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Physical Characteristics of the Cane Corso


(from the Fédération Cynologique Internationale breed standard)
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The Cane Corso is directly descended from Roman war dogs. Today the breed is gaining popularity outside Italy with those who want a noble canine companion and guardian of the home.
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HISTORY OF THE


CANE CORSO







ORIGIN OF THE BREED 


The Cane Corso, like the Neapolitan Mastiff, is directly descended from the old Roman War Dog, Canis Pugnax. Of these two breeds, the Cane Corso is lighter and, in the Middle Ages, was used as a hunter of wild game. This was a powerful and courageous dog whose skills were especially valuable on wild boar, although he was also used on stag, bear and other animals. Even today, Italian fanciers of the breed claim that this is “the only true coursing mastiff.” He was also used as a butcher’s dog, a war dog and as a gladiator in the arena. His talents have historically lain in keeping away predators of every kind; indeed, in many cases, the breed is still used as a protector.


When Rome conquered Briton, war dogs were already common all over the Middle East and Europe. Rome had Canis Pugnax when they conquered Briton, but they watched the British war dogs defeat their own dogs on the battlefield and raved about the superiority of the “broadmouthed dogs of England.”


Notably impressed, they imported great numbers of these dogs to Rome as gifts, and many were used to perform in the arena. It seems reasonable to assume that the Romans would have introduced these British dogs to their own lines, which could explain why the brindle color is quite prevalent in Cane Corsi. It is clear that the Neapolitan Mastiff and the Cane Corso are close cousins; indeed, until 1949 they even shared the same name. However, unlike the Neapolitan Mastiff, the Cane Corso has impressive speed and agility for such a large dog.


The Cane Corso was mentioned in early prose and there is convincing evidence that the breed was put to military use in 1137 in Monopoli di Sabina, near Rome. Kennels from this period link the breed closely with Roman history. But time moved on and, with it, the Cane’s employ understandably altered.


It should be recognized that, throughout the centuries, the Cane Corso breed, through Natural Selection, maintained close contact with its environment  through the roles it was required to play. For much of history, survival of any breed was dependent upon its ability to work, so the decision to raise and to maintain a breed was largely an economic one.







EARLY DAYS IN ITALY 


The hunting of big game in Italy declined, but the Cane Corso still survived, for the breed found its home with Italian farmers. Farmers found the Cane to be useful as a drover, especially when moving animals to market or to the slaughterhouse. The Cane Corso also was an important assistant to the butcher, for the dog would help him to block animals during the slaughtering process if necessary. If the slaughtering procedure went wrong, a bull would understandably become highly dangerous and the dog would stop the bull’s aggression by biting it on the nose or lips and then forcing it to its knees.


 



Neapolitan Mastiff and (inset) head study. The Neo, as he is called, is another mastiff breed from Italy and a close relative of the Cane Corso.
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The Cane was also useful on farms for protecting livestock from predators, both human and  those of the four-legged kind. He also seems often to have run alongside carts to protect them and their contents against highwaymen, and sometimes wealthy travelers used this breed for protection when traveling by stagecoach. Indeed the Cane soon proved himself as an admirable guard dog for home, land and livestock, and he still performs these duties in his homeland today.


Cane Corso and (inset) head study. Though bearing many similarities to the Neapolitan Mastiff, the Cane Corso possesses speed and agility that his heavier cousin does not.
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The Cane, like the people of Italy, has enjoyed mixed times of splendor and misery. With the introduction of firearms bringing a change in hunting methods, coupled with the disappearance of wild game, the breed has at times seemed in danger of serious decline, particularly  during a period of time starting with World War II. Nonetheless, this is an undisputedly talented breed and, thanks to these talents, is now regaining popularity at an incredible rate.
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CORSARI


An ancient manuscript by an unknown author of Montopoli, in Italy, deals with the origins of the town to the 16th century. According to this, the men of the town were strong warriors, provided with Cane Corsi for their own defense and for the defense of their land. These men were known as Corsari.





The breed has always been present in the south of Italy, most probably due to the fact that, in that region, there is an archaic agricultural system that benefits greatly from a multipurpose dog such as the Cane Corso. The breed’s behavioral characteristics relate to the work it is required to do, and the breed shows not only esthetic harmony but also an important balance in its character.







THE BREED IN MODERN-DAY ITALY 


By the 1970s, there was fear for the survival of the breed in Italy. The Cane Corso was reduced to only a few typical examples despite the efforts of interested enthusiasts such as Count Bonatti and Professor Ballota. However, in 1976, Dr. Breber captured the interest not only of the dog fraternity but also of the public with an article that was published in the Italian Kennel Club’s (ENCI) magazine.


