We’re Not a Head Breed, But . . . . . . .

General consensus among the judging community, and I have learned also among breeders, is shorthairs are not a “head” breed.  This following from the fact that the description of the GSP head in our breed standard allows for a confusing variety of head styles.  We are not precise with requirements for the planes of the head; our proportion mandate are approximate at best, completely vague at worst.  The GSP standard description of the head uses terminology that is quite open to subjective interpretation.  Bottom line, one sees many different styles of heads on purebred shorthairs.  However, no one can argue that one of the first features noted and evaluated, and the feature that will stick prominently in the evaluator’s mind is the headpiece.  Who can help it?  The average person looking at a dog just is not going to be able to do so putting a mental paper bag over the head.  Therefore, I submit that breeders need to be conscious of their headpieces due to the heavy bearing the head has on the overall visual appeal, and also for critical functional reasons.  Let’s look at what the Standard requires and see what kind of mental picture forms.

Head

The head is clean cut, is neither too light nor too heavy, and is in proportion to the body.  The eyes are of medium size, full of intelligence and expression, good-humored and yet radiating energy, neither protruding nor sunken.  The eye is almond shaped, not circular.  The preferred color is dark brown.  Light yellow eyes are not desirable and are a fault.  Closely set eyes are to be faulted.  China or wall eyes are to be disqualified.  The ears are broad and set fairly high, lie flat and never hang away from the head.  Their placement is just above eye level.  The ears when laid in front without being pulled, should extend to the corner of the mouth.  In the case of heavier dogs, the ears are correspondingly longer.  Ears too long or fleshy are to be faulted.  The skull is reasonably broad, arched on the side and slightly round on top.  Unlike the Pointer, the median line between the eyes and the forehead is not too deep and the occipital bone is not very conspicuous.  The foreface rises gradually from nose to forehead.  The rise is more strongly pronounced in the dog than in the bitch.  The jaw is powerful and the muscles well developed.  The line to the forehead rises gradually and never has a definite stop as that of the Pointer, but rather a stop effect when viewed from the side, due to the position of the eyebrows.  The muzzle is sufficiently long to enable the dog to seize game properly and be able to carry it for a long time.  A pointed muzzle is not desirable.  The depth is in the right proportion to the length, both in the muzzle and in the skull proper.  The length of the muzzle should equal the length of the skull.  A dish-shaped muzzle is a fault.  A definite Pointer stop is a serious fault.  Too many wrinkles in the forehead is a fault.  The nose is brown, the larger the better and with nostrils well opened and broad.  A spotted nose is not desirable.  A flesh colored nose disqualifies.  The chops fall away from the somewhat projecting nose.  Lips are full and deep yet are never flewey.  The teeth are strong and healthy.  The molars intermesh properly.  The bite is a true scissors bite.  A perfect level bite is not desirable and must be penalized.  Extreme overshot or undershot disqualifies.

If you read the above through a second and third time struggling to form the mental picture, you may come to the same conclusion I did; that the committee reached a lot of compromises working on this section.  Rest assured, GSP breeders care about their headpieces because they want beauty and abilty.  None that I talked to would be satisfied with just anything with brown almond shaped eyes, large nostrils and a rise without definite stop from nose to forehead.  The neat thing about talking to breeders, is patterns develop leading to quite a bit of consensus and some badly needed explanation.  Understanding what we want in a good shorthair head springs from the work we have done so far in this series.  Our breed history tells us this breed is a mix of ancient scenting hounds and pointers, landing our desired head somewhere in between.  The Standard correspondingly states we do not want a full-stopped or dish-faced Pointer head, nor an overly flewey or wrinkled hound head.  What we’ve learned from analysis of the General Appearance and Size, Proportion, Substance sections is that balance and symmetry are paramount to GSP breed type.  The contributors to this article repeated and stressed balance of the head within itself and in proportion to the body.  And, as our Standard insists in Size, Proportion as well as in the Head section, several of our contributing breeders stated the ability to tell the sex of the animal by looking just at the head is very important.

