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Physical Characteristics of the Xoloitzcuintli


(from the Xoloitzcuintli Club of America breed standard)


Skull: Wedge shaped, when seen from above, wide and strong, gradually tapering to the muzzle. Stop is not pronounced.


Eyes: Almond shaped, medium size, neither sunken nor protruding. The color varies from yellow to black, the darker being preferred, but lighter color is acceptable. Both eyes must be of the same color. The eyerims may be less pigmented on light colored dogs.


Nose: Dark on dark colored dogs, lighter on light colored dogs.
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Muzzle: Longer than skull, straight when viewed in profile. The lower jaw is strong and well developed, free from throatiness.


Forequarters: Shoulders are covered with smooth muscle, long and sloping. Shoulder blades are flat and well laid back. Upper arm (humerus) is equal to or slightly longer than scapula, angled to place the forelegs well under the body. Elbows are firm and tight, allowing for reach but not so loose as to allow for elbowing out, nor so tight as to create toeing in or out. Legs are long, straight, and parallel, when viewed from all sides, set well under the body to allow a long stride. Pasterns are flexible, strong and straight, turning neither in nor out.


Coat and Skin: The principal characteristic of the hairless variety is the absence of hair, however a small amount of short, coarse hair is permitted on the top of the head, the feet, and the last third of the tail to the tip. The absence of hair in those areas is not to be penalized. Hair on any other areas is a serious fault. Hair may be any color. The skin is tough, protective, smooth and close fitting. Moderate head wrinkles are permitted but loose or wrinkled skin on the body is a fault.


Proportion: The body is slightly longer than height, in a 9/10 ratio measured from the point of the shoulder blade to the end of the rump. Medium, oval shaped bone is desirable. All three sizes exhibit moderately balanced proportions, and appear strong, sturdy, and well covered with smooth, flat muscle, but never coarse, heavy or over-muscled.


Ears: Large, elegant and expressive, a thin delicate texture, tapering to a rounded tip. Ears are set high and carried strongly erect when alert.


Neck: Long, elegant, slightly arched, blending smoothly into the shoulders. In dogs less than one year of age, wrinkled skin may be present. In adults, the skin on the neck is smooth and dry, without wrinkles. Topline is level with slight arch over loin.


Body: Well developed. The brisket should reach to point of elbow. The ribcage is deep and oval, of good length, with sufficient ribspring to produce a rounded shape, but never barrel shaped. The loin is muscular, with a smooth underline showing a slight tuck up. Back is level and firm. Croup is well muscled, slightly rounded, and broad. It should not be flat or steeply angled.


Height: Toy: Height at withers at least ten, and up to and including 14 inches. Miniature: Height at withers over 14 inches, and up to and including 18 inches. Standard: Height at withers over 18 inches, and up to and including 23 inches.


Tail: Set low, continuing smoothly off the angle of the croup, long and fine, reaching to the hock. When the dog is moving, the tail is carried in a graceful curve, but not over the back. It is held down in a relaxed position when the dog is at rest.


Hindquarters: Moderate rear angulation, in balance with the forequarters. The bones of the first and second thigh are approximately equal in length, and the combined angle should place the front edge of the back paw directly under the rearmost point of the pelvis with the hock perpendicular. Legs are straight and well muscled. Stifle is moderately bent. Hocks are short, sturdy and straight, turning neither in nor out. Dewclaws may be removed.


Color: Dark, uniform color is preferred, ranging from black, gray black, slate, to red, liver or bronze, although white spots and markings are permitted.


Feet: Harefeet, webbed, with well-arched toes. Thin soft pads. Toenails are to be dark on dark colored dogs, light on light colored dogs. Dewclaws may be removed.
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The Xoloitzcuintli (pronounced show-low-eats-queen-tlee) ranks among the world’s oldest breeds. This unique name is derived from a combination of the Aztec deity Xolotl and itzcuintli, the Aztec word for dog. It aptly evokes the Xolo’s mystical heritage.


Indigenous to North and Central America, the Xolo is often referred to as “The First Dog of the Americas” and traces back 3,500 years. Archeological evidence has revealed that New World dog breeds were well established throughout the continent by 700 AD, and hairless dogs were prevalent from the southwestern US throughout all of Mexico and Central America, Jamaica, Cuba, Santa Cruz and the northern coastal regions of South America.
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Only a handful of our modern-day pure-breds existed in the 19th century in their present-day form. Note the Xolo on the lower left.