With interest in the breed kindled, Dr. Breber set up a rescue mission with a group of enthusiasts that had been in contact with him since the publication of his article. In October of 1983, the Società Amatori Cane Corso (SACC) was formed but suffered a severe change three years later when Dr. Breber abandoned the society. A dog, Bresir, had been selected as the basis on which the breed standard was built. He was a son of Dauno and Tipsi, both chosen by Dr. Breber. With Dr. Breber’s departure from the club, it became centered around Giancarlo Malavasi’s kennels in Mantova, and the running of the relatively newly formed society was placed largely in the hands of Stafano Gandolfi, Gianantonio Sereni and Fernando Casolino.


It was now important to move the breeding program ahead at all costs, giving rise to the centralized operation of the club. Although the process may not always have been as democratic as it might have been, activities were carried out energetically and brought about results. Meetings were held, giving the breed exposure to  interested parties, and tests and measurements were carried out. Such activities led to an official standard’s being edited by Dr. Antonio Morisiani, and this was ratified by ENCI in 1987. There was, though, discussion as to the accuracy or otherwise of the standard, particularly with reference to the bite.


In 1992, ENCI began to record the birth of puppies whose sire and dam had been verified by judges, initially in the Libro Apperto (“Open Book”). When the breed was officially recognized on January 20, 1994, the data contained in the Libro Apperto was transferred to official records. Unfortunately, due to enthusiasm and curiosity surrounding the Cane Corso, and in the knowledge that an increase in number of litters born would help recognition, there was some decline in the overall quality of dogs produced. People were aware of this, and on May 22, 1996, the best Cane Corsi were gathered together at Arese, with Ch. Boris used as the model for presentation of the breed’s characteristics. Just a few months later, in November 1996, the breed became recognized at an international level.


In 1999, ENCI relieved the SACC of recognition as the official club for the breed and the Associazione Italiana Cane Corso (AICC) was founded, with Mr. Renzo Carosio as president. The club has established close contact with America’s International Cane Corso Federation (ICCF) and Holland’s Cane Corso Club of the Netherlands (CCCN). Today, SACC is once again the official ENCI parent club







VITO INDIVERI’S EXPERIENCES IN ITALY’S SOUTH 


Vito Indiveri’s personal recollections of his experience with the breed in southern Italy make fascinating reading and provide an insight into the breed from the 1970s. Indiveri came from a family of carters and horse merchants who had always had Pomeranians and Cane Corsi. The latter were used in the barnyard to guard the horses but, with the introduction of agricultural machines, the dogs vanished. Indiveri rediscovered the breed in the late 1970s, at a farm in Aprecenia.



NICE CATCH!


The Cane Corso is a true working breed that excels as a “catch dog.” On leash, the dog is brought within sight of a boar. When he spots the boar, he is released and he makes a beeline for the boar in total silence. The catch dog then clamps down on the boar’s head and when the “bay dogs” see that he has hold of the boar’s head, they come to his assistance. Today the Cane Corso is still used in Italy to keep farms free of wild boar.





 As a traveling salesman, he always journeyed in the countryside rather than in large cities, visiting very remote areas as far south as Sicily. He regularly found dogs owned by peasant farmers, and all were made to work. Some were used to keep tabs on sheep and some as herders to bring sheep to pasture, while others were used as hunting dogs, particularly for badger and boar, but also for porcupine and the now-extinct Italian forest cat.


Cane Corsi were never sold and there was a certain jealousy between the families that raised them. From each litter, only the useful puppies were retained, the others eliminated. A lot of inbreeding took place, but puppies were sometimes exchanged at fairs, thereby bringing in new bloodlines. Sometimes even a piece of cheese or a sack of wheat was exchanged for a Cane Corso puppy.
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PROTECTING AND PROTECTED


When Cane Corso were used to protect cattle, they wore spiked iron collars to help protect them against wolves. This was called a vraccale.





Indiveri found that there was considerable variety in the dogs he came across, noticing in particular that Cane Corsi in the interior regions had a little more coat than those on the plains, presumably because of different climate. All had powerful muscles and were both speedy and very agile, being extremely adept at guarding sheep and the like. None had any wrinkles, folds or dewlaps, and the ears were always cut off. The reason for this, said the peasant farmers, was that the Cane could run into stray dogs or wolves (no ears gave the opponent less to hold on to if a fight ensued). The arcane method of cutting the ears was by the use of scissors and the application of ash and olive oil.


