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Physical Characteristics of the Mastiff


(excerpted from the American Kennel Club breed standard)


Skull: Broad and somewhat flattened between the ears, forehead slightly curved, showing marked wrinkles which are particularly distinctive when at attention.


Head: In general outline giving a massive appearance when viewed from any angle.


Eyes: Set wide apart, medium in size, never too prominent. Color of eyes brown.


Ears: Small in proportion to the skull, V-shaped, rounded at the tips…set widely apart at the highest points on the sides of the skull.


Neck: Powerful, very muscular, slightly arched, and of medium length.


Muzzle: Short, broad under the eyes and running nearly equal in width to the end of the nose. Truncated, i.e. blunt and cut off square.


Nose: Broad and always dark in color, with spread flat nostrils in profile.


Lips: Diverging at obtuse angles with the septum and sufficiently pendulous so as to show a modified square profile.


Canine Teeth: Healthy and wide apart. Jaws powerful. Scissors bite preferred.


Chest: Wide, deep, rounded, and well let down between the forelegs. Forechest should be deep and well defined. Ribs well rounded.


Forequarters: Shoulders moderately sloping, powerful and muscular. Legs straight, strong and set wide apart, heavy boned. Elbows parallel to body. Pasterns strong and bent only slightly. Feet large, round, and compact with well arched toes. Black nails preferred.
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Topline: In profile the topline should be straight, level, and firm.


Back: Muscular, powerful, and straight.


Loins: Wide and muscular.


Tail: Set on moderately high and reaching to the hocks or a little below. Wide at the root, tapering to the end.


Size: Dogs, minimum, 30 inches at the shoulder. Bitches, minimum, 27 inches at the shoulder.


Underline: There should be a reasonable, but not exaggerated, tuck-up.


Coat: Outer coat straight, coarse, and of moderately short length. Undercoat dense, short, and close lying.


Color: Fawn, apricot, or brindle. Brindle should have fawn or apricot as a background color which should be completely covered with very dark stripes.


Substance: Massive, heavy boned, with a powerful muscle structure.


Proportion: Rectangular, the length of the dog from forechest to rump is somewhat longer than the height at the withers.


Hindquarters: Broad, wide and muscular. Second thighs well developed, leading to a strong hock joint. Stifle joint is moderately angulated matching the front. Rear legs are wide apart and parallel when viewed from the rear.
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 Deriving from the ancient dogs of the Old World, the Mastiff is one of the oldest breeds of dog. Today’s breed is massive, powerful and impressive in every imaginable way.
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ORIGIN OF THE DOG


As we gaze at our giant Mastiffs, snoozing by our feet or sleeping comfortably on our sofas, every proud owner likes to believe that his dog is the direct descendant of a brave and noble molosser from centuries past. Such a romantic notion makes us feel that our Mastiff is more dignified and pure! While owners of most pure-bred dogs would like to have this sense of satisfaction, most cannot. Yet, the Mastiff indeed derives from ancient dogs from the Old World, and there is plenty of evidence to substantiate this claim.


How the domestic dog actually came into existence is still quite a mystery. We cannot be certain whether early humans first approached wolves or wolves first approached humans. Nevertheless, the absolute truth is that such association has been beneficial for both species and has allowed canines to become members of the human family.


For years, archaeologists ignored canine skeletal remains found at the sites of early human settlements. This has prevented scientists from determining the original connection between humans and canines. Yet, we have evidence of their mythical relationship from depictions in ancient pottery, sculpture and carvings. Thus, the first reference to the dog-and-man relationship derives from a later period. Findings indicate that in 10,000 BC, the Earth’s canine population was not greater than 10,000,000. These canines were scattered throughout the continents and were all used for the purpose of hunting. By the 16th century, canine population was estimated to be about 350 million world-wide, and, at the end of the 20th century, there were as many as three billion dogs around the world. Today only a small percentage is still used for hunting tasks, but dogs are used to perform many other important duties.
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Who dares awaken the noble giant? Who would doubt this molosser’s purity and bravery?
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A Mastiff shown in a bas-relief dated about 2200 BC. It is on display at the British Museum in London.


