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Correlation of Swirls and Facial Characteristics with personalities of Horses: By Val Israel 

 

When we are unable to communicate with other beings we look for ways to “read” them. One of the ways 

we, as human beings,  try to figure out just “who we are dealing with” is by their physical presentation 

which includes the way they look, their body shape and stance and their expressions which are partially 

dependent on their facial characteristics. Throw in the ability to communicate and we use these same 

indicators to either validate what we think we already know, to better understand them, or to give us more 

information or understanding of who they are and how they are in the world and with other beings. 

 

There are several physical indicators that have been formulated and studied to try and characterize a horse’s 

intellect, personality, and possible idiosyncrasies. One methodology is by looking at the pattern and 

location of swirls in the hair of horses. A swirl (or whorl) is a pattern of hair growth that is usually in the 

shape of a pinwheel , though can have a linear pattern and usually on the head, but may also be on the neck 

or body and then are known as trichoglyphs or sometimes cowlicks. This paper will examine a few of the 

facial indicators and the swirls of seven horses and compare them to look for correlations or contradictions 

with each other as well as impressions of their personality. The facial characteristics used in this paper 

include the profile of the head, the muzzle shape, the shape of the nostrils, the mouth, and the jowls. 

 

XCALIBUR 

 

 

Xcalibur is a highly intelligent and alert gelding who does not miss a thing going on around him. He gets 

bored and impatient if he is being taught things too easy or things he already knows. When he is bored he 

can be difficult in a way that he thinks is being playful. He is fiercely loyal and protective. He is also quite  

loving once he knows you are there for him and trusts you – in essence, he will take you into his inner herd. 

X is quite active and has a mind of his own, but can also be very cooperative, especially if it suits him. 
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Xcalibur has three swirls on his forehead, large open nostrils nicely shaped and gently fluted at the top, and  

a straight profile indicative of a highly intelligent, complex horse who is eager, very alert and interested and 

eager to learn and very active. He has medium sized jowls (in comparison to the diagrams) which is 

supposed to indicate an average ability to learn which does not fit him if taken alone as an indicator. His 

mouth is of medium size which does not mean anything in particular. 

 

HONEYBROOK 

 

 

The impression of Honeybrook by this author is that she has a more serious and apprehensive nature, 

though not to be confused with weakness. She is determined and knows what she wants when she wants it 

and how she wants it and will let it be known in a very clear way. However, she is quite loving and loves to 

have a connection with people once she gives the approval and accepts them. She loves to please and 

appreciates praise and validation that she has done well and is loved. 

 

Honeybrook has a single swirl on her forehead and a straight profile, which generally indicates a horse that 

is uncomplicated – this may or may not fit her depending on the way one interprets that. She has large and 

round jowls which would mean she is intelligent and cooperative – she is intelligent and cooperative except 

when she does not want to be. She has average sized nostrils indicating an average intelligence which may 

be the case, but something about her makes one think there is a lot more going on inside her head than she 

makes evident. She has a small complex muzzle (in comparison to the rest of her head) which is associated 

with an opinionated horse – this fits. Her mouth is medium sized which is of no specific significance. 
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ARIA 

 

 

Aria is a very intelligent, outgoing, and curious mare. She is sensitive and very communicative and knows 

what she wants. She loves attention and does not tolerate inappropriate behavior. She is very sweet and 

loyal like Xcalibur and Honeybrook. 

 

Aria has a single swirl middle of forehead which indicates a horse that is generally uncomplicated nature –

though she is complex, she really is not complicated. Her profile does not fit any one pattern – it is a not 

dish faced, but has a hint of it in the middle of her nose and has a hint of a roman head shape. Dish shaped 

faces are indicative of horses who are sensitive and sometimes timid and roman shaped heads are seen in 

horses who are stubborn or slow minded.  So, she partially fits each of those classifications. She has large 

rounded jowls, which go along with intelligence and cooperation – she is very cooperative if she is being 

dealt with appropriately. Aria has a slightly rounded muzzle which is consistent with being somewhat 

inflexible, though also seen in horses who take a little longer to learn new lessons. She has large, movable, 

and open nostrils, which is a sign of intelligence, interested, and eager. Her mouth is medium sized and of 

no significance in particular. 
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RUCCUS 

 

Ruccus is very sensitive guy, one that seems intelligent and has an extremely sweet heart. He is also full of 

play and interested in every detail going on around him, but at the same time can be spooked by certain 

triggers easily and then goes into fear. His good-natured energy is irresistible. 

 

Ruccus has a single swirl on his forehead above his eyes to the left of center which generally indicates a 

horse with an somewhat uncomplicated nature, though quite trustworthy. His head shape resembles the 

roman type most and he has small jowls, a slightly rounded muzzle and a small mouth – all are indicative 

of a slow to understand, slow learning and stubborn horse – Ruccus does not appear to be slow-minded at 

all, however. In contrast, he also has large open and movable nostrils which are signs of an intelligent, 

eager and interested or curious horse. 
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MISSY 

 

Missy is a mischievous little elf of a mini mare whom is suspicious of people initially, but once they have 

earned her trust she shows interest and affection. She comes across quite bold and stubborn, but she has a 

history of being kept where she did not learn how to be a horse. Missy is highly intelligent. Considering her 

history she actually is trying quite hard to learn and please. Missy does have a stubborn streak and likes 

things her way, also, however. Missy does not really connect with people unless they put a genuine effort 

into making that connection and are persistent about it in a sensitive but confident way. 

