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Understanding the Australian Terrier Front
 

The second article in a series of articles on understanding the American Breed Standard

 Why are we covering this ground again? 

The front structure is considered the most difficult part of the dog’s 
anatomy to understand.  Did you realize that at least 60 percent of the 
dog’s total weight is supported by the front structure? 

Ideal Front Structure (Fig 1)

Note the 90 degree angle formed by the shoulder blade and the upper 
arm of equal length; the elbow is directly under the withers (top of 
the shoulder blade.)  Thus, the chest protrudes in front of the fore-
legs, forming the protective forechest, an important structure for our 
fearless hunters as they charge into any and all rough terrain going 
after any and all game.  They are, after all, “intrepid hedge hunters…”  
The forechest protects the heart and lungs, gives more support to 
the muscles holding the front together and provides balance to the 
forequarters.  Bring to mind the prow of a small boat cutting through 
water or an armor chest plate, curving forward in front of the body and 
causing charging enemies’ weapons to glance off to the side.  This last 
may be a bit of a stretch, but no one who has seen the Aussie hunting, 
tearing through rough terrain, questions its prowess and its need for 
the protection provided by the forechest.  

And it is from the shoulders we move to the NECK:  Long, slightly 
arched and strong, blending smoothly into well laid back shoulders. 

Observe in figure 1 the angle at which the long neck emerges from the 
body:  forward as well as upward with a natural arch. Correct length 
of neck, combined with correct shoulder layback gives elasticity and 
strength to muscles of the neck.  

This is turn gives greater flexibility of movement to the head. Also note 
in Figure 1 the straight front leg, foot turning neither in nor out and 
the slight slope of the pastern which gives spring and flexibility.

110 Degree Shoulder  (Fig 2)

With this more upright shoulder, the neck emerges at a steeper, 
straighter angle, has less natural arch and less mobility.  The fit into 
the shoulders is not as smooth.  Also note that the legs are in a more 
forward position on the body, and there is a lessening of the forechest.    
There is more strain on the muscles, and the dog’s stride will be 
shorter than one with the ideal 90 degree angle.  In this illustration, 
the upper arm and shoulder are of equal length and elbow is located 
directly under the withers. However, the more open angle of this dog 
will cause him to be a less efficient mover.  His gait will be less smooth 
and his stride will cover less ground. 



Straight Front, Ewe Neck (Fig 3)

In Figure 3, the slight layback of shoulder combined with an upright, 
short humerus (upper arm.)  The front legs are thus forced into a 
forward position.  The prominent forechest is gone.  The long neck fits 
into the shoulder at almost a right angle, curving concavely and going 
upward.  Also note the convex curve on the underside of the neck 
(forward facing side.)  This is called a ewe neck.  Webster’s defines ewe 
neck as a “defect in a horse or a dog.” Spira* describes it as “A decided 
anatomical weakness…” If measured, there would be little difference 
in the circumference of this thin, tubular neck at the top where it 
meets the head and at the bottom where it rises at a steep angle from 
the shoulder. Spira also refers to this as a concave neck and an upside 
down neck.  

The slightly laid back shoulder combined with the short, almost verti-
cal upper arm greatly limits this dog’s ability to move with reach.  He is 
forced to take short steps and could possibly have a hackney gait.

Note also the lessening of the slope to the front pastern.  This is often 
seen on a dog with very straight front structure.

Upright Shoulder, Thick Neck (Fig 4)

In Figure 4. the dog has an upright shoulder blade and a shortened 
upper arm forming a very open angle.  His legs are moved forward, no 
longer set well under the body.  Thus, the forechest is lost. Moving, this 
dog’s forward motion is limited.  Great strain is put upon the muscles 
supporting the shoulder and upper arm causing over development of 
the muscles.  This is known as loaded shoulders.  In motion, he goes 
nowhere fast.  Wasted energy in taking short steps, lack of smooth 
gait, and bouncy topline are characteristic of dogs with this structure.  

The neck cannot fit smoothly into the muscle “loaded” shoulders.  
Emerging from the shoulders at a steep angle, this short, thick neck is 
limited in movement and lacks a natural arch.  The shortness of neck is 
emphasized by the uprightness of the shoulder blade and the heavy 
muscles covering it. 

A more in depth study of the muscles and their attachment would 
require a deeper look than we can go into here.  In brief, “the muscu-
lature of the canine cervical spine [vertebrae of the neck] stabilizes 
the head, neck and thoracic spine [vertebrae of the back] segment 
(Nickel et al.  1986); these muscles produce head movement, maintain 
posture and resist undesired perturbations…”**
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