Because of their spiritual significance to many Mesoamerican cultures, Xolos have been immortalized in artwork since ancient times. The earliest clay and ceramic effigies of Xolos were discovered in the tombs of the Colima civilization. The Maya, Toltec, Zapoteca and Aztec also produced pottery Xolos in abundance.
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The famous Colima pottery dogs of western Mexico date from 250 BC–450 AD. They illustrate the elaborate bond that has existed between man and Xolo since ancient times. Hairless dog iconography had multiple ritualistic connotations throughout Mesoamerica. Today the Colima Xolos have come to symbolize the breed’s enduring link to ancient culture.


Colima Xolos are portrayed in every conceivable pose, some wearing masks to disguise them as human. Many theories have been suggested to explain their stylized fat bodies and short, rounded legs. This may have been purely practical, as such a design would be less susceptible to breakage and could hold a greater volume. It has also been speculated that this peculiar body shape was meant to denote fertility or the fact that dogs were fattened for consumption. In any case, it is generally agreed that the body proportions of the Colima pottery dogs were not meant as a realistic depiction.


Their hairless state is evidenced by specific details etched into the clay: wrinkles, missing teeth and bony ribs and backbones. Many of these pottery Xolos were designed to hold food or drink for use in the afterlife. Along with an array of other necessities, they were interred in shaft tombs, to provide sustenance and protection for the deceased in the afterlife.




NATIONAL BREED OF MEXICO


The Xolo has been celebrated in Mexican art for thousands of years. Colima artists of ancient Mexico created hundreds of dog statues, incised with intricate patterns of lines to depict hairless, wrinkled skin. This tradition has been continued to the present time. Xolos figure prominently in the paintings of famous Mexican artists such as Frida Kahlo and Diego Rivera. Today, the Xolo is an iconic symbol of Mexico’s cultural heritage and has been declared the national breed of Mexico.
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A commemorative postage stamp from Mexico featuring the Xolo, Mexico’s national breed.


It is probable that the forerunner of the Xolo occurred as a hairless mutation of an indigenous type of Indian dog. Hairlessness is one of the most common spontaneous mutations of all species and must have offered a survival advantage in a tropical climate. This may have been a higher tolerance for hot weather or better resistance to fleas and ticks.


Because hairlessness is a dominant trait, it was easily perpetuated throughout the canine population. There is no doubt that hairless dogs were widespread in pre-Conquest North America. Their prevalence and well-documented history points to deliberate efforts to perpetuate the trait. At the time of the Conquest, Old and New World breeds were about equal in number. Many historical accounts exist to document the 16th century inventory of Old World dog breeds. Our knowledge of New World breeds is based on a combination of archeological discoveries and the accounts of naturalists and explorers. Prior to European arrival, no descriptions of hairless dogs existed outside of the New World.
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This is a Xolo/Crested hybrid from the 19th century. After the Xolo’s introduction into Europe, the hairless gene was perpetuated through crosses to many other breeds.
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Hairless dogs have been depicted in art for centuries. Note the Xolo on the left.


THE PERUVIAN HAIRLESS DOG AND THE PERUVIAN INCA ORCHID


The hairless sighthounds of Peru are the distant cousins of the Xolo. The hairless dog art of Peru first appeared about 1,000 years after the Colima pottery dogs. Recent archeological evidence suggests that hairless dogs first arrived in Peru as a result of trade between early Colima and Ecuadorean traders along the western coast of Mexico and South America. Several species of dogs were known in South America prior to this time, but there is no evidence to indicate that any hairless breed was established in that region prior to contact with Colima culture of Mexico.




XOLOS IN THE LONDON ZOO


A pair of Xolos sent to England in 1957 served out their six-month quarantine on exhibit at the London Zoo. Hilary Harmar, wife of a British diplomat posted to Mexico during the 1950s, brought these dogs to England. During that time, she became fascinated with native Mexican breeds. She was a member of the 1954 Xolo Expedition and later brought two of these dogs with her back to London.
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Though they were not recognized as separate breeds in the 19th century, hairless dogs definitely had specific and distinguishable type.


