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Physical Characteristics of the Bolognese


(from the Fédération Cynologique Internationale breed standard)


Head: Of medium length.


Stop: Rather accentuated.


Eyes: Set on an almost frontal plane; well opened.
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Nose: Large and must be black.


Muzzle: Its length is equal to 2/5 of the length of the head.


Jaws/Teeth: Jaws normally developed. Teeth white, evenly aligned, with strong and complete dentition.


Chest: Ample, let down to level of elbows, with well sprung ribs.


Forequarters: Considered on the whole, they are perfectly straight and parallel in relation to the median plane of the body.


Feet: Oval shaped, with well cushioned dark pads and very hard black nails.


Skull: Of slightly ovoid (egg-shaped) shape in the sagittal direction and rather flat in its upper part.


Ears: High set, they are long and hanging.


Neck: Without dewlap; its length is equal to the length of the head.


Body: The dog being of a square construction, the length of the body, measured from the point of the shoulder to the point of the buttock bone is equal to that of the height at the withers.


Hindquarters: Considered on the whole and viewed from the back, they must follow from the point of the buttock bone to the ground a perfectly vertical line.


Tail: Set in the line of the croup, carried curved over the back.


Color: Pure white.


Coat: Long all over the body, from head to tail. It is shorter on the muzzle.


Height: At the withers—Males: 27 to 30 cm, Females: 25 to 28 cm.


Weight: From 2.5 to 4 kg.
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The Bolognese is a rare breed, but those lucky enough to know these dogs love them! Looking at this happy face, it is easy to see the breed’s appeal.
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Although an ancient pure-bred of noble origins, the Bolognese today is regarded as a rare breed in most countries of the world. Much speculation exists about the possible origin of this bichon breed, though ultimately its true origins remain obscure and are likely never to be revealed fully. With an irresistible face characterized by “three black buttons,” the Bolognese represents the Italian version of the popular bichon-type dogs, although it most certainly did not originate there. The Bolognese belongs to the ancient aristocracy of dog breeds, but where did the history of the Bolognese actually begin?


Small white dogs were already known of when the Phoenicians and ancient Egyptians were traveling around the Mediterranean. Along the trade routes of the seafarers, the “small whites” traveled from coast to coast as precious cargo of the peripatetic Phoenicians. From some point in time during the 13th century, these seafarers also brought white dogs to Italy, where their small size enchanted the region’s royalty and aristocracy. Select breeding of these dogs began soon thereafter, with the name Bolognese being derived from the ancient Italian city of Bologna, where these small white canines appealed to many dog lovers.




A GENUINE ITALIAN TREASURE


Throughout the centuries of its history, the Bolognese has always been a very special breed. It was the declared favorite of royalty and aristocracy. Its fascinating and affectionate character leaves no doubt among fanciers and breeders that this small dog with its white curly coat represents a genuine treasure.
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Traders were fully aware of the little white dogs’ value, and specimens were sometimes even paid for with their weight in gold. It was considered a particular symbol of wealth to be seen with such a little snow-white beauty. The dogs were the declared favorites of well-born Italian women and became mandatory “fashion accessories” for the ladies of the aristocracy. The absolute favorites in drawing rooms, the Bolognese were spoiled, powdered and perfumed, and their coats, often adorned in cords, were trimmed according to the latest fashion. In general, the dogs were given so much attention that the French verb bichonner, which means to “to pamper,” gave rise to the breed’s initial name, Bichon Bolognais. The breed became known as the Bolognese some time later.


The Gonzagas, a noble family that ruled parts of Italy between 1328 and 1708, were known to have bred Bolognese in their palatial estates. Even the Medicis valued these little dogs, and Cosimo dé Medici (1389–1464), the affluent, influential Florentine citizen who became the city’s most important patron of the Italian Renaissance, has been recorded to have at one time sent no less than eight Bolognese pups to Belgium, where his emissary Nuntius gifted the dogs to a select few rich and mighty nobles. You might say that the tiny but mighty Bolognese thus started to conquer the whole of Europe from Italy.


