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For all the dogs we love.
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‘If you don’t own a dog, at least one, there is not necessarily anything wrong with you, but there may be something wrong with your life.’


Roger Caras
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‘The dog has seldom pulled man up to his level of sagacity, but man has frequently dragged the dog down to his.’


James Thurber


[image: image]


‘The fact that a dog can smell things a person can’t doesn’t make him a genius; it makes him a dog.’


Temple Grandin






Introduction: The Dogness of Dogs
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Why is he here?


Why is my dog lying at my feet in the shape of a croissant as I write this? How have I come to cherish his warm but lightly offensive pungency? How has his fish breath become a topic of humour when friends call round for dinner? Why do I shell out more than a thousand pounds each year to pay for his insurance? And why do I love him so much?


Ludo is not a special dog. He’s just another Labrador retriever, one of approximately 500,000 in the UK (he’d be one in a million in the United States, the most popular breed in both countries). Ludo has a lot in common with all these dogs. He loves to play ball; obviously he’san expert retriever. He could eat all the food in the universe and leave nothing for the other dogs. He is prone to hip dysplasia. He looks particularly attractive on a plush bed in a centrally heated house very far from the Newfoundland home of his ancestors.


But of course Ludo is a unique animal to me and the rest of his human family. He is now an elderly gentleman aged twelve and a half, and we would do almost anything to ensure his continued happiness. We willingly get drenched as he tries to detect every smell on Hampstead Heath. We schedule our days around his needs – his mealtimes, his walks, the delivery of his life-saving medication (he has epilepsy, poor love). We spend a bizarrely large amount of our disposable income on him, and he never sends a card of thanks.* When he’s not with us for a few days (when our children take him for a weekend, say) then the house feels extraordinarily empty. I feel so fortunate to know him. Goodness knows how we’ll cope when he dies.


This weekend I will visit Discover Dogs at an exhibition centre in east London to watch dogs perform agility and obedience tests in a ring, and I will have the chance to meet 200 different breeds, some of whom would fit in my bag and some who would have trouble fitting in my car. I’ll also have the opportunity to buy a vast amount of dog-related paraphernalia and crap, the majority of which is not of course for dogs but humans, including oil paintings, clothing and dog-related homeware (with slogans such as ‘If I can’t bring my dog I’m not coming’, ‘Dogs make me happy, you not so much’ and ‘I’d rather be walking my Schnauzer’). To compensate for the fact that family pets are not allowed at this event, the following Friday Ludo will attend a screening of Rocketman at the Exhibit cinema in Balham, south London. Although no particular fan of Elton John (he likes listening to anything really, so long as it doesn’t sound like a vacuum cleaner), Ludo will enjoy his own seat next to mine, with a blanket and ‘pupcorn’ treats. All the dogs at this screening will gain free admission ‘in exchange for cuddles with the team’, and the lights stay a little higher during the film so as not to distress them.


How did we get here, to the point where the dog is top dog? How did we arrive at the moment when a dog goes to the cinema? How and when did we realise that dogs would assist humans not only in hunting, but also in bomb disposal and cancer detection? With what degree of quiet acquiescence did humans roll over and accept that our domestic lives – our work hours, the cleanliness of our rugs, our holiday choices – were henceforth to be determined by the demands of an animal that used to live outside and fend for itself? When and why did the sofa replace the scavenging?


This book examines how this strongest of interdependent bonds has manifested itself over the centuries, and how it has transformed so many millions of lives, human and canine. If it is at least partially true, as Nietzsche claims, that ‘The world exists through the understanding of dogs’, then perhaps it is also partially true that a study of dogs may provide a valuable insight into ourselves.


Why is he here?


Why is this man doing something that involves a repeated tapping noise and the occasional loving sigh? How many hot drinks can he make to interrupt this tapping? Why is his timekeeping so bad when it comes to my luncheon? Why can’t this so-called memory foam bed he bought me remember how I curled up so snugly last night? Why do I feel so fortunate to know him?


The anthropomorphism of dogs is not a new phenomenon. I have a photo on my desk of a black Labrador from the nineteenth century dressed as a lord in a suit and top hat (and smoking a pipe). Talking dogs have been a mainstay of the movies almost from the birth of talking movies. But the collusion of dog and human has never been so abundant, imaginative and unnerving as it is today. The nature of our bond – our commitment to each other – appears to have deepened markedly in the past fifty years, not least because our scientific understanding of the dog has been enabled by advances in genetics, and our sociological interpretation of a dog’s behaviour has led to more avenues for joint engagement. Like dancers emboldened by drink and tenacity, we are entwined with our best friends in an ecstatic embrace.


Such passion does not always end well, alas. Alongside my Victorian lord I have a photo of a dog in a flat Kangol cap and glasses who looks like Samuel L. Jackson. On my computer I have pictures of dogs reading, sailing and riding bicycles. I know there is something morally wrong with these images, but I find it hard to resist adding more to the folder, given their wholly irresistible paws-to-the-floor adorableness.