The explanation is very simple. If early domesticated dogs were used mainly for hunting by nomadic peoples, then later, when humans settled down to a more stationary existence, their dogs did the same. At this time, our ancestors must have noticed that their canine allies could also be used for other purposes, such as guarding and shepherding.
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Mastiffs hunting the wild horse as depicted in this Assyrian bas-relief dated about 650 BC.


Thus, dogs progressively began to acquire a different status in the developing human society. Some human communities erected altars and worshipped dogs as minor gods. The Egyptians, for example, adored Seth, the god of evil, and Anubis, the god of death; both gods were represented by half-human and half-dog or jackal forms. Others considered dogs as magical or mythical entities. For example, dying Aryans were left in the company of their dogs since they believed that dogs could offer them spiritual support and help them find the way to reach the other side. Yet, there were others that considered dogs as demonical, fearful, filthy beings.


How and when the kind of selection that made it possible to differentiate and develop phenotypes and genotypes among the canine species began is not yet clear. It is one of those mysteries that perhaps one day archaeology will answer.


ANCIENT DOGS


While much of ancient dog history is based largely on conjecture, we do know for certain that various ancient peoples, such as the Assyrians, Babylonians, Chinese, Egyptians, Medes, Mesopotamians and Persians, used dogs for different purposes according to the dogs’ sizes. Such purposes were based on a deliberate selection, more or less artificial, which paved the way toward the highly defined dog breeds we have today.


Those dogs with more ferocious temperaments were used in battles and to guard temples and palaces. Other fierce dogs were used for hunting large animals and, later, in baiting exhibitions, where they were pitted against all sorts of wild beasts and, later still, against other aggressive dogs. Dogs were also used as executioners, where the dog would be expected to consume a condemned prisoner alive!


Other individuals were used to watch over the herds; therefore, they were raised among cows, sheep and goats from puppyhood. The purpose of this was to acclimate the dogs with their charges, the herds. In this way, the dogs would protect their herds from the attacks of wolves and other wild animals in the same way that they would protect their own families. Finally, there were dogs that lived under their masters’ roofs to protect their properties and families or simply to serve as companions.




GENUS CANIS
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Dogs and wolves are members of the genus Canis. Wolves are known scientifically as Canis lupus while dogs are known as Canis domesticus. Dogs and wolves are known to interbreed. The term “canine” derives from the Latin-derived word Canis. The term “dog” has no scientific basis but has been used for thousands of years. The origin of the word “dog” has never been authoritatively ascertained.


Recent DNA studies have proved that the taming of wolves is traced back to 100,000 years ago. This means that dogs have been accompanying our ancestors for longer than we had thought.





Dogs were utilized not only in Asia but also in Europe, where the Romans and Greeks on one side and the Celts, Iberians, Germans, Normans and Saxons on the other used dogs for hunting, guarding, warring and shepherding. Humans around the Old World were discovering that dogs could play significant roles in their developing societies.
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Depicting the Assyrians leading Assurbanipal’s Mastiff to a hunt, this bas-relief from the Palace of Nineveh is dated about 650 BC. It is on display at the British Museum.


TRADE AND EXCHANGE


The ancient world was active in trade and other cultural relations. Usually these exchanges were conducted under peaceful, amicable conditions, but, at other times, these “acquisitions” were the results of bloody wars and territorial occupation. In cases where a community was conquered or colonized, the dogs that lived among that community were taken and exported, like everything else of value in the fallen culture. Thus, dogs from any people conquered by the Romans, for instance, could have been interbred with dogs on Continental Europe and beyond.




