Do your horse’s teeth fit together?

In domestic horses molar malocclusions occur frequently (mal=”bad”, occlusion=”the fitting together of the teeth of the lower jaw with the corresponding upper jaw”).  In each arcade or row of teeth, all teeth ideally should be about the same height.  When one tooth does not erupt as quickly as the other teeth, the opposing tooth will erupt faster and fill the empty space.  When many teeth do this we get what has been known for centuries as “wave-mouth”
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Wave mouths and variations of this malocclusion can make it difficult for the horse to chew correctly which can lead to weight loss, pain and disease.  As seen in the picture above when closing the jaw there is almost a “lock and key” mechanism that will decrease the normal mobility of the horse’s jaw.  Also many horses presented for dentistry have sharp, tall hooks on the last lower molars.  These hooks tend to rub the horse right where most of the pressure of chewing is taking place.  These factors will tend to make the horse uncomfortable in the bridle perhaps causing headshaking, unwillingness to take the bit, locking on to the bit and other behavioral problems.

If this condition continues unchecked, the dominant teeth will prematurely wear down the subordinate teeth and can also wedge between two opposing teeth causing a gap between the two of them.  This leads to gingival recession, periodontal pockets packed with fermented feedstuffs, fractured teeth, bony resorption and finally premature tooth loss.
Help your horse have a comfortable mouth, peak health and enjoy the bridle



Professional Equine Dentistry is an important part of any horse’s preventative health care.  Using modern equipment, including specialized motorized equipment that can work on only one tooth at a time, we can correct malocclusions if presented early.  Horses in our practice that have had regular dentistry from an early age do not develop these malocclusions.  By removing excess overgrown teeth in small increments before they have a chance to overwhelm the opposing tooth is optimal.  However, even in older horses with wave mouths, corrections can be made to help increase lateral movement of the jaw for more efficient eating.

Hey Doc, How come wild horses do alright without Dentistry?
Skulls of wild horses have been observed and they do tend to have much better occlusion than their domestic counterparts.  We will discuss why, but it is of significant note that the average aged skull found in the wild is 8-10 years of age.  So, it is hard to know if the wild horses were to live as long as we keep our domestic horses, would they develop some of the same malocclusions.  It is believed that one of the reasons wild horses’ teeth have good occlusion is that in their normal state horses graze on average 16-20 hours a day, with their heads on the ground.  They also grind their incisors as they bite and tear grasses from the ground.  They are not fed grain which takes a shorter excursion of the jaw during the chew cycle.   Then there is of course natural selection.  Since horses are prey, any disease or weakness would cause them to be at risk of being food.  Wild horses do however grind sharp enamel points like domestic horses. My opinion is that if a wild horse had to wear a bridle, he probably would not be very happy!
So, as long as we want to ride these beautiful, majestic animals and keep them healthy as long as possible, it behooves us to take care of their mouths and make them as comfortable as possible when we ride them.

If you have any questions or would like to make an appointment for your horse to have a dental exam please call our office at 760-634-2144.

I hope you enjoyed this information!
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