Every week I get an email from the American magazine Bark with the subject line ‘Smiling Dogs’. Each message contains at least two pictures of beautiful grinning hounds, most recently Baxter (‘Baxter has a bubbly personality, loves food, lounging in the sun, hiking outdoors, and cuddling’) and Chad (‘This handsome boy might come across as a little aloof at first but that’s what makes him mysterious and charming!’). Appealing as these dogs are, they are not, of course, actually grinning. But the people at Bark know well that the photogenic often get a head start: most of the dogs in the emails are looking for new homes after a harsh beginning.


The names we give our dogs are increasingly names we would give to our children. For every old Fido we have a new Florence, for every old Major we have a new Max. This was not the case thirty years ago. Today the new names are the names of human heroes. Nelson is still popular; soon we will see a lot of Gretas. You have a female dog called Taylor, you will have a male one called Swift. Lawyers like to call their dogs Shyster, and architects favour Zaha, and there are an awful lot of young Fleabags in the parks these days. Only in rap music does it work the other way: Snoop Dogg, Phife Dawg, Nate Dogg, Bow Wow.
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The government we deserve: Pluto, the Work & Pensions Secretary says, ‘I’m raring to go!’





We increasingly use dogs to describe ourselves. A tough radio interviewer is a Rottweiler, a soft one a poodle (or a puppy). Friendly, faithful characters in novels are cuddly Labradors. Venal men in the city are pit bulls. A person who won’t let go fights like a terrier, while a detective pursues her prey like a bloodhound. You get the idea. You get the idea because you are as fleet as a whippet and smart as a sheepdog.


We have long used our canine friends to describe our actions and emotions. After working like a dog we are dog-tired. We get drunk as a skunk but we drink the hair of the dog. Books containing doggerel get dog-eared. We root for the underdog, we bark up the wrong tree and then we’re in the doghouse. A depression is a black dog, and we’ll sport a hangdog countenance. A dog’s breakfast is followed by a dog’s dinner, but the dog ate my homework so I’ve gone to the dogs. These kinds of lists used to be the cat’s pyjamas but now they’re the dog’s bollocks. And we have sex in a position so popular among dogs that they have officially trademarked the style.


I am finishing this book during the virus-haunted days of April 2020, and Ludo is the only presence in our house not looking anxious. Instead he is exhausted. It has already become a cliché to observe that the pandemic has been perversely kind to dogs: they are seldom home alone now, and they are walked almost more than they can bear. Friends and neighbours want to borrow him: if you have a dog, you have a reason to be out. Rescue shelters report a surge in enquiries. The venue which only a few months earlier hosted Discover Dogs is now a 4,000-bed hospital. Social media is awash with COVID-19 dog videos and cartoons: the sports commentator Andrew Cotter has made stars of his lovely labradors Olive and Mabel as they battle for lockdown supremacy. Dog owners who live alone are more grateful than ever for the company and comfort. But there are additional worries too: today more than ever I do not want Ludo to be unwell; his regular dry food from Germany is in short supply; those scented poo bags are very hard to open without first licking your fingers to separate the opening.


Even if you have never owned a dog, and even if you have only watched Crufts on television, you will know that our relationship with dogs is a rich, diverse, perplexing and complicated one – as rich, diverse, perplexing and complicated indeed as the relationship we have with other humans. Dogs are increasingly not just part of the home but part of the family, the closest connection we dare have with a species not our own.


This book examines our human efforts to refine this relationship further, to make the perfect animal, to credit a dog with humanlike behaviour. In many ways dogs have become an extension of ourselves. Albert Einstein once observed that Chico, his wire-haired fox terrier, was possessed of both great intelligence and an ability to hold a grudge. ‘He feels sorry for me because I receive so much mail; that’s why he tries to bite the mailman.’ This approach – only the social scientists persistently call it anthropomorphism; dog lovers tend to regard it as entirely acceptable behaviour – is widely frowned upon by most animal behaviourists as inhumane. But still we do it. In fact, we now do it with such conviction and sense of normality that not to treat our dogs to a diet involving turmeric may come to seem like neglect.


When the Exhibit cinema began its screenings for dogs and their owners in 2017, the films had a dog-related theme – Lady and the Tramp, Isle of Dogs – but more recently the dogs have watched regular movies which only sound as if they are dog-related: If Beale Street Could Talk; The Big Sick; Can You Ever Forgive Me? When the movie is over, the modern dog retains its Hollywood glamour. We wrap them in furs and bejewelled collars, make stars of them on Instagram.*


This book is primarily a celebration of dogs in all their intelligence, curiosity, beauty and loyalty. Would dogs write a similar appreciation of humans, I wonder? We shall indulge in dog stories reassuring and absurd, warming and alarming, funny and severe. But the book will also pose a few difficult questions about the way humans now treat our great canid friends, and where this may be leading us. It questions, for example, whether the natural love we have for our beloved pets isn’t spilling over into disrespect, and our love of variety and novelty into exploitation. All the breeders I talked to are worried about the future. Have we forgotten where dogs came from and how they used to live? Do we always provide the best life for them, as opposed to the best life for us? And are we in danger of losing what the canine psychologist Alexandra Horowitz has called ‘the dogness of dogs’?


