Education Series on The Standard:  Bringing Up the Rear

The Breed Standard section describing the Hindquarters of the GSP is a concise six phrases, which have not changed through the various revisions except to clean up some originally messy wording.  This would imply that a good rear is easy to describe, and brooks no argument; also that this will be a very short article.  Let’s see what our contributing breeders have to say.

Hindquarters

Thighs are strong and well muscled.  Stifles are well bent.  Hock joints are well angulated and strong with straight bone structure from hock to pad.  Angulation of both stifle and hock joint is such as to achieve the optimal balance of drive and traction.  Hocks turn neither in nor out.  Cow hocked legs are a serious fault.

When the Standard was revised to follow AKC’s preferred outline, an important part of the description of a good hindquarter was moved to the Neck, Top line, Body section.  We will bring it back up here as we start our discussion.  All three written Standards (F.C.I., USA, and Britain) call for the hip sockets and upper thighs to be wide set with good muscling of the outer and inner thigh.  It is hard for the GSP fancier to imagine a weaker sight than that of a narrow rear with very spare upper thigh flesh on this dog intended for steady action out in the field.  This is a point raised to remind the evaluator about when something is not quite right with the picture presented.  Wide set (or broad and roomy as the Germans state) hip sockets and corresponding upper thighs are a feature that may not jump out initially, but just think about it in the context of the ultimate versatility we expect.  An issue raised by the German Standard, and a little harder to visualize or perhaps imagine, is an overdeveloped rear being a problem.  It has been drawn as an over-rounded look to the rear when viewed from behind the dog.  This may be more a conformation problem that one of conditioning.  The properly built GSP when in lean hard field condition will have well-defined thighs with obvious muscle mass, but the pelvic structure does not really allow for a rounded overdone appearance.  It brings to mind the thought of the draft horse as opposed to the equine breeds needing more agility.  This phrase in the F.C.I. standard may very well be another carry over from the earliest breeders struggling to refine the original heavier and houndier breeding stock into something more agile and quick . . . and pleasing to the eye.

The words of the Standard seem simple enough, yet there is a great deal of room for interpretation.  What is “well-angulated”?  The breeders chiming in found it easiest to describe what is desirable in the angle of the hock joint in terms of what is seen when the dog moves.  What they are actually doing is emphasizing the effect of the two sentences covering hock angle and balance or rear angulation on the finished product, i.e. the working Shorthair.  Extreme bend of stifle and corresponding hock angle would be anything beyond what matches the angle of the front assembly.  If difficult to gauge by looking at the stacked dog or by hands on exam; any discrepancy serious enough to be a conformation problem will be apparent when the dog moves.  Too much rear manifests itself in several unpleasant ways.  1)  Side winding, where the rear moves to the side rather than following in line with the forequarters in which case the rear legs actually out-move the front, 2)  the rear legs may move overly wide – best appreciated as the dog moves directly away from the observer – in an ungainly attempt to avoid overstepping the more limited front, and 3)  a piston-like extra action in the rear doing nothing to produce a smooth trot; doing everything to waste effort to stay in step with a more moderate front, and to prematurely tire the dog precluding effortless gait through fields for long periods of time.  

It is very interesting to learn how breeder’s opinions or preferences interpret, explain, or even expand the written Standard.  In many ways this is the essence of breeding purebred dogs.  We have a difference of opinion among contributing breeders on placement of the hock joint relative to the ground and in proportion to the overall height of the hindquarter.  Some advocate hocks should be “well let down” or “ well bent and close to the ground”, phrases which can be found in several breed standards, however not in that of the GSP.  Others advised caution about putting words into the Standard that are not there, and advocated paying more attention to an individual dog’s overall balance.  Listening to the discussion, and reference to textbook material on structure and movement lead this editor to wonder if the debate is not really a difference in preference for fashion rather than function, or even an argument for speed versus endurance.  There is a tendency in the dog world to admire more dramatic rear angulation.  The tibia bone is longer with the stifle and hock joints more bent, placing the dog’s rear feet behind the pelvis.  A longer tibia bone lowers the hock joint; hence hocks close to the ground generally go along with more dramatic angulation.  From a mechanical perspective it is generally held that hocks more “let down” produce more power and rear drive.  This type or rear structure takes a long stride, and is best suited to an easy ground-covering trot or lope.

Since our contributing breeders do not agree on how much emphasis, if any to place on a relatively short distance from hock to foot, we’re not going to try to solve the quandary here.  Functionally there are advantages and disadvantages to hocks placed low to the ground.  Such structure creates more power or drive in the rear.  A shorter lever closer to the fulcrum of the motion – which in this case would be the dog’s pad – can move more weight with less effort.  However, as is the case with any extreme, there are pitfalls to getting carried away.  The greater angle created by this lengthened tibia and lower hock lengthens the stride; taking longer for the hind limb to traverse its course.  This condition reduces speed and agility.  There is also a structural risk of significantly changing the major point of impact of the femur head into the hip socket.  The greater the angle the more forward the thrust, i.e. away from the center of the socket.  This may be why breeder/author Georgina Byrne remarks on her experience that the better hip X-rays are usually on dogs with more moderate angulation.

We will leave it then, that the GSP hindquarters should appear straight and strong, forming an inverted but not severely pointed ‘V’ when viewed from behind.  The bones line up cleanly dropping down from the wide set hips.  From this view no dramatic protrusion of the hock should be seen either to the inside or the outside, with the greater fault being the inward sag commonly referred to as “cow hocked”.  In profile the rear should be evaluated calling on everything we have discussed from the very beginning of this article series.  It should be all about proportion and balance within the whole.  The hindquarter, with whatever angle it possesses must complete the silhouette in a complimentary way.  It must balance with the front assembly both in terms of angles and in proportion of bone.  Ideal alignment and balance creates the form that allows maximum fluid power, with minimum wear and tear on the joints.  This is akin to preventing uneven tread wear on tires; good for a lot of miles and a lot of years.
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