 

Missy has a single, long swirl that is between the eyes and extends above and below which is a sign of a 

friendly horse who enjoys people; when horses that have this pattern are unfriendly they have frequently 

been abused or are having pain somewhere. She has a head that is shaped somewhere between dish and 

roman shaped; a dish shaped face and indicates sensitivity and they may also be timid, whereas horses with 

a roman shaped head are felt to be slow-minded and on the stubborn side. Her mouth is short which also is 

a sign of a slow mind and stubbornness. 
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MARIAH 

 

 

Mariah is bonded to Missy and is also a mini mare who is just a few inches taller than Missy. She is quieter 

and less mischievous than Missy. However, she is much more shut down and even gives the sense she has 

been oppressed – which is likely true based on her history. Mariah and Missy were shut away in a shed 

with a tiny yard covered with pea gravel along with a few dogs and 20 pounds overweight before they 

became part of a horse rescue. Mariah is quite sensitive and takes reprimand with difficulty, and so, must 

be corrected with sensitivity along with confidence such that she feels safe and loved.  If she is treated 

differently than that she will be labeled stubborn and difficult. She is not a fast learner and this is setup for 

the “perfect storm” when she is being taught new things. When Mariah finally begins to trust and connects 

she emits a sweetness that no one can deny. Mariah does have a mischievous streak as well which comes 

out best when she is with Missy.  

 

Mariah has a single, long swirl that is between the eyes and extends above and below which is a sign of a 

friendly horse who enjoys people; when horses that have this pattern are unfriendly they have frequently 

been abused or are having pain somewhere. She a somewhat dish shaped face and indicates sensitivity and 

sometimes that they are timid. Her mouth is longer than usual and also is a sign of sensitivity as well as a 

very active mind and intelligence and a fast-learner – these horses can become bored and find ways to keep 

themselves amused which isn’t always looked upon favorably. She has a slightly rounded muzzle which is 

a sign that a horse is inflexible and a slower learner. She has shapely, fluted at top nostrils  which are 

indicative of a horse who thinks a lot and who will be cooperative with a fair and confident person. 
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HARRY 

 

 

 

Harry is a delightful, lighthearted gelding who is such a really “good guy”. He thinks about being stubborn 

for a moment, but then does not follow through and is quite cooperative. He is very inquisitive and wants to 

know everything that is going on around him. He is so good-natured that he is very tolerant of almost all 

behavior. Harry is easily distracted and is a bit like a small child with his energy. He is extremely loving 

and kind. Harry is not a fast learner, but he could be if he wasn’t so distracted all the time  - but, if he is 

motivated he can learn anything. Harry particularly appreciates genuine and authentic people. 

 

Harry has a single swirl that seem to be a bit linear indicative a horse that is friendly and likes to interact 

with people a lot. He has a pretty straight profile and a squarish muzzle consistent with a horse who is very 

uncomplicated and learns easily. He has average sized and shaped nostrils which correlate with average 

intelligence.  However, he has a short mouth with a little bit of puffiness and the top of the mouth which has been 

associated with stubbornness and slow learners.  
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SUMMARY 

As illustrated by these examples,  facial characteristics and swirl patterns are indicators, but not absolutes. 

Overall, the results supported a correlations between swirls, facial patterns, and personality, emotional, and 

intellectual characteristics of the horses. The simple interpretations of the patterns were used in this paper 

in the broader sense as it takes a lot of experience and practice to fully recognize and correctly classify 

them. In retrospect, identifying the patterns while in the presence of the horse would have yielded superior 

results rather than using photographs. Comparing the diagrams in the references with the horses is also up 

to interpretation and a consensus of several people comparing would also likely give more accurate 

classifications. In addition, the correlation of the characteristics with the horse’s personalities would be 

more revealing if the horses was personally known better by the same person doing the pattern 

identification and interpretation.  

The characteristic findings and interpretations are likely much more accurate if taken as a whole with 

multiple indicators and not based on one or two patterns/facial indicators. In addition, the past history and 

experiences of each horse will make the analysis of them much more difficult to sort out their true nature. 

There are seven personality types which could also be incorporated and compared to give even more 

information about the horses. 

We will continue to search for more and more ways to understand horses and other animals. The “holy 

grail” however, is actual communication with them – and fortunately, that is happening also and is a 

wonderful and gratifying tool to achieve a better understanding of animals.  

 

 

Bibliography: 

Getting in TTouch: Understand and Influence Your Horse's Personality. Linda Tellington-Jones with Sybil 

Taylor. April, 1995 issue of Practical Horseman, April 1995 

Getting in TTouch. Linda Tellington Jones. www.HorseandRiderBooks.com 

Understanding Horse Behavior, One Cowlick at a Time: Check out your horse's forehead for some insight 

into horse behavior. MyHorse Daily Blogs. http://myhorse.com/blogs/horse-care/behavior/understanding-

horse-behavior-one-cowlick-at-a-time/ 

 

 

http://myhorse.com/blogs/horse-care/behavior/understanding-horse-behavior-one-cowlick-at-a-time/
http://myhorse.com/category/blogs/