At the core of this book is one leading question: how did we get from hunting with the Eurasian wolf (among other species of Canis lupus), to buying an electrically heated daybed for the Cavalier King Charles spaniel (among other breeds of Canis lupus familiaris)? The journey is cultural and scientific, and takes us to Australia, Japan, the United States and, almost inevitably, to Crufts at the Birmingham NEC.
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A beautiful life ahead: Ludo as a puppy.





En route I will attempt to explain the origin of the cheagle (the chihuahua and beagle cross) and the chiweenie (chihuahua and dachshund), and the very notion of the designer dog. The book will revisit the sequencing of the first complete dog genome, and will consider the most significant recent experiments and theories from the science journals. It will ask whether Charles Darwin shouldn’t be as well known for his work on dogs as he is for his work on evolution, and it will examine why Charles Dickens wanted to buy a gun to shoot dogs at random. It will explore a secluded dog cemetery and other ways we choose to memorialise our beloved pets. It will also try to understand why prints of dogs playing poker were once bestsellers, and why, if you haven’t yet seen it, you need to search YouTube for ‘Ultimate Dog Tease’, a video in which a dog called Clark is repeatedly disappointed when its owner refuses to give him the bacon treats he so obviously deserves, and which has been watched more than 200 million times.


But I am not a psychologist or ethologist, much less a geneticist, so I’ve sought wise guidance from specialised minds in these fields. My own explorations are journalistic and evidential, and for the best evidence I have relied on a sequence of dogs who have sat somewhere near my desk for thirty years: a basset hound called Gus, a yellow Labrador retriever named Chewy and my black Labrador Ludo. So I can be as soppy as the best of them (and take on their characteristics: a review of one of my books in the Sunday Times once called me ‘an exuberant truffle hound’). You cannot know a well-mannered dog for any length of time – more than, say, about an hour – and not wonder a little about what he or she is thinking, what makes him or her fearful or happy, and how the two of you may have fun together. (The book is skewed towards the positive. There are many vicious dogs in the world – I was once bitten by one as I rode my bike back from school, a German shepherd: tetanus jab for me, angry letter from my solicitor father for him – but I have decided to focus on the harmonious side of our relationship, which is happily the dominant one.)


A dog resides superbly within what the German biologist Jakob von Uexküll called its own self-centred world or Umwelt. Or, as the primatologist Frans de Waal put it in the title of his book, Are We Smart Enough to Know How Smart Animals Are? If a dog cannot fully comprehend systems of time and money, it is not because he is unintelligent, it is because these things are not significant components of his world.


The average dog brain is about one-third the size of an average human brain. But the dog nose has more than 200 million smell-sensitive receptors, compared to 5 million in a human nose, and these suggest a quite different set of priorities. About a third of the dog’s brain mass is devoted to olfactory duties, compared to 5 per cent in humans. I can’t help but notice how my own dog, with his proud leathery snout, views the world around him. His exacting sense of smell makes him a very good judge not only of his environment and other dogs, but also of people: he can judge who may be frightened of dogs and keep away; he remembers who has paid particular attention to him in the past and will make sure to greet them with gladness in his heart and a special toy in his mouth; and he knows when his human companions are low and need comforting. I sometimes wonder whether we are treating him and his many friends with a similar level of sagacity and respect.


One of the many things that attracts us to a puppy – beyond their all-round damn helpless cuteness – is their inquisitiveness. Puppies like poking around in things, any thing. This inquisitiveness matures, but it doesn’t depart: older dogs hear an irregular noise, they still want to investigate. Perhaps one could regard this book as a dog discovering the world around it: irregular noises, a rapidly changing environment and an increasingly large amount of attention from complete strangers. These strangers are us, also acting at our most puppyish, discovering with increasingly forensic precision just what it is that makes a dog a dog, and makes them such mutually enriching companions. And we are strangers only to ourselves: as dog owners and dog lovers we are part of a huge community, and the bond we have with our dog is something that binds us equally to millions of others, a shared humanity.


Where best to begin our historical survey of this relationship? Perhaps with the visual evidence, with dogs at their most irrepressible, and humans at their most indebted. Where best to begin our historical survey of this relationship? Perhaps with the visual evidence, with dogs at their most irrepressible, and humans at their most indebted.





* If you’re reading this at a point where you’re thinking of getting your first dog and consider a purchase price of £800 a little dear, then all I can say about the costs to come – vets, food, dog-sitting, accoutrements both essential and superfluous – is ha ha ha.


* Maybe the experience of going to the cinema with your dog isn’t so new after all. Here’s a joke from the 1990s: ‘The last time I went to the cinema there was a woman there with her dog. The dog laughed all through the film, but when the hero died at the end he was in tears. When it was over I went up to the woman and said I thought her dog was extraordinary, and how I’d never before seen a dog enjoy a film so much. “I’m as amazed as you are,” she said, “because he really hated the book.”’
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Tricky sitters: Hockney, Stanley and Boodgie create their dog wall.









