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Dogs formed an allegiance with humans in early 

prehistory and the relationship possibly dates back 

approximately 14,000 years. This was the beginning of a  

unique bond between dog and human that has endured the  

test of time. Since then, there have been numerous momentous 

events through history at which the dog has been present: 

following or leading troops into battle, lurking in the shadows 

of official business, seated on the laps of emperors, and curled 

sleeping during spiritual and religious occasions. 

The Spirit of the Dog explores the long and varied history of the 

dog in human cultures across the world and celebrates the very 

special place that this enigmatic creature holds in people’s 

hearts. Established author and animal specialist Tamsin 

Pickeral examines the development of the major dog breeds 

within their historic context—from the slender, powerful sight 

hounds to the hard-working Siberian Husky, the spirited 

Terrier breeds, and the personable mongrels. Grouped 

according to their key characteristics—including Elegance and 

Speed, Power and Strength, Devotion and Loyalty, Agility and 

Wisdom—the breeds are each studied in comprehensive detail. 

As a mammal species the dog is the most varied in shape, size, 

and color, and also the most versatile, whether working as a 

hunter, protector, or simply providing companionship as a 

domestic pet. The Spirit of the Dog celebrates this diversity, 

aided by the stunning photography of contemporary animal 

photographer Astrid Harrisson, whose striking, beautiful, and 

unusual images of our major dog breeds skillfully reflect the 

virtues of “man’s best friend.” With evocative text and 

exceptional photography, The Spirit of the Dog is an essential 

volume for everyone who loves dogs.
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CHOW CHOW

An East Asian legend recounts that when the world was 
being created and the stars placed in the sky, a few pieces 
of sky fell to the earth, and were licked up by the Chow 
Chow, forever staining the dog’s tongue. The breed’s dark 
bluish-black tongue is just one of the highly distinctive 
characteristics this ancient breed has, another being its 
lionlike appearance. These are quiet, dignified and noble 
dogs, noted for their independent nature and loyalty. Over 
the millennia the Chow has proved to be among the most 
versatile dogs and, surprisingly given its sturdy frame 
today, was noted for its hunting abilities and speed.

There are two popular theories surrounding the 
emergence of this dog, whose antiquity has recently been 
proved through DNA testing that revealed they are directly 
descended from the earliest dogs. They are postulated to 
have developed in the Arctic Circle, possibly the northern 
most reaches of Siberia, and gradually moved south into 
Mongolia, Siberia, and China. One theory suggests they 
were the result of crosses between the equally ancient 
Tibetan Mastiff and the Samoyed. However, the Samoyed 
does not have the Chow’s blue-black tongue, and so it is 
possible that the Chow in fact gave rise to the Samoyed, 
and similar breeds such as the Norwegian Elkhound, 
Keeshound, and Pomeranian. Other theorists claim the 
Chow developed in China, and it is China with which the 
dog is most closely associated. 

Ancient artifacts dating to the Chinese Han Dynasty 
(206 B.C.E–220 C.E.) reveal dogs of clearly Chow-like 
characteristics; one piece from c. 150 B.C.E. depicts eight 

hunters with nets accompanied by eight Chow-like dogs 
setting off on a partridge or quail hunt. Small pottery 
statuettes of similar date show the dog’s appearance has 
changed little throughout their history. While these art 
works suggest a date of development, it is believed the 
dogs were in existence as early as 3000 B.C.E., and were 
used by nomadic Mongolian tribes through Mongolia and 
China at a very early date for their fierce guarding abilities 
and for hunting. With the development of Buddhism in 
sixth century B.C.E., the dogs were adopted as guard dogs 
by Tibetan monasteries and some rural monasteries still 
breed Chow Chows. Equally their courage and highly 
developed sense of smell was recognized early in the 
breed’s history, and they were used extensively for hunting 
wolves as well as smaller game. 