Breeders were primarily interested in the work that their dogs could perform. Although most did not breed for strong teeth, some were used for hunting and as holding dogs, so these tended to have short muzzles and powerful mandibles to enable a better hold. The butchers who used their dogs to watch over swine and cattle equally needed these characteristics. This resulted in slightly convergent cranio-facial axes, so Indiveri felt that slightly jutting teeth was a normal, natural characteristic.


Indiveri studied the Cane Corso on his travels for 20 years and never saw breeds such as Boxers, Rottweilers, Bullmastiffs or Mastiffs chained anywhere in the countryside of Puglia, where people only had about one litter each year to rejuvenate the “dog park.” He felt, therefore, that it was unlikely that the blood of other breeds was included in such breeding. However, if any foreign blood were introduced, this would more likely to have been in areas where there were dog fights, because people constantly tried to breed the fiercest competitor. 
SOUTHERN ITALY


In the past, the Cane Corso was common throughout all of Italy, but in the recent past has thrived primarily in southern Italy, especially in Puglia, Luciana and Sannio.








Indiveri is adamant that the breed has been recovered, not reconstructed, as is sometimes said. In his own breeding, he was most careful of selection, always trying to go back to the genealogy, combing areas house by house. He and other breeders worked in parallel, and always in collaboration with the SACC. However, he is not alone in accepting that, especially when the breed was in its “boom years.” Some people cared only about sales, rather than selection, and mixed in blood of other breeds. Since the breed’s gaining official recognition, this practice has been somewhat blocked. In consequence, speculators are now disappearing, and more uniformity is evident.


To sum up, Indiveri believes that the only principal differences in the Cane Corso today are by reason of their being better cared for; in earlier days, they were only fed on wet bread, bran and whey. Noticeable differences will be seen in a well-fed dog, but the type is the same. In his personal opinion, the breed standard should certainly not be changed.







THE BREED NAME



The Cane Corso is also known as the Italian Mastiff or as the Sicilianos Branchiero. However, some consider the Branchiero to be slightly different, as it has smooth hair without an undercoat (pelo raso), while the Cane Corso has cow hair that is short and with undercoat (pelo di vacca).


 




The mastiff-type dog of yore, depicted in an illustration by the noted canine artist Reinagle. This drawing appeared in The Sportsmen’s Cabinet in 1803 and was captioned “Clearly a Molossus.”
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Cane is Latin for “dog,” and is pronounced “ca-nay,” while corso means “course” or “chase.” Hence, the name Cane Corso is usually taken to mean “dog of the chase.” However, others theorize that the breed’s name derives from the Greek word kortos, which means property enclosed by a fence, and so they consider Cane Corso to mean “dog that guards the property.” Another connection is the Latin word cohors, meaning “protector” or “bodyguard.”


In Italy, local dialects have given rise to the breed’s having an even wider range of names, including Can’Curs, Can’Guzzo, Cane-E-Presa and sometimes just Molosso. Other names have referred to the dog’s duties, so that a butcher’s dog was Cane di Maccelaio and a carter’s dog Cane di Carretiere.







THE CANE CORSO IN THE UNITED STATES



The Cane Corso first arrived in the US in the late 1980s, imported by the Sottile family of northern New Jersey. Michael Sottile was then a well-known breeder of Rottweilers and Neapolitan Mastiffs, and, since his involvement with the Cane Corso, the breed has continually gained ground in America. However, these early imports were of unverifiable lineage, for at that time there was no functioning registry in Italy.


Initially the breed was judged on the standard written by Michael Sottile, and it is likely that he based this standard on the dogs he imported himself. There was much debate concerning whether changes needed to be made, and in March 2000 a revised standard was published by the ICCF. The ICCF holds events for the breed, including their national specialty. The Cane Corso also is registered with ARBA (the American Rare Breed Association); this is an organization that registers and sponsors events for rare breeds, most of which are not recognized by the American Kennel Club. The breed standard used by ARBA is that of the ICCF. The Cane Corso Preservation Society (CCPS) in the US has ties with SACC, the Italian parent club, and uses the FCI standard.



COMBAT PRACTICE


An 18th-century painting by Hackart shows the Cane Corso in an amphitheater, preparing for combat against the wild boar.