Many historical personalities ensured that they were seen with this little dog that embodied luxury, examples being the Madame la Marquise de Pompadour (1721–1764), Catharine the Great of Russia (1729–1796) and Maria Therese, Empress of Austria (1717–1780), who were all proud owners of these little beauties. The dogs’ popularity continued during the times of Kings Louis XIV and XV of France and endured well into the 19th century, and old masters, such as Gozzoli and Dürer, immortalized them in many paintings. Commoners had no chance whatsoever to own one of these small dogs.
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Empress Elizabeth of Manchukuo, wife of the former “Boy Emperor” of China, strolling in her garden with her Italian toy dog. Photo circa 1930s.
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A lovely pair of modern-day Bolognese. As adults, the male (left) is a bit larger than the female (right).
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From the early 1930s, this photo of a Bolognese was captioned “An almost perfect specimen.”


As history teaches us, all good things must come to an end (or at least an indefinite hiatus). Quite suddenly, or so it seems, this famed and revered breed of dog fell from favor, along with the downfall of Europe’s aristocracy.


By the end of World War II, the Bolognese had become almost extinct, with only a handful of breeders in the world, including in Italy where the breed had once risen to fame. If the records of the Italian breeding register are to be relied upon, the first modern Bolognese were registered by the kennel of Sna. Maristella Ogno in the late 1950s.


BICHONS IN RUSSIA


During the 18th and 19th centuries, Russia had become an important part of international trade relations under the rule of the czars. In this time period some dogs had also reached that country who would become historically significant, though not to the Bolognese. As a result of the Bolshevik Revolution in October of 1917, which disposed of the czars, many countries discontinued their friendly trade relationships with Russia. Thus isolated, no additional dogs came into the country, forcing breeders in the new Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) to develop a separate breed that became known as the Bolonka Franzuska, while the development of the Bolognese was continued in Italy. In other words, the Bolognese was being bred in western Europe and the Bolonka Franzuska in eastern Europe.
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The Russian Bolonka Zwetna breed is seen in many colors and shades. It is related to the bichon breeds as well as other popular toy breeds.


Parallel to the western European Bolognese, the Russian Bolonka Franzuska (meaning “lapdog from France”) was bred in the former German Democratic Republic (East Germany) without receiving international recognition through the Fédération Cynologique Internationale (FCI), the international kennel club to which most Continental countries belong. These Russian-bred bichons showed only little resemblance to their presumed ancestors from France or Italy, with the only common feature being that both breeds had white coats of curly hair. The Bolonka Franzuska breed had been developed in the USSR and found its way, mainly via diplomatic channels, into the then-aligned East Germany.




THE SOVIET BICHON SPINOFFS


The Bolonka Franzuska was considered a separate dog breed in the USSR. It is still unclear whether it is related more closely to the Bichon Frise of France or to the Bolognese of Italy. The Bolonka Franzuska is responsible for a spinoff known as the Bolonka Zwetna, a new bichon breed not recognized by the Fédération Cynologique Internationale. The Bolonka Zwetna was developed by crossbreeding the Bolonka Franzuska with the Pekingese and Shih Tzu in the early 1950s.
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The Russian representatives of the bichon family: on the left is a Bolonka Franzuska, which shares its white coat with the Bolognese. A pair of Bolonka Zwetna are shown at center and right.


The breed had a large number of fans who continued to breed these dogs in Germany for many decades. The last dog show open to entrants and visitors from the West was held in Leipzig in 1964, after which the Iron Curtain to the Federal Republic of Germany (West Germany) also fell, hindering all dog-sport activities involving the two Germanys. This meant that breeders in East Germany could not access fresh blood from the West to invigorate their bloodlines but were limited to their own and Russian stock. Their breeding potential was therefore severely limited. As a result, the individual bloodlines of the Bolonka Franzuska continually became more closely related, and inbreeding eventually commenced. As emphasis was more on breeding numbers rather than on breeding quality, the Bolonka Franzuska gradually but constantly grew smaller, with more and more faults in comparison to their ancestral lines. In the early 1980s, the committee of the East German dog breeders’ association attempted to have the Bolonka Franzuska registered by the FCI using the standard for the Bolognese. However, the characteristics of the two breeds were too different, and the Bolonka Franzuska was not granted the same level of recognition that the Bolognese breed was already enjoying.
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A pair of beautiful Bichons Frise. This breed has a white coat like its Italian cousin, but a major difference is the Bichon Frise’s grooming style, in which the coat is meticulously sculpted into shape.