 BRAINS AND BRAWN


Since dogs have been inbred for centuries, their physical and mental characteristics are constantly being changed to suit man’s desires for hunting, retrieving, scenting, guarding and warming their masters’ laps. During the past 150 years, dogs have been judged according to physical characteristics as well as functional abilities. Few breeds can boast a genuine balance between physique, working ability and temperament.
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A prolific sire of his day, Eng. Ch. Crown Prince was born in February 1880 and was exhibited by Dr. L.S. Forbes-Winslow of London and bred by Mr. H.G. Woolmore.


Sometimes the dogs were so highly prized that they were used as currency. Despite our lack of specific historical references, this theory explains how dogs with similar characteristics and uses inhabited different parts of the civilized world while being named differently by the communities who owned them.


This theory also leads us to accept the fact that we cannot know for certain whether our Mastiff came before or after the mastiff types that existed in other lands. Like the scrambled riddle about the chicken and the egg, we may never know the true origins of the Mastiff. Unfortunately, as it has happened with the origins of most other breeds, the Mastiff’s are shrouded in the mystery of time. Let us investigate how the ancestors of the Mastiff appeared in ancient times.
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An old German, woodcut estimated around 1534 AD, showing what might possibly be Mastiff crosses.


GIANTS FROM THE PAST


There is no doubt that those dogs that gave way to the Mastiff of today were very large animals, used at different times for warring, shepherding and guarding, as well as for transporting and pulling heavy loads and for fighting against other beasts. These ancient dogs were brave, ferocious animals, physically strong and capable of enduring great pain. Only a survivor like the Mastiff could have endured the test of time.


The Mastiff’s ancestors could have had either long, thick, woolly coats or short, close-lying coats. Some dogs were solid-colored while others were bi-colored or tri-colored in black and white, chestnut, red, blue, black or brindle. The muzzles varied greatly: some dogs had short, flat muzzles; others had square, wide muzzles and others had rather elongated, narrow muzzles. The ears of some dogs were set high, forming a “V” shape. Body type varied considerably as well. Their bodies could have been somewhat compact, wide and square, or narrow and long. Every physical feature of these ancient dogs depended upon how the humans bred them, how they were kept, the climates in which they lived and, of course, the duties for which they were employed.




MOLOSSIA, GREECE


Molossia was a settlement from Mycenæ, located in Greece’s continental area, between the limits of Mount Pindus and the origins of the Thiamis River. Later on, during the spread of the Greek civilization, it became a city-state. Its inhabitants were cavemen. They were mainly shepherds and their dogs were used for the driving and guarding of herds. The weather was cold and rainy in an area surrounded by mountains.





Countless narrations, accounts and legends from early civilizations around the world have been told and retold over the years. Popular narrators may have adorned or exaggerated these stories with their imaginative twists, while the more accredited historians have pared these accounts down to the most authentic information. The stories abound about these large brave dogs, standing by man’s side through devastating times and saving humans from mortal danger. Some dogs won favor with kings and noblemen, as well as the affection of entire cities. Today, these great dogs remain a part of the traditions and legends of many nations, filtering their way into our current recounting of the history of the Mastiff.


It would be impossible to give way, in this book, to the very many accounts and legends that have survived, but at least a few should be mentioned in order to help us better understand the unique character traits of this colossal canine breed that we have named the Mastiff.


LEGENDARY DOGS


According to legend, some “fifty large-sized, fierce-looking dogs of the mastiff-type protected, even at the expense of their own lives, the city of Corinthia (ancient Greece), which had been invaded by the Barbarians. This happened while the city’s inhabitants were deep asleep. Forty-nine of these dogs died in the battle. The sole survivor was rewarded with a silver collar. Later on, the Corinthians erected a monument to pay tribute to those brave four-legged warriors that defended their city-state from invaders.”
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Owner Mark Beaufoy with his Eng. Ch. Nero, who was bred by Rev. J. Bulkley Jones in 1875. Nero became one of the most popular champions of the breed in that era.