1. The Indelible Image
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For a few days in February 2019, Protein Studios in Shoreditch decided to hang some of its pictures at dog eye level. The show featured ‘famous dogs of yesteryear’ such as the Queen’s corgis, Laika the Soviet space dog, and Petra the Blue Peter dog sitting at a typewriter answering her fan mail. There were also photographs of ‘hero’ dogs who had wheels where their hind legs had been, and pictures of the most photogenic canine influencers on Instagram. The exhibition, which was called The National Paw-Trait Gallery (the hyphen was probably unnecessary), was a launch promotion for the ‘World’s Most Amazing Dog’ competition run by Facebook, although the definition of ‘amazing’ wasn’t entirely clear, and when the winner was named as a nine-year-old chihuahua from Mexico named Toshiro Flores he seemed as surprised as anyone.


Dogs have been portrayed in public galleries since humans painted on the walls of caves, and every private gallery owner since the Renaissance has acknowledged one universal truth: you put a dog on a wall and people will come panting. It may also be true that if you put enough dogs on enough walls you can construct a compelling survey of the human–dog relationship over thousands of years.


What can we glean from other recent shows? In 2013, an exhibition at Gallery on the Corner in Battersea was selling art in aid of Battersea Dogs and Cats Home that was actually created by dogs: leathery snouts pushed a bowl of food around the floor, and the bowl had a brush attached to it, and the floor was lined with paper. Dogs were welcome to view as well as participate in this show, and they were especially welcome if they were in the mood to buy.*


In July 2019 Southwark Park Galleries in south-east London held a similar show. Billed as ‘Contemporary Art. Chosen by Dogs. For Dogs and Humans’, it was a case of canine-owning gallerists and critics choosing their favourite dog-related creations. There was work from the artists Martin Creed, Joan Jonas, David Shrigley and Lucian Freud. The etchings, oils, films and film stills showing many dogs in many different situations didn’t appear to have anything in common beyond the gimmickry of their curation, but on second glance a commonality emerged: they were all adorable. The love we have for dogs is nowhere better displayed than on canvas or photograph, nor our dependence, nor their purpose.


The works at Southwark Park Galleries are part of a noble pantheon. A stroll around any major gallery provides a canine period and scenario for every mood, and one may track how the human–dog relationship changes over the centuries. One begins in the fifteenth century with the dog as a partner in the hunt and a symbol of solidity and – the animal as prized aristocratic possession – one ends with dogs in fancy hats garnering millions of online likes. Dogs on Instagram are no less significant than the hunting scene, for both are images of delight. The dogs have changed slightly – in build, in prominence, certainly in variety – but their importance to the image and image-maker is consistent.


A walk through the public rooms and storage areas of the National Gallery in London will yield some 200 paintings of dogs, most of them seemingly incidental. But look again: so many of the dogs are in charge of the canvas, subtly dominating the image just as they have subtly charmed their creator. Their prominence confirms their importance; even their seemingly incidental presence – say the tiny bourgeois Brussels griffon at the foot of Jan van Eyck’s Arnolfini Portrait of 1434 – often carries a weighty message, in this case fidelity and pride. Here is Christ Nailed to the Cross by Gerard David from about 1481, the almost naked central figure stretched prostrate diagonally across the canvas, and in the foreground a small, almost hairless dog sniffing a skull; here was destiny, and a curiosity about what becomes of us. Here is Joseph Greenway by Jens Juel (1778), a dandy in woodland with his hunting dog looking up at him with respect and a little fear, much as the crew on Greenway’s trading ships must have done. Here is Canaletto’s subtle remodelling of Piazza San Marco in Venice in 1756, a scruffy terrier-like mutt at the feet of two noblemen: the dog looks to be awaiting pastry scraps from Caffè Florian to its right; any dog owner will recognise the hope.


These are incidental dogs, dogs who put their nose in. Elsewhere, in galleries worldwide, the dogs move to the foreground and there is a hound for every emotion and mood. You want aristocratic lording? You look at Gustave Courbet’s The Greyhounds of the Comte de Choiseul (1866). Dog as protector? Try Jeanne-Elisabeth Chaudet’s An Infant Sleeping in a Crib Under the Watch of a Courageous Dog Which Has Just Killed an Enormous Viper (1801). Stone-cold cuteness? Philip Reinagle’s Portrait of an Extraordinary Musical Dog with paws on a keyboard and an expression of ‘just practising!’ on its little spaniel face (1805). You’ll find utter contempt in the dachshund urinating onto the central figure in Match Seller by Otto Dix (1920), and utter radiance in the many thick-lined straight-backed hip-hop mutts created by Keith Haring. Again, one looks for commonality and comes up wanting. Why should they have anything but fur to share between them? But soon enough a thread emerges: the dogs draw us in with their warmth, their consoling presence, their very dogness. However central or slender their presence on the canvas, all the pictures would seem incomplete without them. And painful too, like a cut along a finger joint.
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Bulldogs stick together: ‘A Friend in Need’ by Cassius Marcellus Coolidge.