Dogs were a significant part of the royal Chinese 
household since very early in history, and by 1000 B.C.E. 
records indicate the palaces employed official ‘dog feeders.’ 
By the Tang Dynasty (618–907) Chows were an integral 
feature of the imperial household and one of the more 
favored breeds. The emperors owned them in vast numbers 
and used them for hunting in their huge parks, but the 
dogs were not the sole preserve of the royal household. The 
Chow was the only native sporting dog in China and was 
utilized in many ways by the general population. Given 
its tremendous coat, the dogs were able to withstand the 
Chinese winters easily and were widely used in a working 
capacity. Apart from making excellent guard dogs and 
hunters, they were also used for guarding and herding 
livestock, and even for pulling sleds. More unfortunately 
for the Chow, they were also a valuable food source and 
sought after for their pelts. Many small dog farms existed 
in northern China where the dogs were raised specifically 
as consumables and for their fur.

The origin of the breed’s name is also debated. Chow 
Chow or chou is a Chinese slang for “edible,” and the 
term “chow” is a colloquial Western term for food. It is 

height
Males 27 in. / females 24–26 in.

color 

Solid red, black, blue,
cream, or cinnamon. 

appearance
Dense coat, short and double layered 

with soft, woolly undercoat; rough 
and smooth coated. Broad head,

moderate length. Wide, black nose. 
Eyes dark, oval shaped. Small, thick 
pricked ears. Bluish black tongue. 
Strong neck, muscular shoulders, 
deep chest, short back. Tail set high, 
carried close to the back.
aptitude
Originally guarding, herding, 
hunting; today showing, pet.

ANCIENT – CHINA – COMMON
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also thought that “Chow Chow” was derived from pidgin-
English of the eighteenth century, and was used to refer to 
any items, both non-edible and edible, by ships’ captains to 
collectively describe their various cargoes. Eventually this 
came to include the stout Chinese dog.

The earliest comprehensive account of the Chow in 
the West was written in 1781 by naturalist Gilbert White 
(1720–93) in a letter to his friend, the zoologist Thomas 
Pennant (1726–98). His description was based on a pair of 
Chows belonging to his neighbor, who worked for the East 
India Company and returned to the UK with them. The 
breed was slow to gain publicity in the UK, although came 
to public attention in the early 1800s when several were 
imported to London Zoo and exhibited as “Wild Dogs of 
China.” It was Queen Victoria’s (1819–1901) patronage of 
the breed, after she was given one, which led to it becoming 
fashionable from the 1860s. Her daughter-in-law, Princess 
Alexandra (1844–1925), also had a Chow called “Plumpy” 
with whom she was photographed in 1896. In 1879 a black 
Chow called “Chinese Puzzle” was imported to the UK and 
exhibited at the Crystal Palace Dog Show the following 
year, sparking interest in the exotic foreign breed. Lady 
Granville Gordon became an early British breeder and 
her daughter Lady Faudel Phillips later established the 
renowned Amwell Kennels in Essex. The first Chow was 
entered in the Kennel Club Stud Book in 1894 and the 
following year the Chow Chow Club was established.

The first Chow exhibited in the United States, was 
a dog called “Takya,” in 1890 and in 1903 the American 
Kennel Club (AKC) officially recognized the breed with 
the Chow Chow Club of America being admitted as an 
AKC member club in 1906. Since then the Chow Chow 
has become popular in the United States, particularly 
among the rich and famous. US President Calvin Coolidge 
(1872–1933) had two Chows, as have had TV show 
presenter Martha Stewart and actress Drew Barrymore. 
Most fascinating is the relationship between psychoanalyst 
Sigmund Freud (1856–1939) and his Chows. Princess 
Marie Bonaparte (1882–1962), a descendent of Napoleon’s 
brother, gave him his first. Freud was devoted to the 
dogs and had Chows through his life, including Jofi, who 
attended his psychotherapy sessions. Freud believed the 
dog’s presence helped calm patients, but more pertinently, 
Jofi had an excellent concept of time, and just before an 
hour session was up, the dog would yawn, so alerting him.
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ANCIENT – FRANCE – MODERATE

BRIARD

This ancient French breed of working dog has a 
long, but little documented history. Instead they have 
quietly gone about their working lives for centuries in 
the rural expanse of France and have come to public 
attention within the last couple of centuries. They are 
believed to have developed into a distinctive type by the 
eighth century C.E. and are said to have been favored by 
the Frankish King Charlemagne (742–814), appearing 
alongside him in tapestries. Charlemagne was a keen 
hunter and horseman, and it is surprising he chose 
to keep company with the Briards’ ancestors, a breed 
most associated with herding sheep. But originally the 
Briard was used for guarding herds, and was valued for 
its protective nature and bravery, making it a valuable 
companion for a king. Centuries later, Napoleon Bonaparte 
(1769–1821) kept two Briards, possibly as guard dogs. 