A Celtic legend tells of “one of the most important warriors named Cu Chulainn, who took his name from ‘Culann’s dog,’ owned by a free, rich, well-respected man with the same name. This man was at the service of King Conchobar. The king visited him, accompanied by his servants and his nephew, who was the warrior Cu Chulainn. As Culann felt incapable of attending his royal guests at the same time that he watched over the village, he entitled his dog to surveillance. Culann released his dog after making sure that all inhabitants were inside the village and that all guests were safe, just in case the dog took any of the visitors for an intruder and mistakenly attacked him while performing his duty.


“But both Culann and King Conchobar forgot that the king’s nephew was still outside. It was only after they heard the screaming, growling and barking coming from outside that they noticed what had happened and realized that the life of the king’s nephew was at stake. To their astonishment, they found that the fates had twisted in the boy’s favor—the king’s nephew had killed Culann’s dog! Culann, then, bitterly complained to the king for the loss of such a loyal and valuable dog, the one and only capable of defending the whole village from the attack of thieves and wolves. In remorse, the boy decided to become the village’s new guardian.”


What is most interesting is that the bard who recorded this account also details how the dog guarded the village. He wrote, “The dog climbed a hill and watched over the settlement from there, lying down, his head resting on his fore legs,” a description very similar to the way our modern Mastiffs guard our homes today.


Even though these two legends may have been spiced up by the narrators, for sake of more romantic stories, there are many other historical references to these large dogs, which resemble our modern Mastiffs in many ways. Following are some noteworthy examples that help us piece together the puzzle of the Mastiff’s origins.


 HISTORICAL REFERENCES


One of the earliest references comes from the Roman poet Virgil (70–19 BC) who, around 39 BC, dedicated some verses to dogs in his pastoral poetry entitled “Bucolic.” Virgil referred to the Roman tradition of cropping dogs’ ears, explaining that the practice was not performed for esthetic reasons, but to prevent wolves and foxes from biting these vulnerable part of the dog’s body. In a later poem, entitled “Georgic,” Virgil also suggests that it would be interesting to feed Spartan hunting dogs and the “brave molossian dogs” with fat serum.
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A historical Mastiff born in 1929, this is Eng. Ch. Volo of Ileden.


Historian and geographer Strabo (64 BC–20 AD) said, “Britain produces corn, cattle, gold, silver and iron, together with skins, slaves and dogs of a superior breed for the chase. The Gauls use these dogs in war, as well as others of their own breed.”


We cannot overlook Grattius (circa 19–8 BC), who wrote in Cynegetican about the Parthian, Celtic, Gelonian, Median, Arcadian, Thessalian, Hyrcanian and Acarnian dogs, among others. When referring to the Romans’ conquest of Britain, Grattius specifically cites that “the ‘pugnaces’ of Epirus were taken to fight against the ‘pugnaces’ of Britain and the latter ended up killing the former.”
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 A cousin to the Mastiff, the Pyrenean Mastiff exhibits longer hair than its Spanish Mastiff brother.


Another quotation, from the Carthaginian poet Nemesianus, in his work Cynegetica, written around 283–284 AD, praised the celerity and courage of “the great British dogs.” It also goes into detail about dogs such as the Spartan, Pannonian, Umbrian, Libyan, Hispanic and Molossian.


References to Molossian dogs appear many times in ancient writings. Even the great Aristotle mentioned them: “The dogs from Molossia are no different whatsoever from others (…) although the most famous for their courage and the way they do their work are those resulting from the crossing of dogs from Molossia and Laconia.” Aristotle added that “the largest ones, however, are the ones from Epiroto” and he described them as “large-sized, strong dogs, of heavy muzzle…” He added later that “their size, aspect and temperament are such that some believe them to be descendants of Cerberus, the very dog Hercules brought from Hell.” All of those dogs were named for their places of origin, which was a common practice in ancient times. Nevertheless, they did not necessarily constitute well-defined types or breeds.


According to Studer and Strebel in 1905, “Since the ancient times, men tried to define the different types of dogs. Beginning with the ones which, by their physical strength and powerful bite, could defend men and their herds from the attack of more powerful enemies and, at the same time, hunt larger wild animals and keep domestic animals under control.” Such powerful dogs are the most likely forerunners of the modern Mastiff and the other large guarding breeds we know today.