I once visited David Hockney at his studio in Los Angeles, and inevitably we talked about his beloved dachshunds Stanley and Boodgie. They were tricky sitters, he said, their attention easily diverted by visitors and any activity in the kitchen. He concluded that they were not hugely interested in art.


Hockney has long outlived both of them, just as he has outlived most of his closest human companions. In their memory he created a dog wall at his house in Los Angeles, a gloriously pungent spread of warmth and affection: curled dogs, dogs on their backs, dogs nuzzling each other on their tender beds, dogs with their snouts dreaming off the edge of a cushion. There is a particularly moving photograph of Hockney slumped in a striped armchair in front of this huge wall, an arm curled proudly around each dog, with more than forty paintings of Stanley and Boodgie behind him. ‘I make no apologies for the apparent subject matter,’ he wrote in his introduction to a book of his dog portraits. ‘These two little dear creatures are my friends. They are intelligent, loving, comical and often bored. They watch me work. I notice the warm shapes they make together, their sadness and delights.’ He explained that in a world of sadness he wanted desperately to paint something loving. ‘The subject wasn’t dogs but my love of the little creatures.’ This is, of course, what we perceive in almost all dog-related art.


Further evidence of the almost suffocating affections that humans lavish on their dogs will be found at the Kennel Club in Mayfair and the Kennel Club’s Museum of the Dog in Manhattan, repositories of the biggest and most ornate collection of canine art in the world. Here is the dog as hero, as superb specimen, as blood sports warrior. The London collection has a great many championship trophies and certificates from more than a century of dog shows, and a vast array of photographs portraying proud, devoted humans alongside proud, exhausted dogs. There are royals, commoners and a large number of eccentric people in tweed and brogues whose elevator didn’t ride all the way to the top. The collection also documents eloquently the various and changing roles of the dog in nineteenth-century England, from its many coursing and hunting scenes to an engraving of Billy the celebrated rat catcher of 1823 (possibly a terrier, certainly a champion: Billy is shown in a ring killing 100 rats in just over five minutes). The most poignant, and the most narratively succinct portrayal of how the working dog was being overtaken in our affections by the domestic pet came in 1860 from Richard Ansdell’s oil painting Buy a Dog Ma’am. Heavily influenced by Landseer, and originally shown at the Royal Academy, it shows a hardened-looking but rather uncaring man by a large pillar in what is apparently a market area in a city. In one hand he holds up a white toy dog with a red bow around its neck (perhaps a poodle mixed with a pug), while under the other he guards what may be a spaniel. By his feet stand two distinctly dejected larger working dogs, and the message is clear: their time in the field has passed, and they are no longer fit for duty.


The Manhattan collection moved to its new home in Park Avenue at the beginning of 2019, after many quiet years in the suburbs in St Louis. It contains the sort of amusing doggy knick-knacks of which any great aunt would be proud (china figurines, pewter hunting trophies), but also some proper hey-wow exhibits, including a photofit screen that determines, should you ever transform into a dog, what sort of dog that will be (the computer coding goes by your looks rather than your temperament).


Pictorially the Museum of the Dog has all the classics, including Maud Earl’s Silent Sorrow (Edward VII’s dog Caesar miserably mourning his loss on the side of an armchair in 1910), and John Sargent Noble’s Pug and Terrier of 1875, the terrier tied up and forlorn with a begging bowl around its neck marked ‘charity’, while the well-fed pug stands on a step above him looking sorrowful at the injustice of it all. But the most notorious picture, given a wall panel all to itself, is a painting by Christine Merrill of Millie on the South Lawn of the White House. Millie was an English springer spaniel once owned by George H.W. Bush and Barbara Bush, and there she sits next to a red ball, taking up almost the whole canvas, the White House and its fountain behind her, practically an afterthought. Millie looks as if she’s in charge; she looks as if her owners love her. The portrait is accompanied by a letter from Barbara Bush marking the opening of the dog museum in St Louis in 1990: ‘Dogs have enriched our civilization,’ she writes, ‘and woven themselves into our hearts and families through the ages …’ (Donald Trump is the first American president in more than a century not to own a dog in the White House.*)


The museum’s most arresting item is not a painting but a parachute, a canopy used by a canine hero of the Second World War. Many dogs flew crucial missions during the conflict, including Rob the parachuting English collie, who apparently jumped or was pushed from a plane more than twenty times while working behind enemy lines for the SAS during the North African Campaign, and at war’s end was awarded the Dickin Medal, the canine equivalent of the Victoria Cross.*


But the hero commemorated in Park Avenue’s Museum of the Dog is the famous Yorkshire terrier Smoky. The precise details of his exploits are, like those of Rob, hard to prove, but it’s believed Smoky fought in the jungles of New Guinea and helped set up communication lines beneath an important airstrip. She was attached to the 5th Air Force, 26th Photo Reconnaissance Squadron, and although she didn’t take photos, she was credited with twelve combat missions and won eight battle stars. According to the Yorkshire Post, which covered the story because Smoky’s family was originally local, the dog’s efforts saved the lives of more than 250 men and more than forty planes. But that wasn’t enough for Smoky; Smoky wanted more.


