BREED EDUCATION SERIES: Article IX , compiled by Char Rutar

The views and opinions presented herein are generously shared by our contributors for purposes of discussion and learning.  This discussion is not intended to be the final word on the topic, nor does it represent any official position of the GSPC of America.  This is a work in progress to which all are invited to donate.

GAIT:  The Sum Of All Parts

The way the dog moves is the proof in the pudding, so to speak.  We can look at this section of our Breed Standard as a kind of summary or affirmation of all sections described before it.   Just as Form relates to Function in the philosophy that developed this breed, so follows the vital relationship of movement to structure.  This is no great mystery of life, rather a basic premise of canine anatomy, and of most if not all AKC Breed Standards.  For the German Shorthaired Pointer, though, one must ‘take it up a notch’.  We ask for a dog that can do EVERYTHING; do it well and do it strong.  We do not own these dogs for their talent as couch potatoes (that’s just a bonus on a snowy evening veggin’ by the fire).  GSP lovers spend years with their special dogs “out there” in the field or in the arena working and training at what both partners love to do.  There is a tremendous bond and emotional investment that is bringing a lump right now to anyone’s throat who understands what I am talking about.  The GSP fancy is not served by dogs unable to move fabulously.  The greatest, soundest gait allows a dog to glide through field and forest freezing close enough to game to get the job done, and will last for many years of vigorous athletic activity without physical breakdown.

Gait – A smoothe lithe gait is essential.  It is to be noted that as gait increases from the walk to a faster speed, the legs converge beneath the body.  The tendency to single track is desirable.  The forelegs reach well ahead as if to pull in the ground without giving the appearance of a hackney gait.  The hindquarters drive the back legs smoothly and with great power.

The word ‘smooth’ appears both at the beginning and end of this section.  Call it at least significant that those throughout the world and over the years who have considered and agreed on how to describe the desired movement chose this particular word.  Observe the GSP in motion, be it walking, at a trot or a gallop, and you want to see clean fluid action without wasted effort.  The well-built great moving Shorthair appears to be working half as hard as the dog with structure that restricts or unbalances him in some way.  This phenomenon can be observed during a brace at a field event,  during an agility run, in the show ring, or even at heel in the obedience ring.  Watching ‘Mr. Great Moves’ from the side at a trot, he is not knowcking your socks off with his tremendous reach and drive.  ‘Mr. Wannabe Great’ behind him is doing that – and working extremely hard at it.  The observer must look closely to realize that ‘Mr. Great’s’ front extension and rear drive equal or exceed ‘Mr. Wannabe’s’ because Mr. Great is doing it so easily he appears lazy in comparison.  

No lively discourse among the breeders chiming in on this subject; they are all singing in the same choir.  “When (evaluating) the quality of leg and body motions for endurance at the trot, any motion that wastes energy is undesirable” 
.  Convention has us analyze gait at a trot from the side view, and with the dog moving straight away and straight toward the observer.  From all views, the more time the dog’s foot is in contact with the ground, the more time it has to propel the dog forward.  Pushing air does nothing to move the animal forward; looks “showy” but heartily wastes motion and will not last.  One key is the length of time one can glimpse the footpad as the dog moves away – the briefer the better.  From the side, watch paw lift both front and rear.  It should not exceed the height of the pastern joint location when the dog is standing.  The peak of front extension, referred to as ‘reach’ is a near straightening at the elbow joint and that peak corresponds with the “follow through” of the rear, referred to as ‘drive’. 

We are a breed all about stamina.  The gait that helps that goal the most is one of total balance where propulsion is shared equally by the front and rear quarters.  The dog’s center of gravity needs to be as near a line dropped vertically from the navel as possible.  Everything moves evenly, solidly and in concert with everything else.  The head is carried slightly above horizontal to allow the shoulder freedom.  Footfalls are perfectly synchronized with opposite limbs (e.g. right front with left rear) in the air or on the ground simultaneously.  Rear feet fall into, or nearly so, the track vacated by the corresponding front foot.  Exaggeration such as overreaching translates into wasted motion which leads eventually to fatigue.

Breeders report much that dismays them about observed GSP movement.  In every case they relate the underlying structural problem, and in every case motion is wasted and extra effort expended.  Several of the contributing breeders caution against getting carried away with flashy extension front and rear.  There can be problems with gait which appears extreme.  The front assembly may be overly loose, the shoulders set overly wide bringing the peak of the forward motion of the front leg to a near parallel with the planes of the head.    Piston-like rear motion rather than smooth powerful drive, excess lift or hackney gait in front, big air on either end; all stem from lack of balance.  Those all-important angles discussed so heavily as we covered earlier sections do not match.  Bone length in shoulder, hip or leg may not compliment.  Same type of problem when the legs do not converge under the body and the tendency to single track is not seen as speed increases.  Lack of balance results in sidewinding, crabbing or moving wide in the rear to prevent an over-angulated rear running over a comparatively limited front.  Many canine experts advise watching how a dog holds its topline at a trot.  Sloppy rolling is either angles out of balance, uncomplimentary bone length, or terrible condition  --  unless it is just youth.  

Breeders also report much that gladdens the heart about quality GSP movement they see.   They all struggled to put into words their appreciation of superb movement as art.   Our sleek coat close to the skin ‘pulls the curtain aside’ to reveal a beautiful sight:  muscle and bone working together in a lithe, graceful athletic dance.  The GSP’s trim silhouette in motion showcases exceptional condition.  Great movement flows effortlessly, easily, more subtly than highly flashy high effort gait.  It is the sum (or the reason!) of all the structural parts we have discussed and reviewed.  When we watch a dog of exceptional conformation put that frame to work in an exceptional manner, we can only wish we could be as comfortable in our athletic endeavors.

Has this group stressed the importance of understanding and appreciating fluid graceful efficient movement?  I can only hope so.  The GSP is all about Versatility, and I have yet to see a dog do anything terribly versatile standing still.  How much time is shaved off an agility run if no motion wasted?  How many points gained during the runoff for High in Trial if every action is smooth and spare?  How many grouse will sit still just enough longer for a good shot in front of a light-footed decidedly UN clumsy dog?  Yes, our breeders feel it is important to produce sound structure and therefore sound movement.
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