The fall of the Berlin Wall, which had separated East and West Germany, on November 9, 1989 also meant a drastic turnaround for the Bolonka Franzuska as a breed. Not even a year later, on September 23, 1990, the members of the former East German dog breeders’ association were assimilated into the West German society of small-breed dog breeders, which in turn formed part of the VDH (Verbandes für das Deutsche Hundewesen, [the German Kennel Club]), which became an established member of the FCI. In the process, the pedigree records relative to the Bolonka Franzuska were indiscriminately rewritten to conform to the recognized Bolognese breed.


THE FAMILY OF BICHONS


Besides the Bolognese, the Maltese, Bichon Frise, Coton de Tuléar, Havanese and Löwchen form the family of bichon breeds. The Maltese, which probably represents the oldest breed of bichon, is considered the type representative of all bichons. It is unfortunate, though, that its exact history, like that of the Bolognese, cannot be completely reconstructed today. The oldest record of a Maltese in the Mediterranean region was unearthed during archeological work in Egypt. Greek vases dating from 500 BC also depicted small white fluffy dogs. During its entire history of development, the Maltese was considered a jewel among dog breeds.


During the course of centuries, if not millennia, the appearance of the Maltese with regard to its coat changed a number of times. It was certainly all but exempt from the continuously changing fashion trends and therefore at times may have looked quite different from what we today know as the Maltese, “a pure-bred dream in white.”


The Bichon Frise, originally known as Bichon Ténérife, also originated in the Mediterranean region. Spanish seafarers had brought the breed, acting as trade goods, to the Canary Islands, and when it was later returned to Europe, it promptly turned into a favorite lapdog of the Spanish and Italian aristocracies. The Bichon Frise became known for its high trainability and intelligence. It was therefore often trained to perform a variety of tricks and was highly popular with the clochards (the classic French hobos) as a means to beg for money. The Bichon Frise was registered in France only in 1934, and the breed is inseparably linked to the outstanding breeding efforts of Mme. Carmen Desfarges and her kennel De La Buthière.
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A modern Maltese, showing off the breed’s long, straight white coat.
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Mrs. Stallibrass, one of the Maltese’s staunchest supporters, with one of her “Maltese Terriers,” as the breed was known at the time. Circa 1902.


The Coton de Tuléar, on the other hand, is a temperamental, joyous breed of bichon from Madagascar. The history of this enchanting small dog is as romantic and speculative as any other breed in the family portrait. One legend tells that small bichon-like dogs were kept for rat control onboard pirate ships operating in the Indian Ocean early in the 16th century. Shipwrecked, some of these dogs managed to swim to the shores of the island of Madagascar, where they later mixed with native dogs. Other sources claim to be certain that European settlers brought dwarf épagneuls, Maltese or Bolognese to Madagascar, where they interbred with the indigenous island dogs. In any case, the Bichon Ténérife, transported by trade ship, reached the island of Réunion, where, likely through genetic adaptation, it developed its characteristic soft, cotton-like coat. Known originally as the Coton de Réunion, the small dog later became almost extinct on that island. A few surviving specimens were eventually relocated by traders to the port city of Tuléar on the southwestern coast of Madagascar. The Coton de Tuléar was recognized as a breed only in 1970 and is therefore considered a young breed.
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The Coton de Tuléar is a related breed from Madagascar known for a soft, cotton-like coat.




THE RAINBOW OF BOLOGNA


Today the Bolognese is found only in white without markings of any kind. Historically, however, the Bolognese was not always just white but also existed in various colors including black, brown and tan. Today among the bichon breeds, the Havanese and Löwchen are seen in a variety of colors, but the Bolognese, Bichon Frise, Maltese and Coton de Tuléar are seen in solid (or mostly) white.
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The modern Havanese on the Malecon of Havana, Cuba, photographed by the protector of the breed in its homeland, Zoila Portuondo Guerra.


Like some of the other breeds of bichon, the Havanese, or Bichon Havanese, has several theories of its origin. One of many hypotheses claims that the predecessor of the Havanese was the Blanquitto de la Habana, which was a Spanish bichon-like dog. Another theory holds that the Havanese developed in the Mediterranean region, and transatlantic ships were responsible for its early introduction into Cuba.
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The Havanese in America is groomed a bit differently from its Cuban counterparts.


The Havanese was most commonly seen with a tobacco-colored (“havana”) coat, and this led to the presumption that it actually originated in the capital of Cuba, Havana. While this is not the case, the breed did become very popular in Havana. Due to the Cuban revolution, many Havanese dogs left the country with their owners. The handful that came to the US survived and established new bloodlines here. Today the breed is flourishing in the US and is recognized by the American Kennel Club.