The name Briard was not coined until the late 
nineteenth century, previously to which the dogs were 
referred to as French sheepdogs. They are also known as 
the “Chien Berger de Brie,” a name with two origins and 
one that was not applied to the dogs until the nineteenth 
century. The dogs are associated with the area of Brie 
in northern France, an area home to rich farmland, and 
herds of cattle and sheep. There is no evidence to prove the 
Briard developed in this area of France, but undoubtedly 
the dogs were used there and across the country in their 
agricultural role. The second explanation for the Chien 
Berger de Brie nomenclature centers on a tale recorded in a 
letter by Italian scholar Julius Caesar Scaliger (1484–1558). 

According to legend, a French courtier of King Charles V 
(1338–80), Aubry de Montdidier, was murdered c. 1371 
in the forest of Bondy, north of Paris. The only witness 
to De Montdidier’s murder was his dog, which pursued 
the perpetrator until he was captured; the murderer was 
Robert Macaire. The king ordered that Macaire, armed 
with a stick, and the dog should fight a duel, which took 
place on the Isle de Notre Dame. The dog won: Macaire 
confessed and was hanged. The name “De Brie” is thought 
to derive from “D’Aubry.” The dog’s description in the tale 
aligns it with a Briard and a statue depicting the fight can 
be found in the town of Montargis.

It is unusual for working breeds to excel at both 
guarding and herding, but these dual talents of the shaggy 
French breed made it indispensable to French farmers. 
Originally the dogs were used for guarding livestock and 
would live out with the herds, unsupervised, to protect 
them from predators such as wolves, foxes, and even 
human interlopers. The dogs formed an important part 
of the rural French farmer’s family, looking after livestock 
and protecting the homestead. It was this protective nature 
that was later utilized by people wishing for personal 
protection. The Briard’s natural herding skills meant the 
dogs were used to move livestock between pastures and 
prevent herds spreading onto neighboring land in areas of 
open range; they are still used for working livestock.

Before becoming President of the United States in 1801, 
Thomas Jefferson (1743–1826) served as a foreign diplomat 
in Paris from 1784 to 1789, where he became friendly with 
Gilbert du Motier, Marquis de Lafayette (1757–1834), and 
it is believed that it was Lafayette who introduced Jefferson 
to the Briard. Jefferson was impressed by the rustic French 
sheepdogs and returned to the United States in 1789 with 
three of them. Jefferson imported another female Briard 
in 1790. Lafayette sourced three more, in 1806 and 1809, 
and sent them to Jefferson. The president bred the dogs, 
and gave them to his friends and family as gifts. They were 
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height
Males 23–27 in. / females 22–25.5 in.

color 

All uniform colors including black, 
tawny and gray, but not white.

appearance
Long haired coat. Noble head, 

powerful jaws. Square, black nose. 
Dark brown eyes. Ears set high and

lifted when alert. Muscular neck, 
broad chest, level strong back with 
slope at croup. Longer in frame 
length than height at shoulder. Long 
tail covered with long hair, carried 
low but with upward curve at tip.
aptitude
Originally guarding herds, then 
herding, also by the military, pet.

NOBILITY AND FAITHFULNESS

not pets for Jefferson but working sheepdogs, and it was in 
this capacity that they were first used in the United States. 
Despite Jefferson’s introduction of the Briard to the United 
States, the breed did not take off until after World War I. 
By the time the war broke out, Briards had achieved some 
fame in France. They had first been termed “Chien de Brie” 
in 1809 in the Cours Complet D’agriculture (Complete 
Course of Agriculture) describing the long-haired French 
sheepdog. In 1863, the first French dog show was held 
in Paris at the Exposition de Paris, where a Briard called 
“Charmante” won the sheepdog class. The Club du Chien 
de Berger (Shepherd Dog Club) formed in 1896, and in 
1897 it drew up the first standard for the breed. The Les 
Amis du Briard (Friends of the Briard) society, founded in 
1909, produced a more precise breed standard in 1925.

