this is 
generally the least informa-
tive moment, as it doesn’t 
clearly show the flexion or 

extension capabilities of the 
horse. It’s often an unflatter-

ing moment for the rider as 
well, although this rider has 

done a good job of staying 
balanced in this phase of the 
stride. This moment can hap-

pen as a result of being late to 
hit the shutter when the near 

hind is starting to touch the 
ground, or it can be because 
of shutter lag (you press the 
shutter and nothing happens 

immediately). Sue Genin riding Bel-
lacris, a 5-year-old American Warmblood 

mare, in a clinic with Janet Foy at 
Green Meadows Stables.

energy from the hind leg is stored in the muscles and con-
nective tissues, ready to be released through the back to the 
front legs. The iliopsoas flexes the hip, the stifle is flexed by 
the biceps femoris, and the rest of the hind leg flexes by way 
of an elegant system of tendons designed to flex the joints all 
at once. 

The last beat, where the horse’s weight is entirely on the lead-
ing foreleg in the loading phase, is almost always the least 
flattering moment, making the horse look “earthbound” and 
heavy on the forehand. 

The lengthened canter tends to look best in the middle beat, 
when the horse is balanced on the diagonal pair of legs. The ex-
ception to this is if the horse has really spectacular movement 
with extreme, but balanced, separation of the legs. In this case, 
either the first beat or the middle beat will work, since each will 
show both the extension and elevation of the legs. 

I hope you’ve enjoyed this article, 
and have gotten the basics of 
photographing the moving horse. 
Many people have also asked 
about how to photograph a jump-
ing horse, so I’ll add one more 
article to this series to cover that.

In the meantime, feel free to con-
tact me via email:
heather@shorthorsestudios.com 
or via phone: 608-886-3764 if 
you have questions or would like 
clarification on something.


