THE STANDARD: GENERAL APPEARANCE SECTION

DEFINING BREEDING GOALS

As described in the history of our breed’s development, our perfect dog or ultimate goal is the “everyuse” sporting dog.  He possesses strong scenting ability, staunch point, desire, solid retrieving, tracking a blood trail, strength, stamina and a passion for water.  Breed developers achieved their goal by observing the rule “Form Follows Function”.  Once this ideal dog was brought into being, the original Klub Kurzhaar and its counterparts in other countries set a Standard for serious breeders to adhere to on order to protect the ideal from future erosion.  This month we look at the most important segment of our current Standard; that introductory paragraph designed to describe in a nutshell what that form encasing all those marvelous functions should look like.

General Appearance

The German Shorthaired Pointer is a versatile hunter, an all-purpose gun dog of high performance in field and water.  The judgement of Shorthairs in the show ring reflects this basic characteristic.  The overall picture which is created in the observer’s eye is that of an aristocratic, well-balanced, symmetrical animal with conformation indicating power, endurance, and agility and a look of intelligence and animation.  The dog is neither unduly small nor conspicuously large.  It gives the impression of medium size , but is like a proper hunter, “with a short back but standing over plenty of ground.”  Symmetry and field quality are most essential.  A dog in hard and lean field condition is not to be penalized; however, overly fat or poorly muscled dogs are to be penalized.  A dog well balanced in all points is preferable to one with outstanding good qualities and defects.  Grace of outline, clean cut head, sloping shoulders, deep chest, powerful back, strong quarters, good bone composition, adequate muscle, well carried tail and taught coat produce a look of nobility and indicate a heritage of purposefully conducted breeding.  Further evidence  of this heritage is movement which is balanced, alertly coordinated and without wasted motion.

Contributors to this article generally agreed that this section of the GSP standard is fairly well written.  Few of the Sporting breeds go into the descriptive detail in their General Appearance section that we do.  It is written so that both the artistic and mechanical minds are able to build a mental picture of the ideal dog.  The essence of the breed, and instruction to breed students on the key to evaluating quality are laid out in the first two sentences.  We are attempting to imprint an image in the mind’s eye of the perfect dog, against which to compare each dog we observe.  Our opening paragraph tells us this cannot be done without consideration of the dog at work in the field.  The grace and power of a well built GSP is awesome whether viewed in the show ring or the switchgrass.  You are not ready to contemplate breeding or judging the German Shorthair if you have never seen him at work.

Repeatedly we ask for balance, symmetry and moderation.  Awareness that we want a utility player that can excel at any job given, in all extremes of terrain, at any speed, for extended lengths of time helps us understand that exaggeration of any one physical characteristic takes away from the whole.  One of the most common and serious mistakes breeders make is obsession with one breed characteristic.  For example, pride in excellent rear quarters may blind the breeder to the fact that rear is attached to a front with overly steep shoulders, rendering the excellent rear on that dog overangulated and ruining efficient motion and stamina. The concept of relating the various parts of the dog to each other and viewing this in relationship as a whole, rather than a series of individual good and bad traits, is the key that so many breeders never grasp. Understanding the concept of balance makes it easy to understand that balance is the fundamental principle on which selection and breeding plans should be based. Any one part of the dog¹s anatomy being in proportion to any other part of the dog¹s anatomy is the clue to the 
concept of balance. The result is THE DOG AS A WHOLE IS MORE IMPORTANT THAN ANY ONE OF ITS INDIVIDUAL PARTS. 

The sentence which brought most comment from our contributors, both in terms of needing more explanation, and being a critical point to understand, is the “like a proper hunter” bit.  Many canine breed standards contain terms borrowed from horsemen, and this is definitely one of them; further evidence that the authors of the original standard were more concerned with working features than with decoration.  We actually share this statement, or one similar with the Fox Terriers and the Bloodhounds.  They chose the Thoroughbred hunter as pattern because they possess conformation that traverses rough terrain to the best advantage.  The statement describes an animal required to have a short back while still able to have maximum length of stride in order to “cover a lot of ground”, describing the well made animal in motion.  The interpretation of “short back” means short between the top of the well sloped shoulder blade and the top of the equally sloped pelvic bone.  These two vital structural elements properly slant toward each other at the topline.  This shortness contributes to strength and endurance.  To picture “standing over plenty of ground” see that the bottom of these same bones slant away from each other at the point of the shoulder and the point of the hip, thus increasing the distance across the underside of the animal and providing great flexibility.
  Going back to our balance and symmetry requirements, it should be easy to see how terribly important it is that the length of the scapula correspond to the length of the pelvis.  The angles made by the shoulder and hip should be complimentary, and the bones that partner this structure, the upper arm and the femur need to balance the upper structure and each other in length.  It is incorrect to focus on the legs when considering “standing over plenty of ground”.  This would lead the observer to simply look for a lot of daylight, which would be present on the steep shouldered, overangulated dog used as an example earlier, and also in the overly leggy dog which would be too straight front and rear jacking the dog’s body up to show all this daylight.

Clearly emphasized in our General Appearance paragraph are the dog’s capabilities in the field.  We caution the conformation judge to bear this in mind when evaluating the “show” dog.  We state that hard lean field condition is perfectly fine, while poor muscling and condition should be penalized.  Every quality the section asks for is a performance attribute, yet presents an attractive picture.  The term grace is used not just to advise about looks, but also implies fluid efficiency resulting in wonderful endurance.  A deep chest is appealing to the eye and promotes the look of strength, but also is so very important for adequate lung capacity and protection of organs.  A powerful short back promotes strength and stamina.  Good bone composition may be a little vague, until one thinks about the whole package.  The bone must fit the dog; being not so heavy as to hinder the ability to work over difficult ground for long periods of time, nor too light to support the muscle needed to go all day and for days and days.  Adequate muscle could also be an inconclusive description without the mental ideal of the working Shorthair racing to objectives, driving through brush, jumping obstacles, turning on a dime and slamming on point.  We don’t need a muscle bound weight lifter, and we don’t want a wimp.  We are asking for smooth elastic muscling more like that of a runner, but providing power and strength as well.  Our taught coat is a field practicality appreciated best by those of us who bring our hunting companions home clean and unscathed after a hard muddy day in the burrs and briars.  Balanced movement alertly coordinated without wasted motion may be a bit of an understatement when put into the context of watching the dog work.  It leaves out the importance of ground covering reach and drive, and  only begins to imply the ease of going necessary to the working field dog if he is to stay the course.  The well built GSP appears to be working half as hard at his movement when compared to his poorly built peers or to more restricted breeds.  The observer has to look closely to see how great his extension and rear power are because he is doing it so easily, appearing almost lazy next to other dogs that have to really work to reach and drive as much.  This is the quality of movement that serves the breed so well in the field, and results in the average hunter calling it quits long before the dog does.

If the breeders who have been kind enough to share their thoughts in this article could collectively ask the reader to take three things away from its reading, your humble editor/cooridnator believes they would be the following:


Learn to look at this breed as an entire balanced, symmetrical package.  If evaluating parts, ALWAYS do so with an eye toward their relationship to the whole.


No more do you need to nod your head knowingly while secretly baffled during discussions of proper angulation.  When the history and relationship to equine breeding standards is understood, you can see what is truly meant by the term.


NEVER lose sight of the reasons this breed was developed when evaluating its physical qualities.
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