Briards were widely deployed by the French military 
during World War I. The versatile, intelligent, and 
tenacious dogs were used for packing urgent supplies to 

the front line, and were widely used as sentries. Perhaps 
their most heart-tugging job was to scour the battlefields 
and find fallen soldiers still clinging to life, not so much 
through their sense of smell, but using their acute hearing. 
US troops were impressed by the canny dogs and spread 
word of their attributes on their return home. During the 
1920s Briards began to be imported to the United States 
and in 1922 the first litter of Briard puppies, bred by 
Barbara Danielson of Massachusetts, was registered with 
the American Kennel Club. The Briard Club of America 
was established in 1928 and adopted the French breed 
standard, making slight changes.

The breed was slower in arriving in the UK, with the 
first Briard coming over from Ireland in 1966, and the first 
French one arriving in 1969. This was also the year that the 
first litter of Briard puppies was born in the UK, and from 
that time on they have become popular, particularly as 
show dogs; the British Briard Club was formed in 1973.

NOBILITY AND FAITHFULNESS
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MODERN – HUNGARY – MODERATE

HUNGARIAN VIZSLA

There is something magical about the Hungarian 
Vizsla, whose long history is part documented and part 
legend. These intelligent and characterful dogs have 
endured the tumultuous history of their homeland, 
Hungary, nearly facing extinction in the twentieth century, 
and the loss of many of their original pedigree records. 
Today the Vizsla has been reestablished in Hungary where 
it is the national dog and has become popular in the United 
States, Australia, UK, and Europe.

The story of the Vizsla begins with the ancestors of 
the ancient nomadic Magyar people, who heralded from 
northern, western, and central Asia. Dogs were essential for 
these nomads in finding food and protecting their homes. 
Although no written records exist, it is likely these dogs 
were of Mastiff and hound dog crosses that were found 
in the Himalayas and mountains of Tibet from where 
some of the nomads had come. By 895 C.E. the Magyar 
nomadic people had arrived in the Carpathian Basin, the 
vast Hungarian plains of east-central Europe. Primitive 
stone carvings that date to this period have been found in 
the area and depict Magyar hunters with their dogs that 
bear some similarity to the early Vizsla. Over time the 
Magyar settled and established themselves as herdsmen, 
hunters, and farmers. They built homesteads, raising crops 
and livestock, and began to breed their dogs for hunting. 
These were dogs that needed to track, point and retrieve 
to find much needed food, and to track larger game that 
was wounded. The Magyar developed a highly skilled and 
intelligent dog with an extremely keen sense of smell. The 

dogs were able to locate game and drive birds towards the 
hunter, who was often accompanied by a falcon. Once the 
dogs had located the quarry, the falcon was able to kill it. 

Specific breeding continued with accounts describing 
the dogs as “golden” in color, indicating that their highly 
attractive coloration was present early in the breed 
development. The earliest known reference to the word 
“Vizsla” dates to c. 1350 and was the name of a village on 
the Danube, perhaps indicating this as the area where 
the dogs were developed. By the end of the fourteenth 
century the term was being applied to a type of dog, with 
“vis” translating as “to search” in the oldest form of the 
Hungarian language. It was also during the fourteenth 
century that the first significant written accounts of 
the Vizsla trace, to the Chronicon Pictum, an illustrated 
account of Hungarian life that dates to c. 1360. It contains 
a chapter describing falconry, which had become a pastime 
of the nobility, and accompanying the text a picture of a 
dog with Vizsla-like characteristics. Early in the sixteenth 
century a letter between two brothers dated 1515, contains 
a request for a good “Vizsle, fit for birds.”

Parts of Hungary were ruled by the Habsburg monarchy 
until 1918, and it was under them that hunting increased in 
popularity as a sport amongst the nobility, who selectively 
bred hunting dogs from the sixteenth century onward. The 
Vizsla is often described as being the favorite companion 
of “barons and warlords,” and were even given as gifts 
between heads of state. It is significant that they were, and 
continue to be, considered a companion dog—even those 
that are bred and used for hunting. Historically these dogs 
lived with the family and this tradition has perpetuated. 