In the US, there is still debate about the differences between American Cane Corsi and Italian ones, of which the American dogs are larger with longer muzzles. It perhaps  worthy of note that the Cane Corso appears in a wider range of colors in the US than it does in Italy.
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Molosser expert Christopher Habig of Germany, speaking at a seminar in Britain regarding the Cane Corso in that country. At the time of the seminar in 1999, 13 of the breed were in the UK, and some of these dogs were present for assessment.







THE CANE CORSO IN EUROPE 


The Cane Corso is now known in various European countries outside its homeland, such as Germany and France, where the first Cane Corso litter was bred in 1990, although with the provision that no bitches born could be sold in France. Since then, breed registrations in France have risen enormously.


In Britain, the Cane Corso made its first official appearance at a seminar in 1999 at which the Neapolitan Mastiff and Dogue de Bordeaux were the two breeds featured principally. However, the event gave interested parties an ideal opportunity to see the magnificent Cane Corso, which is new to British shores but has undoubtedly captured many hearts.


In Holland, the CCCN has been operating since 1997 and received official recognition in August of 2000. Other countries where the breed is known include Hungary, the Czech Republic, Russia and Denmark.


 



An imposing, powerful mastiff, the Cane Corso makes an effective guard dog by looks alone! The breed must be trained carefully in order to enhance its traits of loyalty and protection, never encouraging aggression.
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CHARACTERISTIQUES OF THE


CANE CORSO


The Cane Corso is a large, powerful, intelligent and attractive dog, and, when properly raised, can make a fine companion. However, this is certainly not a breed for everyone and few would recommend a Cane Corso for first-time dog owners, for experience in handling is a tremendous asset for any Cane owner. The breed needs a good deal of attention and physical exercise, and requires socialization both with people and with other dogs.







PERSONALITY



An even-minded dog, the Cane Corso is a highly capable watchdog and protection dog, and this should always be borne in mind. The breed is sometimes described as an aggressive dog, and although this is true to a certain extent, the dog should only be aggressive when he is aware of danger and should never show aggression without good reason. The Cane can be suspicious of strangers but, if properly brought up and socialized, is usually friendly. In fact, it is often said that this breed is born suspicious and therefore needs to be guided as to what is accepted as good behavior.


With his close family, the Cane Corso is a grand companion, usually getting along well with children and other pets, but he will understandably wish to challenge anyone or anything that he considers a threat to those he loves. Although the Cane is generally gentle with children, he should not be given the job of baby-sitting. Children, especially toddlers, can unwittingly cause a dog pain and might just try his patience. Likewise, because the Cane Corso is so powerful, it is unwise for an owner of any age to engage in rough play, for accidents might just happen, albeit unwittingly.


Owners should never underestimate the power of the breed. If not socialized and trained from an early age, a Cane Corso may well become difficult to control. If a Cane Corso has not been brought up and trained with other dogs, he will almost certainly be dog-aggressive. A Cane will not usually start a fight but, if provoked by a strange dog, he will respond immediately and will not back down from the aggressor. For this reason, it is essential to obediencetrain a Cane. Understanding of the “No” and “Stop” commands is essential if dog fights are to be prevented.


Given the breed’s historical background, it goes without saying that the Cane Corso loves to work  and is usually happy to learn any job his owner cares to teach him. The breed makes a fine hunting, trail or police dog and, because of his intelligence, can often work independently.







PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS 


The Cane Corso is a distinguished and powerful animal of medium to large size, though of slimmer build than his cousin, the Neapolitan Mastiff. His muscles are long and powerful, and this is a breed that expresses not only strength but also agility and endurance. The Cane is slightly longer in body than he is in height at the withers.



LEADER OF THE PACK


Socializing the Cane Corso from an early age is of the utmost importance if he is to fit well into his environment. Basic training can begin as early as eight weeks of age, paying special attention to interaction with adults, children and other dogs. It is important that your Cane knows that you are the pack leader.
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The breed’s strong, compact body is very muscular, while the lumbar region has to be short and wide, muscular and solid, and, when seen from the side, slightly convex. The croup is long, wide and quite round, due to muscle.


An interesting proportion in the highly detailed Fédération Cynologique Internationale (FCI) standard, which is the standard of the breed’s homeland, is that the height of the limbs at the elbows is equal to 50% of the height at withers, making this a well-proportioned animal that is not extremely “leggy.”


The forefeet are round in shape, resembling those of a cat, while the hindfeet are slightly more oval, with less arched toes. Nails are strong, curved and well pigmented. Indeed, the pigment under the feet must also be dark, and mucous membranes are black. The skin of the Cane is rather thick, but should adhere to the layers below, while the neck is almost without dewlap.