What constitutes Balance, and why do we obsess on it so much?  Besides being aesthetically attractive, with respect to heads it has mainly to do with ability to deal with game.  An over large head on a slighter body or a small head on a larger more powerful body is not going to get the job done when it comes to carrying larger game over long distance and difficult ground.  Balance of all parts pleases the eye and provides the mechanism from a physics standpoint to fulfill the dog’s function.  Too short a muzzle on too much backskull and the muscles can’t work together in tandem efficiently or for any length of time.  Limited underjaw either in substance or falling away too sharply, and that large game bird or fox falls to ground as much as it gets carried.  Overlong or heavy hears will be vulnerable to injury in the field.  Though we don’t ask the evaluator to get out a set of engineering graphic tools to assess head proportions and planes, our breeders have provided some good guidelines.  The depth of the muzzle should approximate ½ its length.  The male head being broader, its width of skull should come close to its length of muzzle.  A bitch’s head will be narrower, but breeders caution against too narrow and definitely against too narrow (snipey) in the muzzle. How to decide what is too narrow or snipey?  Go back to balance and the associated physics.  A narrow but very balanced female head will work more efficiently than one with a broader backskull but narrow muzzle.  

Slightly arched on the sides and slightly rounded on top gives the head balance of bone structure as well as muscling to tough it out with a heavy load.  Put too much dome up on top and the head becomes unbalanced and does not possess the right proportion or the right kind of muscles to take care of business.  Shear off or flatten the top of the skull with inadequate rise; same problem.  So there is more method to our Standard than at first might be realized.

Functionality of the structure that gives the dog its scenting ability is of course very important.  Again, because we are trying to blend the best of the tracking abilities and air scenting abilities, we allow some variation.  The nose should protrude somewhat, but never turn upward (which would really be the result of sitting atop a dished face).  Nostrils are to be as large as possible, described as the “full bore” nose, or looking down the barrel of a gun.  Two theories of the mechanism of scenting ability are rewarded or allowed by our Standard.  First that the straighter the line form the nose to the head the quicker the scent is picked up.  Hence our request for a rise in the foreface.  Another theory, held more and more by German breeders, is that a slight hump (ram or roman nose) allows for better accumulation of scent while still keeping the passageway open to the brain.  Our present standard does not discuss the “ram nose”, though the previous version described it as undesirable.  I did not receive a contribution from anyone who sat in the room as the Standard was revised, but suspect the elimination of the wording against the roman nose may be acknowledgement of the persistence of inheritance of this trait and/or acceptance of the second theory of scenting ability just described.

Understanding the two areas of disqualification in this section of the Standard does not present much problem for breeders.  No one even mentioned the china or wall eyes; there simply does not seem to be an history of this trait in the breed.  Our judges education material defines extreme under or overshot as anything greater than 1/8 inch.  For those who want to get it straight once and for all; overshot means the upper jaw and teeth extending with a gap beyond the lower structure, and undershot the opposite.  This is a serious handicap to a working dog, and depending on how things line up can even be painful and require removal of teeth.

To ice the cake, our breeders expressed preferences and gave some explanation of the important features described in the Standard which work more to please the eye.  This breed should have a warm, soft intelligent expression bespeaking its wonderful temperament.  A darker almond-shaped medium set eye gives us this desired countenence.  Contributors shared strong dislike for the lighter, leaning toward yellow, eye color and for protruding round eyes.  They cautioned the breed student looking at younger animals about the tendency to light eyes as puppies; the eye color darkening as late as age two or beyond.  The presence of a dark rim around the iris is generally held to provide a level of comfort that the ultimate eye color will be acceptably dark.  Moderate flewiness was described as a graceful drape of the upper lip upon the lower jaw.  The flew hanging noticeably below the lower jaw and/or a gaping fold at the corner of the mouth spoils the desired clean lines of the head.

However imprecise the language used in the Standard; whatever degree of variety we allow, GSP breeders want and need a clean cut attractive head in good balance with the dog as a whole possessing the functional attributes required for all the jobs we give these dogs.  To borrow a phrase from one of our contributors:  “ Life is too short to hunt with an ugly dog”.
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