DIFFERENT NAMES


The fact is that we may never find the clues to the real origin of the modern Mastiff, but it is believed, without doubt, that their ancestors played an important role in the history of our own evolution. These dogs had close relationships with our own ancestors, whenever and wherever they were needed, and in whatever capacity, no matter the names by which they were called.
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The Spanish Mastiff is growing tremendously in popularity both inside and outside its native Spanish borders.


As previously stated, the vast majority of the early dog types were named after their places of origin. As dog types developed more specifically, they were named for their uses in their language of origin: “pugnax” or “pugnaces” (for those used in battles); “alanos,” “alans,” “allans” or “allaunts” (for those used in hunting); “bandogs,” “banddogges,” “bandadocs,” “tie-dogs” or “tydogs” (after the leather “bands” or collars on their necks); “mastives,” “massivus” or “massifs” (for their large size); “mastys,” “mastyfs,” “mastyfes” or “mestyfs” (for their blood mix).


During the reign of England’s King Henry II (1133–1189), founder of the Plantagenet dynasty, the term “mastiff” was used for the first time to define a type of corpulent dog (not yet the breed we know today) of very variable height and other physical traits. These dogs were considered superior for guarding and fighting other beasts, although every dog falling into this new category did not have to share each and every characteristic.
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 The Tibetan Mastiff is an Asian guard/war dog. Authorities believe that this breed is the fore-runner of all molosser-type dogs.




ABOUT BANDOGS


It is very likely that “bandogs” or “band dogges” took their names from the wide leather bands or collars around their necks that kept them tied all day long. They were only released in the evenings to perform their tasks as guardians.





The use of the term “mastiff” spread after the Normans conquered England. It was originally spelled with only one “f,” probably due to its Latin origin. Another reason could be that the Normans, who defeated the Saxons in Hastings during the 1066 Christmas celebrations and crowned William “the Conqueror,” spoke French and used their own language in all government meetings as well as in the newly created nobility circles. Later on, Normans also used French to write the “Forest Laws,” which were dictated by numerous English kings, descendants of Henry II.


Some English rulers such as John I and Henry III ordered the horrendous mutilation of all large dogs of the “mastiff” type that were not owned by the noble people of their kingdoms. These measures were taken to prevent the lower classes from using their dogs to hunt large animals, which was only allowed if approved by the royals.
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The Neapolitan Mastiff can weigh as much as the Mastiff and also derives from ancient molosser types.




BEAR FIGHTS


Fights held between Mastiffs and other wild beasts turned not only some nearly unbeatable bears but also some dogs into heroes. The victories of one of the bears, known as “Young black-face,” became the theme for many ballads sung by the bards. The bear won more than 20 battles, but three Mastiffs finally defeated him in a rule fight, where neither the bear nor the dogs wore collars for protection.





DOG FIGHTING


At the court of England’s Henry VIII (1491–1547), known for his taste for sending his wives to the scaffolds and seeing their heads cut off, a new normative was dictated. His Royal Majesty forbid dogs at court and one of his regulations said, “No dogs to be kept in court. The king’s highness also directly forbids anyone, whoever they are, to presume to keep at court any greyhound, mastiff, hound or other dog, except for small spaniels for ladies and other folk, nor to bring dogs to court, except by the King or Queen’s order.”


Yet the King himself and his daughters, Mary Stuart and Elizabeth I, encouraged and protected dog fights and baiting contests. These exhibitions were held in places known as “gardens.” The most renowned was the Paris Garden, where, according to Erasmus (from Adagia, 1506), many herds of bears were kept to fight dogs. Another chronicler of the time, named Lupton, said in 1632 that “more than a beautiful garden, this place was a fetid shelter where the scandalous, the bloody butchers, the astute thieves, the obscene and the drunken all had their rendezvous.”
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