HEAD



The Cane Corso is a brachycephalic breed, meaning that it is relatively short in foreface, though it is by no means as short as in many other brachycephalic breeds. In the United States, the breed tends to  have a longer muzzle, with a lessmarked stop. When measured at the cheekbones, the circumference of the head is more than twice the total length of the head. The muzzle is very broad and deep, its width almost equal to its length. The lips are rather firm and when viewed from the front form an upside-down “U” shape; viewed from the side, they hang moderately. The Cane Corso’s head should not have wrinkles.


The Cane Corso has black pigmentation and wide nostrils that are well opened and mobile. Teeth are large and white, with complete dentition. The bite should be slightly undershot.


Eyes are intelligent and alert, and are of medium size in comparison with the size of the dog. The eyes should be as dark as possible in accordance with coat color. The third eyelid is to be strongly pigmented, and eyerims are black.
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Going back to his early use as a “catch dog,” the Cane has always been known for speed and agility that belie his large size.
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DOMINANT NATURE


Until recent times, Cane Corsi were bred only for their working abilities; indeed, they did not leave their farms until 1988. It should therefore always be borne in mind that the Cane has a dominant nature, especially toward other dogs. If raised with other animals, he should get along with them well, but remember that he will never back down if challenged.







EARS



Ears are of medium size in relation to the volume of the head, and are covered in short hair. Set high and with a wide base, they are triangular, with a rather pointed apex and thick cartilage. When hanging, they fall to the cheeks, and they become semierect when the dog is alert. In countries in which ear-cropping is allowed, they are usually cut in an equilateral-triangular shape.




TAIL



The tail is set quite high on the line of the rump, is thick at the root and is not too tapered. In countries where docking is permissible, the tail is cut at the fourth joint. When left long, it should not much exceed the hock joint when stretched. When the dog is not in action, the tail is held low. At other times, the tail is held horizontal or slightly higher than the back, but it must never be in a vertical position nor should it form a ring.


 



As with all mastiff breeds, the Cane Corso’s impressive head is an important feature. This cropped-eared dog shows the desirable alert expression and required black pigmentation.
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Size requirements vary from country to country, but it is universally accepted that the Cane is a large dog that must retain mobility and capability of high speed. This dog carries the characteristic thick tail, docked to the usual length.




SIZE



Males range between 64–68 cm (25.25–26.75 in) and bitches are a little smaller, from 60–64 cm (23.5–25.25 in). In both sexes, there is an allowance of 2 cm in either direction. The weight of males is 45–50 kg (99–110 lbs) and bitches are 40–45 kg (88–99 lbs). Weight should be in proportion to height, as specified by ratios in the FCI breed standard.


In the various American standards, there is either no maximum weight limit or a weight limit of 140 lbs (63.6 kg), this leading to some American dogs’ being considerably larger than those found in Europe. The ICCF standard states that a minimum height for dogs is 24 in and for bitches is 22 in, while the minimum weight for dogs is 100 lbs and bitches 80 lbs. No maximums are specified, and the standard does state: “While the larger size is preferred, it should not come at the expense of the dog’s working ability or movement.”


Many people accept that a Cane Corso of the correct size for this breed should be no larger that that which permits the dog to chase at high speed and to catch wild animals such as boar. However, the dog should also have sufficient bodily power to hold the game.


The black and tan coloration seen on this pup is controversial. Although accepted in the US, the pattern shows the influence of the Rottweiler and Doberman Pinscher breeds.
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COAT AND COLOR 


The coat of the Cane Corso is short, but is not smooth. It is shiny, closelying, stiff and very dense. There is a light layer that becomes thicker in winter. The hair on the muzzle is very short, and the coat is slightly longer on the withers, rump, back of thighs and tail, but it has no fringing.


Colors specified in the FCI breed standard are black, plum-gray, slate, light gray, light fawn, deer fawn, dark fawn and “tubby,” which means there are well-marked stripes on different shades of fawn or gray. On fawn and tubby dogs, the black or gray mask should not extend beyond the eye line. A small white patch on chest, tips of the feet and nose ridge is accepted, but white patches that are too wide are disqualifying faults. Colors not listed in the FCI standard are also disqualified under FCI rules.



UNDERSTANDING HUMANS


The Cane Corso is a breed that has had contact with man in social situations and, through this, has learned to interpret human gestures and to react only when necessary. This is an attribute that has helped the breed survive through the centuries until the present day.
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