EARLY BREED TYPES


Before the individual breeds of bichon were bred selectively, hardly any distinct traits separated them, and breed names abounded. In the 16th century, all types of small white dogs were referred to as either dwarf épagneuls, from which today’s Papillon was developed, or as Maltese.





Rooted in France, the Löwchen, nicknamed the Little Lion Dog or Petit Chien Lion, is a small breed of bichon, closely related to the Maltese. While the breed is not well known around the world, there is a considerable growing interest in the US and UK. The Löwchen resembles the Maltese and Havanese very closely and even more so the Coton de Tuléar. Its coat is traditionally clipped short on the rump so that the dog assumes a lion-like appearance. The breed fell out of fashion early in the 20th century, when this sculpted leonine look did not quite conform to the prevailing taste of the day. As with the other bichon breeds, the Löwchen’s origins can be traced back to early medieval times. Two stone sculptures in the cathedral of Amiens, France clearly represent Little Lion Dogs, whose coats are trimmed to resemble those of lions, very much in the same fashion as Löwchens are trimmed today.
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The Löwchen is closely related to the Bolognese. The very appropriate breed name comes from the German word meaning “little lion.”


THE BOLOGNESE IN AMERICA
 BY AMY FERNANDEZ


Dorothy Goodale is credited with introducing the Bolognese to America. She had bred dogs for 45 years, beginning with Beagles, Poodles and Soft Coated Wheaten Terriers, before she became interested in rare breeds. With her husband Bert, she imported the first Havanese into the US from Cuban refugees and established their world-famous Berdot Havanese kennels. She first became aware of the Bolognese during the 1970s, while researching all five of the Bichon breeds. “I kept coming across references to the Bolognese during my research, at the library or in correspondence with foreign breeders. The more I read, the more curious I became,” says Dorothy. She was especially intrigued by the fact that this was the only Bichon variety that had never been imported to the US.




A LUMP IN HISTORY


Dr. Hillebrecht published an article in the December 1898 issue of the magazine Zwinger und Feld that provided sound evidence that the Bichon Frise originated in the Canary Islands. It describes how a small woolly Poodle with the name of “Lump” was brought from the island of Tenerife to the city of Antwerp in Belgium.





Dorothy began writing to various European kennel clubs to request the addresses of Bolognese breeders in Europe. Through this correspondence, she learned of the Vansteenkiste kennels in Belgium. Madame Gerde Vansteenkiste-Delen was among the first breeders attempting to reestablish the Bolognese. She founded one of the world’s most influential Bolognese breeding programs in the 1970s and helped popularize the breed by extensively campaigning her dogs throughout Europe. Although she has now retired, her bloodline continues at the Van Het Vogelpark kennels, also located in Belgium.


Like many breeds, the Bolognese gene pool had been decimated during World War II. The breed had nearly died out and, 30 years later, breeders were still working to re-establish viable Bolognese populations in their own countries. The Goodales were able to locate three European breeders—one in Denmark, one in Germany and one in Belgium—but all of them were understandably reluctant to export dogs. It took a couple of years before Dorothy was able to convince one of them to part with any of their valuable Bolognese stock.


She was finally able to import the first Bolognese into the US in 1986. Her original foundation stock came from six different countries, beginning with two pairs of dogs from the Danish Ja-Birs kennels of Jan and Birte Warming. The first two dogs, an unrelated male and female, were soon followed by two more female puppies. Additional imports came from Italy, Denmark, Belgium, Germany and Portugal, including dogs from Italian breeders Carla Peronda and Alberto Veronesi.
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Part of the Bolognese’s beauty is his white coat, which is left in a natural state—no trimming allowed!


She fell in love with the breed immediately. “This is the smartest breed I have ever worked with. They do great in obedience but tend to become bored with repetitive exercises. They absolutely love agility. The Havanese are smart and very good dogs, but Bolognese are different. People who claim that dogs cannot reason have never lived with a Bolognese. I suspect that they are telepathic. They are great problem solvers.”
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Although currently a rare breed, the Bolognese will surely attract many followers in the years to come.