After their arrival, it is likely that this unusual hairless variant evolved as a distinct breed through interbreeding with indigenous types. The Moche civilization of Peru utilized hairless dogs for many of the same reasons as their northern counterparts. The Peruvian Hairless was perpetuated and protected due to its medicinal and religious value.


Today, indigenous hairless dogs can be found in the Greater Antilles, Paraguay, Argentina and Peru. The Peruvian Kennel Club estimates the current population of Peruvian Hairless dogs to be approximately 3,500.


The Peruvian Hairless did not receive official recognition by the Fédération Cynologique Internationale (FCI) until 1980, although many specimens were imported into the US prior to that time. These dogs formed the basis for the development of the American version of the breed, the Peruvian Inca Orchid. Although both breeds stem from common ancestry, differences in the respective breed standards have led to some modifications of type. The Peruvian standard recognizes three sizes of the breed and only the hairless variety. The American standard accepts only the large size but recognizes both the coated and hairless variety.


TRADITIONS AND CULTURAL BELIEFS


Xolos were prized for three vital reasons. This information is based on evidence derived from a combination of ancient artifacts, historical accounts of naturalists and explorers and descriptions provided by indigenous groups that have preserved these traditional customs.


Believed to ward off and cure disease, much of the Xolo’s value derived from its reputed medicinal powers. Sleeping with a hairless dog was supposed to relieve pain from a variety of ailments within four days. According to legend, after four nights of sleeping with a Xolo, the pain and disease would be transferred from the patient into the dog. This belief has persisted into modern times. “I may mention a curious idea or belief regarding the chino dog (or pelon, as it is commonly called); that is, that it is a cure for rheumatism, if allowed to sleep in the bed of the person so afflicted.” (Modern Dogs, 1899)




SOUTH AMERICAN WAY


Dog historians believe that the Xolo is closely related to the Peruvian Hairless Dog of South America, since hairless dogs probably arrived in South America during the eighth century. This was a result of trade routes that were established between Colima culture of western Mexico and the Salangone kingdom of coastal Peru.
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Hairless dogs of the past came in a variety of patterns and colors.
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A Xolo and Chinese Crested are depicted playing together in a drawing from a century ago.


Among other things, Xolos were recommended to ease the pain of asthma, toothache, colic, rheumatism, arthritis, back pain and broken bones. No doubt the comforting warmth that radiated from a sleeping Xolo provided some relief to the sufferer.


It is also likely that Xolos harbored fewer fleas and ticks than their coated companions. This along with their substantial body heat kept them in demand as bed warmers. Jesuit priests who lived among Indian tribes during the 17th and 18th centuries reported that any good Indian host offered his guests two or three Xolos for this purpose. This custom is the basis of the saying “three dog night.” This time-honored use is also the source of one of the colloquial terms for hairless dogs “Perro Bolso Agua Caliente (hot water bottle dog).


Sleeping with a hairless dog was also perceived to be a form of protection against the ever-present threat of malaria. Because a dog’s body temperature is slightly higher than a human’s, it was hoped that mosquitoes would prefer to make a meal of one’s canine bedmate.


The Xolo’s notable reputation as a healer may have been the basis of its significance in many religious rituals. Xolos were certainly highly prized for their medicinal properties, but this was far surpassed by their religious value. In 1960, archeologists at Tenayuca, Mexico unearthed a ritual burial ground containing hundreds of sacrificed Xolos. This was not an isolated discovery.


Xolos were sacrificed to alter fate during desperate times, to celebrate momentous events and to insure protection from evil. Most commonly, Xolos were sacrificed during burial rituals to serve as guides in the underworld. Different-colored Xolos had special significance for particular rituals and ceremonies. Red-colored Xolos were the most highly prized as spiritual guides.


Cultures throughout the New World believed that life existed as multiple layers of creation. According to Aztec tradition, the manner of a person’s death dictated the course of his afterlife. A violent death, especially in battle, was most desirable. It was compensated by an immediately rewarding afterlife. The soul of a drowning victim would invariably be sent to reside at Tlalocan with the god of rain.