When her owner Bill Wynne had a lay-up in hospital, Smoky came to sit on his bed. Soon other patients wanted her near for comfort too, and Smoky became an in-demand therapy dog. When Wynne landed in Australia, he and Smoky toured the hospitals and soon the patients appeared well again. But that still wasn’t enough for Smoky (or for Wynne). Smoky jumped out of a plane wearing a parachute to beat 400 other entrants to the title ‘Best Mascot of the Southwest Pacific Area’. She then became a local celebrity wherever she went, and was a minor hit in Hollywood, not quite at the Rin Tin Tin or Lassie level, but still something of a draw at supermarket openings and on cable television.


To fully appreciate the longevity of our artistic relationship with dogs we need to go back to the living museum known as Pompeii. The semi-domesticated dog was once everywhere here, and a visitor to the ruins today may sense a tail disappearing around every corner. A few were buried beneath the hot ash, but hundreds more fled (with or without their owners) when the early warnings of Vesuvius rumbled down in 79 AD. The most famous of the remainers guarded the entrance to the House of the Tragic Poet, in the north-west section of the city, an essential stop on every tour.


This dog is, alas, a mosaic. Perhaps you’ve seen him: snarling in the vestibule, visible from the street, black and white with a thin red collar, chained up for now but ready to pounce should you even think of entering without permission. The words beneath him may, given the ferocity of the dog’s intentions, be two of the most superfluous in the Latin language: Cave Canem.
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Beware of the dog: a mosaic warns intruders in Pompeii.





But perhaps ‘Beware of the Dog’ is just a sign; perhaps the mosaic negates the need for a real snarling dog. I’ve heard it suggested that similar signs in Pompeii once warned people to beware not because the dog was protective and a biter, but because it might be one of those small whippet-style creatures that curl up so sweetly at your feet that they are easy to trip over and harm.


But the Tragic Poet did not own one of those. In fact, the Tragic Poet owned nothing but his tragic verse. The house only took on his name when it was excavated in 1824, the title inspired by a wall painting of what was once believed to be a recitation of woesome verse to a rapt audience (but was later reinterpreted as the dramatic delivery of an oracle). So we do not actually know who lived in a house like this, or who owned (or pretended to own) the threatening dog. But the house is framed by two shops, one of which may have sold rings and necklaces, suggesting the possibility of a jeweller protecting precious gems.


And then there is the lava dog, the dog that died as Vesuvius erupted. Tethered and unable to flee, convulsed on its back in pain, howling out for its owner and its former Pompeiian life of sunken baths and toga parties.


This famous image is not, as many believe at first sight, and I did too, a dog enrobed in hardened ash, like edible nonsense in a too-fancy restaurant. It is not even an actual relic from Pompeii. It is instead a cast of a dog formed in the 1870s by injecting plaster of Paris and a gluey solution into the space created when the original occupant of this space – that poor dog, a chain attached to its thick collar – decayed and rotted away in the many centuries following his hot death. The dog left behind a cavity around which pumice had solidified, and archaeologists and curators saw their opportunity. You inject into the cavity, you wait till your filler hardens, and you chip and scrape and smooth away at its cast, et voilà: an agonised dog speaking to us down the centuries.


Accounts differ as to who owned the dog and where he lived. Some have him as a guard dog, chained up in the forecourt of the house of the Roman general Marcus Vesonius Primus. But others, including Mary Beard, grant him more humble origins, as the dog of a ‘fuller’, a laundryman and cloth worker. Whichever is true, you may now see the plaster hound forever gasping its last at the museum of Pompeii. Obviously no dog would wish to die this way, suffocating and alone. What were the animal’s final thoughts? Why did its owner not return to save it?


The good news is the dogs came back to Pompeii. In a dramatic reconstruction of early domestication, the wild dogs of Naples and surrounding areas discovered that tourists were where the food was. So at the end of the twentieth century they returned in large and scavenging numbers, to the point where tourists reported themselves overrun and a little intimidated, and the Italian Culture ministry decided they should act. In 2009 they established a Herculean dog rescue mission, wherein many of the stray dogs of Pompeii were photographed and put up for adoption on the (now defunct) website ‘(C)Ave Canem’. More than twenty dogs were welcomed into caring homes in the campaign’s first six months, which was judged a modest start, given that the Italian Anti-vivisection League estimated there were 70,000 strays in the surrounding Campania region. The advances and advantages of neutering and microchipping have been slow to arrive in this beautiful and ruined part of the world, and dogs find that they once again have the run of the place.


There remains no aspect of our lives which dogs have not enhanced, and artists would be failing us if they didn’t depict them all. But all is a big amount. With so much dog imagery to choose from over the centuries, and so many canine roles to depict, some filtering may be necessary to select the very best. So I have selected a personal Top Six. I’d be surprised if you agreed with my choice, but I hope it inspires you to select your own. And if nothing else, I am confident that my choice amplifies something significant: our desire to display our dogs in pictorial form – and later we’ll encounter the wilder shores of these extremes on Instagram and Twitter – shows not only our love for these animals, but our dependence too. Our joint lives have been intertwined for so long that not to have them next to us in this manner would suggest a distinct dereliction of duty.


