THE STANDARD: SIZE, PROPORTION, SUBSTANCE

THE SILHOUETTE IN THE MIND’S EYE

The German Shorthaired Pointer is described by some in judging circles as a “silhouette breed”.  This is a concept that helps the judge know how to approach evaluating the breed.   Most generally, if one stands back to get a good view of the overall picture, i.e. the silhouette, and finds the dog closest to that described in this standard section and General Appearance preceding it; that will be the one that best stands the test of hands on examination and evaluation of movement.  The language of this section of the standard is sparse; specific but not very descriptive.  Discussion from the contributing breeders adds perspective, and puts it into your own words, so to speak, but no one considered dramatic changes necessary to what is being required.

Size, Proportion, Substance – Size – height of dogs, measured at the withers, 23 to 25 inches.  Height of bitches, measured at the withers, 21 to 23 inches.  Deviations of one inch above or below the described heights are to be severely penalized.  Weight of dogs 55 to 70 pounds.  Weight of bitches 45 to 60 pounds.  Proportion – measuring from the forechest to the rearmost projection of the rump and from the withers to the ground, the Shorthair is permissibly either square or slightly longer than he is tall.  Substance – thin and fine bones are by no means desirable in a dog which must possess strength and be able to work over any type of terrain. The main importance is not laid so much on the size of the bone, but rather on the bone being in proper proportion to the body.  Bone structure too heavy or too light is a fault.  Tall and leggy dogs, dogs which are ponderous because of excess substance, doggy bitches, and bitchy dogs are to be faulted.

 Of the breeders chiming in on this month’s section, most were passionate about size; all who commented saying nearly the same thing.  Our size requirements are a very important aspect of breed type.  We are asking for a moderate, symmetrical, well – balanced dog; or in functional terms an agile, strong, physically efficient field companion.  Serious size deviations from what the standard specifies would take away from the visual or functional attributes just described.  In “dog speak”, would erode Breed Type.  An animal too small would not have the physical agility packaged with the stamina we prize any more than would an animal too large.   The term ‘severely penalized’ is strong language, making the goal of our size specification a highly important one.  By the same token, no one thought it productive to be overly obsessive about precise measurement - - we had no advocates of making the size specification a DQ.  This because of the overriding emphasis on the big picture, the silhouette, threaded through our standard language.  Bringing a wicket into the equation and disqualifying a dog ¼ inch above or below the specified limit could throw out the best overall example of breed type. Everyone considered proportion to be the key to this standard section, and felt that in the real world of evaluating breeding stock proportion trumps size.

There is and has been for decades, sentiment that our show dogs are too big.  Further confusing the issue is the fact that the German standard allows one inch greater height.  Why would we in the New World dare to deviate from our mother-country?  The fact is we didn’t.  Until 1976 the American and German standards were identical with respect to height.  It is the Germans who made the change.  One theory is this is due to the changing requirements of hunters in mainland Europe, where a shortage of land-based game birds has led to an increased emphasis on water work and the tracking and flushing of wounded big game.
  Developments in Germany should serve to remind us that field work on upland game birds is only one of a myriad of functions this breed is designed for.  Putting our blinders on and focusing only on the abilities needed for open field hunting of game birds may be ultimately reducing the size of our dogs, and in so doing limiting their versatility.   Breeding for true Type does not involve limiting functionality, and our prescribed height standard was chosen by breed founders to preserve versatility.  Our contributing breeders felt that size in the show ring has moderated in the past 20 years.  We are not so regionalized in our breeding options today with advancements in veterinary technology and next day air service.  Breeders can choose from stud dogs all over the world now, tending to remove pockets of oversized stock.  

Since all agree that proportion is the most important consideration in this standard section, we need to explain some terms that may appear mushy.  The standard permits both a square dog and one slightly longer than tall, or rectangular.  How can we emphasize proportion if both are acceptable and neither preferred?  We need the insight provided in our conformation judges education material; i.e. the guideline that slightly should translate to no more than 10% longer than tall.  The sense I got from the comments of our contributing breeders is when discussing the importance of proportion they were really emphasizing balance.  The balance of the silhouette is lost when the length of the imaginary rectangle is more than slight, or for those mechanically inclined, greater than 11:10.  Lose balance (proportion) and you lose agility and power.  Further discussion of the length being slightly more than height, brought the caution against too much length in the loin.  Ribs should reach fairly far back, keeping the back strong.  Excess loin weakens the overall structure.  Though the standard does not indicate a preference of either square or rectangular over the other, our breeders believe there may be a realistic preference to the slightly rectangular dog due to the greater ease of movement.  I have seen square proportioned dogs move well; not interfering underneath or crabbing to avoid it, and been amazed they can do it.  Now that we better understand the “standing over plenty of ground” statement, the square dog moving well becomes more plausible.

We also need to train (retrain?) our eyes to be sure we are looking at the correct square or rectangle.  Most would view the bitch pictured here as a good example of “slightly longer than tall”.   Bitches almost always are, aren’t they?   Get out your ruler, and measure the photo as the Standard instructs.  Surprise?!  She is virtually square.  Her angulation draws the eye and leads the impression to that of a rectangle.  Now it is easier to see why we allow only slightly longer than tall, and we get some further perspective on the ‘stands over plenty of ground’ bit.




In the eyes of our breeder contributors, substance is interwoven with proportion all leading to balance.  We are back to the overall silhouette.  The bone should support/compliment the general picture, not noticeable for its fineness or coarseness.  The eye will travel to what stands out when standing back and evaluating the silhouette.  The animal’s substance should not strike an off key cord one way or the other.   Bone out of proportion either too little or too much throws off the balance of the total package.  We are demanding a package oozing strength, athleticism, and endurance.  The standard also asks the breed student to remember what sex is being evaluated.  The picture of “bitchiness” in dogs or vice versa comes largely from bone or substance out of line.  The head particularly can be uncharacteristic of the sex, and there will be much more about that next month.  In general the bitch head is less blocky and has less of an impression of stop, less rise to the forehead, planes and expression giving more the impression of femininity and is in balanced proportion to  her more feminine body.

So the serious breed student needs to learn not to “piece judge” this breed until further along in the evaluation process.  All the pieces should fall into place well within a good silhouette.  The astute breeder admires a judge who will stand back to take full measure of the animal presented.  A useful exercise would be to examine the photos of the stud dogs available in this issue from the silhouette perspective, maybe even go so far as to copy the pages and color in the dogs.  Which ones emerge as your favorites?  Have our breeders helped you to better understand why?
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