Dying of natural causes led to the least appealing option of afterlife. These souls were condemned to four long years of wandering through the nine levels of the underworld of Mictlan. To successfully complete this voyage, the human soul needed the assistance of a Xolo guide, which would be killed and burned along with provisions, tools and occasionally servants for this grueling journey. The first stop was a treacherous crossing of the Chignahuapan (the place of water passage). On the riverbank, the deceased would find Xolos waiting. When the soul looked over to the awaiting dogs, one of them would recognize its master and come forward to ferry them across. The journey then continued on to such destination highlights as “the place where hills clash together,” “the place of the obsidian wind,” “the place where someone is shot with arrows” and “the place where hearts are eaten,” eventually arriving at the ninth level, “the place of the dead.” After crossing “the place of nine rivers,” the soul would finally disappear into oblivion.




BEFORE THE ENERGIZER® BUNNY…


Belief in the healing properties of hairless dogs has remained surprisingly persistent. In 1930, Our Dogs published an account of the “Pila Dog” of Argentina. Found in the province of Tucuman, in northern Argentina, the Pila was a gray hairless dog believed to emit electrical energy, which could cure a range of medical disorders. The breed was dubbed Pila, Spanish for electric batteries.
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Old-time German Xolo champions from the 1960s: Tayo on the left and Cuintle on the right.
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This dog exhibits the length of muzzle, moderate stop and parallel head planes typical of the Xolo. Xolos that result from crossings with the Chihuahua will exhibit shorter muzzles, rounder eyes and deeper stops.


Not every Xolo was considered to be equally reliable for this crucial task. According to legend, a black dog might easily refuse to help because it did not want its color to contaminate the purifying waters. A white dog would also be unwilling because of its reluctance to become soiled by the river. Only a red Xolo could be depended on for a safe passage across to meet Mictiantecutli, the Lord of the Dead.


Xolos were also used as a food source throughout Mexico, Central and South America. This was by far the most common use of hairless dogs throughout pre-Columbian America. Eating the meat of a Xolo was believed to offer a form of spiritual protection. They were considered a great delicacy and consumed for religious festivals, marriage ceremonies and funerals.


Consistent descriptions from a variety of European eyewitnesses ranging from Christopher Columbus to James Cook to Charles Darwin confirm that Xolos have changed little in the intervening centuries.


Then as now, the Xolo was described as robust, resistant to fleas and suspicious of strangers. They came in different sizes and were hairless except for a bit of coarse hair on the head and tail tip. The skin was described as smooth, tough and distinctly warm, ranging in color from black to gray to red, sometimes mottled with pink. Almost all descriptions noted their very large erect ears, almond-shaped eyes, long “whip like” tails and lack of premolars. It is this unique feature of hairless dentition that has made the breed identifiable at archeological sites.




MEXICAN HAIRLESS CHIHUAHUA


In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, extensive crossbreeding occurred between the Xolo of Mexico and a variety of toy breeds. Much in demand as pets, these little hairless dogs were variously known as California Chihuahuas, Arizona Dogs and Mexican Hairless Chihuahuas. The latter belongs more to folklore than any actual breeding program.







NEW WORLD XOLOS


During his second voyage, Columbus discovered Xolos on the island of Santa Cruz. Explorers and naturalists encountered a treasure trove of unusual flora and fauna in the New World, including hairless dogs. Columbus discovered large populations of hairless dogs in three separate locations: Cuba, Santa Cruz and the Yucatan. Great numbers of these unusual dogs were exported to England and continental Europe over the next two centuries.





After regular trade routes were established between Europe and North America, Xolos were interbred with European breeds in North America and exported to Europe as curiosities. Ongoing historical records dating from the 17th century confirm their presence in Europe. Continental dog fanciers were equally fascinated and shocked by hairless dogs.


Little effort was made to establish the Xolo in Europe due to a combination of limited demand and lack of understanding of hairless genetics. In spite of this, hairless dogs easily secured a permanent niche within the established dog fancy.


Because so few specimens existed, Xolos that were perpetuated outside of their homeland were inevitably crossbred with a variety of established European breeds. Concepts of hairless genetics were not understood prior to the 20th century. Dog breeders had no idea how this unusual trait was transmitted but remained fascinated by the fact that hairlessness would breed true regardless of what type of dog a Xolo was mated to.


Needless to say, this sort of experimentation did nothing to preserve breed type or encouraged any genuine understanding of the Xolo.


Contrary to popular myth, the Xolo and the Chihuahua are not related. This confusion has arisen from the fact that both breeds are closely associated with Mexican folklore. They share no similarities of type. However, there is no question that extensive crossbreeding has occurred between the two. This was motivated by a desire to increase the commercial appeal of small hairless dogs. This practice is detrimental to both breeds and strongly discouraged by legitimate dog breeders.
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This artist’s rendering of a Chinese Crested dates back to the 19th century.