In reverse order:


In sixth place we have Trial by Jury by Sir Edwin Landseer, painted in 1840. Landseer, a favourite of Queen Victoria, was the finest of all sentimental nineteenth-century dog portraitists (and there are a few to choose from). This particular painting, on display at Chatsworth House in Derbyshire, is uncharacteristically anthropomorphic: it shows a fancy French poodle with his paw resting on a page of what one can only assume is a book of jurisprudence, his little reading glasses resting on the other page. The poodle fills every available inch of his red armchair, on which he adopts a patrician air, lording it over all the other dogs arranged before him, including a boxer, a greyhound, a Newfoundland and a spaniel, all presumably awaiting a judgement of some sort (the painting is sometimes known as Laying Down the Law). The poodle is believed to represent the British Lord Chancellor, although there is some debate (or at least there was, when the painting was wet) over whether this is Lord Brougham or Lord Lyndhurst. The painting says: even among dogs there is a natural order of things, and a proper sense of justice; humans are not the only ones to decide what is just.


Fifth comes Nipper, the cross-breed with a trace of terrier listening to a gramophone for His Master’s Voice. Nipper lived in Bristol in the last decade of the nineteenth century. His inquisitive gaze into the conical speaker – ‘Where are those voices coming from?’ – began life as a painting by his owner Francis Barraud entitled His Master’s Voice, which is indeed how the gramophone company got its name. ‘The happiest thought I ever had,’ Barraud said of his painting sometime later, on his way to the bank (but only after he agreed to change the original image of Nipper listening to a cylinder disc on an Edison player to a flat, round, recently patented shellac gramophone disc).


With the money from the sale, Barraud bought a house, and in the house he played gramophone records with the image of his dog spinning round on them. He died before his work assumed a new, queasily symbolic interpretation from the HMV marketing department. ‘The strong appeal of the picture lies probably in the fidelity of the dog,’ an advertisement proclaimed in the 1950s. ‘It is appropriate therefore that this quality of fidelity has been the keynote of “His Master’s Voice” ever since – fidelity in the reproduction of the works of great musical artists – fidelity to the public who have relied upon “His Master’s Voice” for half a century to provide the latest and best in home entertainment.’* But before being hijacked for commercial use, the painting said: we are a cultured and curious breed, and we’re all ears, open to the novelty and wonder of life.


My fourth choice is Frida Kahlo’s Itzcuintli Dog with Me. This is a self-portrait, showing the notoriously fiery Mexican artist seated front and centre with full insouciant gaze. She is wearing a dark gown with many lush folds over her legs, and at the edge of her voluminous skirt stands a tiny inquisitive Mexican hairless with a distinct ‘What the hell are you looking at?’ attitude. Kahlo owned several dogs, many of which made their way into her self-portraits. It isn’t clear why, in this case, the Mexican hairless is painted so small, given the large role the dogs played in her life (she was keen on the dogs’ Aztec heritage, and on their reputation as great healers for those with chronic pain, which Kahlo suffered from after an accident, and not least for their ability to generate surprising amounts of body heat). This particular dog is thought to be one of her most beloved, a certain Mr Xolotl. The painting says: size is immaterial, and we will guide you through this world as best we can.


Third spot goes to Sniper, a hero of the First World War painted by Samuel Fulton. Fulton was a Scottish artist who specialised in dogs with a melancholic air, and none were more famous than Sniper, a Staffordshire bull terrier with a hint of Dalmatian, who was apparently born in the trenches in 1916. He remained at the front until the Armistice, undertaking important detection and communication duties in a khaki jacket and gas muzzle. A firm favourite with several Scottish regiments, Sniper was also apparently the first British dog to enter Germany after the war. He was a popular regular at reunions of ex-servicemen, and at one of them he posed for Fulton for an alert, face-forward portrait. A touch sentimental like most of Fulton’s work, it depicts Sniper’s white body against a muddy, ochre, trench-like background. The artist and dog both died in 1930, and they bequeathed a painting that said: I will never let you down.


My second choice is not a single painting but a genre: ‘Newfoundland Rescuing Drowned Child from Lake or Stream, Often with Panicky Parent in the Background’. This has been a painterly trope for 200 years, a striking image interpreted in varying forms by many artists, proving particularly popular among moralistic Victorians who were just beginning to welcome dogs into their parlours and re-evaluate the whole human–dog relationship. The image is no longer guaranteed to bring a tear to the eye or a lump to the throat, but it may still elicit a wry smile. Landseer painted one of the classics, entitled Saved, based on the story of Milo, the Newfoundland owned by George B. Taylor, keeper of the Egg Rock Lighthouse in Maine. It was first shown at the Royal Academy in 1856, and an engraving three years later made its way to thousands of homes. The picture shows a huge, exhausted dog with black head and white fur on a stony outcrop, its expression dazed and its tongue lolling, a raging sea in the background, a soaked child recovering over its front paws. The child looks like a girl, and is somehow still wearing a hat, but the figure was apparently modelled on the lighthouse keeper’s son Fred. But Milo did more than save dying children. His bark was to be heard in the fog when the lighthouse was almost invisible, thus alerting sailors and fishermen before it was too late, thus saving Milo the bother of having to dive in again and save them.