Dorothy began breeding her Danish imports when they were about 18 months old but ran into a problem common to many rare-breed fanciers. “We could not get people interested in the breed. We knew the Bolognese were wonderful dogs, but no one knew what they were.”


Dorothy remained the only US Bolognese breeder for several years, and her bloodline is the oldest established Bolognese breeding program in the US. In 1987, the Goodales founded the Bolognese Club of America (BCA) to promote and protect the breed in the US. The club began with approximately ten founding members, a combination of the Goodales’ puppy-buyers and interested Havanese breeders. The club provided a forum to bring Bolognese owners together and offer assistance to fanciers in the US. Dorothy and Bert also established the first US Bolognese registry, which Dorothy still maintains today.


Although the BCA remains the largest US Bolognese registry, the club has never pushed for American Kennel Club (AKC) recognition. According to breeder Melissa Scheetz (Aspen Villa Bolognese), “We love placing our puppies as pets first.” Melissa has worked closely with Dorothy for the past three and a half years, taking over raising her Bolognese and Havanese. She began her own breeding programs for both breeds two years ago and also assists Dorothy with the club’s registry and newsletter.


Most of the original BCA members remain affiliated with the club today. BCA breeders in the US and Canada continue to import new bloodlines from Hungary, the Czech Republic and Italy. BCA-accredited breeders are required to have their dogs’ eyes tested and certified with the Canine Eye Registration Foundation (CERF) and have their dogs’ patellas (knees) tested, both annually. No major genetic problems have been noted in the breed to date, although breeders vigilantly monitor their dogs for eye health and knee stability. All breeding stock is tested annually and only healthy dogs are used for breeding.


The BCA has adopted the FCI (Fédération Cynologique Internationale) standard for the Bolognese. Melissa points out, “Because the Bolognese is still in its infancy, you see many different-looking Bolognese.” She notes that the only major change in breed type that has occurred in the US in the past two decades is a reduction in size. “A good average size for Bolognese is 8 pounds.” The FCI standard permits a weight range of 5 to 9 pounds. The BCA also publishes a bimonthly newsletter, The Band Wag-on, and funds a nationwide rescue league. To learn more about the BCA, visit them online at http://members.aol.com/BologneseAmerica/bca.htm.


BCA member Carrie Belair (K’Bella Bolognese), from Cumberland, Ontario, Canada, founded the Bolognese Club of Canada in 2005. Other organizations that recognize the breed in the US today include the United Kennel Club (UKC), the American Rare Breed Association (ARBA), the AKC’s Foundation Stock Service (FSS) registry and the Bichon Bolognese Association of America (BBA).


The BBA was founded in 2000 by Johan and Diane Hesseltvan Dinter of Spice of Life Bolognese in Wisconsin and Sharon Todman of Fatima’s Bolgnese in Bakersfield, California. Members of the BBA are actively seeking AKC recognition for the breed. They support the development of an internationally recognized Bolognese and adhere to the Italian and FCI standards. The BBA maintains a registry and breeder referral service and publishes a club newsletter. For more information, you can visit the club’s website at www.bologneseclubus.com.
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Sired by Julien Von Weiben Kindertraum and out of Amanda Von Albany, this is Fabiola Von Albany of Sopra Villa kennels.
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Ch. Amanda Di Chiesanova, of Sopra Villa kennels, was sired by Elisea and is out of Trottola.


Johan and Diane Hesseltvan Dinter acquired their first Bolognese in 1992 from Dorothy Goodale and began breeding and exhibiting in 1995. “Shortly after we started breeding,” notes Diane, “we became aware of the range of variability in the breed, especially in terms of size. This was not confined to American bloodlines. Italian breeders were experiencing the same problems. And the northern European Bolognese tended to be larger than the Italian dogs.” Diane and her husband decided to import new stock in hopes of creating a more consistent type within their line.


In May 1996, they traveled to Europe with the intent of finding and importing quality Bolognese from unrelated bloodlines. With the help of various European contacts, they were able to locate breeders and purchased two puppies, one from Italy and one from the Czech Republic. Both of these dogs had a major impact on their breeding program. Their Czech import, Brize Cesky Dukat, was already a Czech champion and went on to earn his ARBA championship in the US. Since then, they have continued to import Bolognese from Italy, Belgium and the Netherlands. One of their most notable imports was a Dutch champion, Roxanne, who unfortunately died prematurely but managed to pass her exceptional structure and movement on to her progeny.
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