CHINESE CRESTED


These crossbreeding experiments were not beneficial to Xolo type, but they did result in the development of another closely related breed, the Chinese Crested. In spite of the Xolo’s obscurity, the demand for small hairless dogs gained momentum. Their appeal as pets was enhanced by their reputed healing properties. Breeders attempted to meet this demand by incorporating the Xolo’s hairless trait into smaller, more accessible breeds. Xolos were mated to everything from Yorkshire Terriers to Papillons, and the resulting hybrids were variously known as Chinese Hairless, Chinese Terriers, African Hairless, Hairless Raccoon Dogs, Mexican Cresteds, Chinese Edible Dogs, Japanese Hairless or Hairless Northern Chinese Dogs. Eventually, the Xolos’s dominant hairless trait was stabilized in this revised form, which evolved into the world’s only hairless and longhaired breed of dog, the Chinese Crested.
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Author Amy Fernandez with beloved Crested “The Squab.” Xolos and Cresteds are markedly different in temperament, head type, bone substance and proportion.


During the same period, information about the Xolo in its native land became increasingly distorted. In 1935, an article in the AKC Gazette informed readers that the Xolo was long extinct in Mexico. This belief was most likely based on the inaccurate statements of 18th-century naturalists. Published reports of that era included farfetched claims that no species of dog existed on the North American continent prior to the arrival of Europeans in the 16th century. Even more bizarre was the well-accepted belief that hairless dogs found in Mexico had been imported from China and perpetuated by the Conquistadors.
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THE PERFORMING COMPETITION


The Xolo’s exotic appearance was undoubtedly responsible for drawing public attention to the breed. But that did not adequately explain fanciers’ sustained interest and intense loyalty. Then as now, the Xolo’s intelligence and trainability added to the breed’s growing celebrity.


Cheno and his owner Miss Pinto became superstars of the 19th-century English show world. Their show wins and extracurricular exploits were constantly reported in the dog press:


The Performing Competition was amusing but it was monstrous. Cheno’s tricks were all alike—when you had seen one you had practically seen all. The other dog, the Yorkshire Terrier, did not do anything but stand in the attitude he was placed in. For instance, it had to represent first, a woman on a bicycle. Well, the pretty little thing was dressed up and set on a toy bicycle. Then scene two was to represent the fall of the woman, so the owner gave the dog a little push, and the bicycle and dog rolled over on their side, and the dog lay obediently where he was till he was picked up. Then the dear little mite had another frock put on, and was turned into “Little Red Riding Hood” and it had a little basket on its arm, and stood on a table, erect before the audience. And so the changes of costume went on. I must say that I felt rather sorry for the little dog having to be dressed and undressed so often. I know that my own dogs hate to be wrapped up. It looked bonniest in the Red Riding Hood costume, but it did not look as if it liked having all this fuss before a lot of people who were laughing at it.


“Cheno” there was no doubt, enjoyed his performance, but then he got a bit of meat after each trick, and so he found out that it “pays to be clever.” His tricks were, all answering questions. The questions were: first, “What day of the week is it? Is it Saturday? Is it Monday? Is it Wednesday? Is it Friday?” He was asked “Which part of his clothing he objected to; that he belongs to the Kennel Club, and many other things of the same sort that I cannot call to mind. The funny part about Cheno’s performance was his supercilious expression at the meat held to his mouth by his mistress till she mentioned the key word, when he snapped at the meat with a vengeance, nearly swallowing fork and all.


They were both clever little dogs, and had been well taught, but I do wish there had been a greater variety of tricks.


Show Report taken from The Ladies Kennel Journal July 1896, (Holland House, London)







AMERICAN KENNEL CLUB AND THE XOLO


The AKC is responsible for the first official standard for the breed, published in 1884, describing the toy hairless variety. Overall, this document was quite vague, but the General Appearance provided an accurate portrait of the breed’s character. “Mexican Hairless, despite their inappropriate garb for either hot summer or very cold winter, are credited with being watchful dogs that will give instant warning at the approach of strangers. They are also plucky and will tackle rats and also hunt small vermin. They are companionable and make desirable pets.” (AKC Breed Standard 1884)
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