Another engraving, after a mid-nineteenth-century painting by Frenchman Joseph Beaume, shows another Newfoundland in an even more dramatic setting, this time with the dog actually pulling a child from the water as we look on. The child has his/her arms outstretched, even though the water looks suspiciously shallow, and the dog is looking at the viewer with a weary expression, as if to say ‘Not again …’ But the weariness showed no sign of contaminating the viewer, or reader. Published in 1886, the Henry James novel The Bostonians contains a scene in which a boarding house boasts ‘a rug before the chimney representing a Newfoundland dog saving a child from drowning’. You can’t miss the symbolism: dogs will keep you from harm; we will be there when you least expect and need us most.


And so to the top dog. Clearly this selection runs to the popular. My first choice – selected with both genuine fondness and only a hint of postmodern irony – is Poker Game from the series Dogs Playing Poker by Cassius Marcellus Coolidge. This is the irrepressible crowd-pleaser seen in many an American restroom, and no shame in that. It shows three learned and spectacled St Bernards sitting round a green baize table, all of them smoking – two cigars and a pipe (the artist was sponsored by a cigar company). There is a fourth, younger dog behind, evidently on his hind legs, lit cigarette in one paw, clearly excited by the game in progress. They are drinking whisky sodas, and the game is already well advanced by the time we join it. We are clearly witnessing a crucial hand: one dog holds four aces.


The painting is from 1894, and its qualities are enduring. It’s a triumph of kitsch, but also of intrigue and beauty. (And intrinsic value too: in 2015, the painting was sold at Sotheby’s for $658,000.) Compositionally, the painting parodies Caravaggio’s The Cardsharps from 1594. Very soon one forgets that these are actually dogs playing poker, for we are entranced by the narrative (who will win? who is bluffing? whose IOU is that on the table?) C.M. Coolidge soon realised he’d hit pay dirt, because his canny dogs are also the subject of eleven other paintings, all equally wondrous/horrendous. There is A Waterloo, in which a St Bernard is joined at the table by a boxer and a collie and some sort of terrible showdown is about to occur. And there is A Friend in Need, featuring a full house of seven varied dogs and a shocking bit of action nearest the foot of the picture in which, hidden from view of the other players, a bulldog is slyly passing an ace with his paw to the dog on his left. That dog should be banned for life! But then again, what a cool swizz!


The oil paintings were reproduced by the Minnesota publishers Brown & Bigelow at the end of the nineteenth century, and the prints sold in their millions. It’s not difficult to explain the appeal. Samuel Johnson had the measure of it in the eighteenth century when he wrote, ‘I would rather see a portrait of a dog that I know than all the allegorical paintings they can show me in the world.’ This was indeed a set of dogs we know: dogs as pragmatists and chancers, dogs that have taken our place – players. Those who bought the prints may have imagined their own dogs around that table, or perhaps they imagined themselves there. And very soon, in Orwellian fashion, the two may have become indistinguishable.


Humans portraying dogs playing poker: it is not unreasonable to wonder where the roots of this alliance began, or to surmise that it began long before the invention of canvas and easel. Artistic endeavour once again provides us with an insight: as the following chapter explains, it appears that we were already celebrating our beloved relationship with dogs as far back as 10,000 years ago.





* A couple of the dogs displayed natural talent, but in my opinion most of them still had a long way to go. Some of their work lacked even the most basic grounding in art theory, and, frankly, much of it just looked unfinished. Human painters often find it very hard to walk away from their canvasses and declare them done, but not these dog painters – these painters couldn’t get to their food rewards fast enough.


* At a rally in El Paso in February 2019, Trump praised the German shepherds sniffing out drugs on the Mexican border, but he said the prospect of owning a dog himself would be ‘phoney’. In her memoir, his first wife Ivana wrote of how her poodle Chappy would ‘bark at him territorially’ whenever he approached. His predecessors took a different approach. The Obamas’ two adopted Portuguese water dogs Sunny and Bo were regular stress relievers, and in such high demand for photo opportunities that they needed their own official White House schedule. The memoir of Barbara Bush’s Millie, written by Millie herself (obviously), outsold those of both her owner and her husband. Trump’s use of the word ‘dog’ is consistently derogatory. His former chief strategist Stephen K. Bannon was ‘dumped like a dog by almost everyone’, while former presidential candidate Mitt Romney ‘choked like a dog’ during his campaign. He regularly noted how his enemies had been ‘fired like a dog’, whatever that meant. And when, in late October 2019, Trump triumphantly announced the death of the Islamic State leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, he crowed that ‘he died like a dog’. He was prouder of the role that a dog named Conan played in the death itself, reportedly pursuing al-Baghdadi down a tunnel as he detonated a suicide vest. The president called Conan, who was a Belgian Malinois, ‘a beautiful dog – a talented dog’.
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