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Oh how we like to judge the judge and assess everyone else’s dog. Oh how we do not like to lose and have our dog criticised

in public. Oh how we love to win and be thought of as being successful. Oh how we change our lives, lifestyles and 

priorities, in the pursuit of gory in the show ring.

If dog breeding teaches us anything with time, it is patience and tolerance, for if you do not learn this lesson, the sport of dog showing will drive you mad or to drink. Dog showing is a sport where there are more downs than ups when it comes to breeding and showing, however behind each of our ambitions, there must always be the hunger for breed progress and more importantly positive judging, for if we submit to a negative or poor standard of judging, we will not find glory, but only less reasons to show our dogs. 

Over the years it has been interesting to see how different breeders and judges evaluate a Bull Terrier and how each person either adds or subtracts value to the overall dog, based on specific virtues or faults.  I am of the strong opinion that whether judging or breeding, the first goal must be to avoid mediocrity and focus on the key characteristics of the breed which makes it a Bull Terrier By Design.

The four key characteristics and in no particular order can be defined as follows:

The head - The head is the hallmark of our breed. Besides being unique to our breed, the overall head shape when combined with eye placement and expression, small erect ears and large teeth, set in a broad and powerful muzzle makes for an impressive, and to those that do not know our breed, an intimidating picture. 



The size and power of the head must look like it can crush almost anything it decides to grab, while at the same time, the expression and erect ears should portray intelligence and send the message, “I mean business.” 

The temperament – For me this is an important characteristic, often over looked by breeders and judges. I personally look at temperament based on two guiding principles and not in terms of a Bull Terrier being in a show ring only, but in all situations. 

Firstly, a Bull Terrier must have self-confidence. This can be interpreted as bravery, being outgoing, boldness and active. Secondly, that part of the temperament that makes a Bull Terrier a great pet - the loyalty, stubbornness, dying devotion, a creature that likes the comforts of home, prefers human company, will play with you the one moment and ignore you the next, and the ability to tolerate many things.

When you combine those two aspects of the temperament you find something that is unique to our breed. This fearless warrior on the one hand and this absolutely addictive, semi programmable, devoted pet on the other hand. 

Bone & substance – As the gladiator of the canine race, I never think of a Bull Terrier as a wimpy or lightly built dog. I think of it as being powerful, having the structure to (a) display massive strength for its size and (b) be able to stand up to the blows of any opponent. 

[Comment] – Although gladiator has been removed from the Bull Terrier standard, I believe the reasoning behind this has more to do with the global trend towards ban fighting dogs (dangerous dog act) and distancing bull terriers from other fighting breeds, than it has to do with bull terriers not being recognised as the gladiator of the canine race. After all, the standard is centred on realising the ultimate gladiator in appearance. For this reason bone and substance remains an important part.

A key component in the ability to demonstrate strength is the size of the bone of an animal, as it is the core element around which the muscling of the animal is attached to. Increased strength comes from having the bone structure to support the muscle development and allow the muscles to work to their maximum. The broadness of a dog is needed for leverage in demonstrating strength, while the spring of rib, indicates lung capacity and the ability to feed the muscles with oxygen. 

A Bull Terrier By Design is a fighting dog, needing the structure and virtues necessary to perform. Although Bull Terriers are not fought today, the standard looks to create the ultimate fighting dog in all aspects except temperament, aggression and character. Excess weight, loose skin, roles of fat etc is not substance. It would be a hindrance to a dog designed for fighting.

Substance is the volume or space a Bull Terrier (no fat) takes up. Imagine two Bull Terriers of equal height and length. If you had to take both Bull Terriers and place each in separate boxes, that were the same dimensions and completely fill the boxes with water, the dog in the box that took less water to fill, would be the more substantial dog. In other words, although the dogs are of the same height and length, the one dog’s greater volume or substance, resulted in less water being needed to fill the box.

Athleticism - A Bull Terrier should have the construction (make and shape) combined with agility so as to demonstrate both standing and on the move, that it has the distinctive ability to carry out the task for which it was designed. For no matter how good the head, bone, substance and temperament are, a Bull Terrier that cannot demonstrate the make and shape, combined with agility to perform its designed task, cannot be a bull terrier by design (gladiator).

As we would expect an Olympic swimmer, world-boxing champion, professional 100 metres sprinter or professional wrestler to look the part, so we expect them to perform. Likewise we expect a Bull Terrier to look the part standing and demonstrate its athleticism on the move.

With the above four key characteristics being the foundation in differentiating our breed from any other breed, the breed standard then looks to provide us with more detail on the individual parts of a Bull Terrier. It does not tell us how to judge or how to evaluate one aspect in comparison to another. It does not tell us if the head is more important than movement or how to evaluate the extent of departure from the ideal, when one dog’s fault could be another’s virtue and visa versa.

It is this lack of clarity that produces so many varying opinions and often confuses the novice breeder, particularly if they have not had the benefit of a mentor or guiding force in the breed. Our breed standard is structured so as to avoid mediocrity in our breed, with the understanding that Bull Terriers should be rewarded for positive virtues, as opposed to being penalised for having faults. The Bull Terrier with the most positive virtues should always be the winner.

In addition to the breed standard, breeders also have to focus on health issues and the breeding (pedigree), while a judge should also take into consideration the quality of the Bull Terrier and the overall package being presented. It is the judging of this overall package or “collective parts,” where I often find both breeder and judge struggling to make the right decision, with individual virtues or faults often being the over riding factor and clouding their judgement. We often hear of someone being referred to as having, “an eye for a good dog.” This is the ability to identify the four characteristics described above, plus quality and recognise/ assess them in the overall package. These people more often than not, turn out to be very good judges.

Good judges and breeders know that it is the collective parts that count, not individual aspects as defined by our breed standard. They apply equal importance to the (1) head, (2) bone and substance, (3) construction and agility, (4) temperament and (5) quality. They seek out the Bull Terrier that comes closest to achieving all of these things in an impressive package. 
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