By the nineteenth century, the golden dogs had 
gained such reputation for their skills that many had been 
taken by the Germans, Austrians, and British back to 
their respective countries to breed to their own hunting 
stock, and gradually the foundation nucleus of Vizslas in 
Hungary became diminished. The lack of purebred Vizslas 

height
Males 22–24 in. / females 21–23 in.

color 

Shades of golden rust, minimal white 
markings on chest and toes allowed, 

white markings elsewhere disallowed. 
appearance

Short dense, smooth coat. 
Attractive head. Tapered, brown

nose. Eyes lighter than coat color. 
Ears long and a rounded “V” 
shape. Arched neck. Short, 
muscular, level back. Tail slightly 
curved, tapers to end; customarily 
docked in the United States.
aptitude
Hunting, pointing, retrieving, 
tracking, showing, pet.
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in Hungary was identified at the end of the nineteenth 
century and in 1917 the Hubertus organization was formed 
to preserve the foundations of the breed. It selected twelve 
Vizslas that best represented the breed according to older 
references, and today all modern registered Vizslas in 
Hungary trace to these three male and nine female dogs. In 
1920 a group of dedicated breeders established the Magyar 
Vizsla Breeding Association and drew up a breed standard. 
They held field trials for the dogs, established stud books 
for field-type and show dogs, and in 1935 the international 
federation of dog clubs, the Federation Cynologique 
International, recognized the breed.

World War II had a devastating effect on the Vizsla 
and nearly led to the breed’s extinction. Thousands of 
Hungarians fled in the face of Soviet occupation and 
many had to leave their dogs behind. Since the Vizsla was 
a sign of wealth and aristocracy, they were slaughtered 
by the Soviet Communists; others simply perished. Some 
fugitives were able to take their dogs with them, and it is 
to these people that the breed really owes its continuance. 
In particular is the story of Elizabeth Mihalyi who fled 
Hungary with her pregnant female, Vizsla Panni XV. Sadly 
Panni’s puppies died during the flight from Hungary, but 
when Mihalyi arrived in Austria she was eventually able to 
find a mate, who had also survived escape from Hungary, 
for Panni. The resulting puppies were the first Vizsla pups 
to be registered in Austria, and several of them were sold 
to Italy and Germany. Mihalyi immigrated to the United 
States taking a Panni puppy with her, and it is to Panni 
that many of the modern Vizslas in Europe and the United 
States trace. Other early Vizslas to arrive in the United 
States did so during the 1950s often from Italy, Germany, 
Austria, and Czechoslovakia. The Magyar Vizsla Club of 
America was established in 1953 and in 1960 the breed was 
accepted into the American Kennel Club, at the same time 
dropping ‘Magyar’ from its name.

The Vizsla’s modern history in the UK followed a 
similar time frame, although it is believed that two dogs 
were imported in 1939. It was not until 1953 that the 
Kennel Club recorded two Vizsla registrations of a male 
and female. Between 1953 and 1955 this pair gave rise 
to thirteen puppies and by the mid 1960s there were 
approximately 300 Vizslas in the UK. The Hungarian 
Vizsla Club was formed in 1968 and the breed has steadily 
increased in popularity and numbers across the world.

AGILITY AND WISDOM
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Tamsin Pickeral is an art historian and animal expert. 

The daughter of a veterinary surgeon, she grew up in the 

English countryside surrounded by an eclectic mix of 

animals, from dogs and ferrets, to horses and rescued 

squirrels. She has been a devoted dog owner her entire life. 

Her studies have focused on the evolution of animals and 

their relationship with humans over time. Tamsin has lived 

in Europe and North America, where she has worked as a 

veterinary nurse for many years. She is a widely published 

international author who has written a number of books on 

animal themes, including The Dog: 5,000 Years of the Dog in 

Art, which was voted into the top fifty art books of the year 

2009 by The Guardian newspaper. 

Astrid Harrisson has more than ten years of industry 

experience in graphic design, photography, creative 

direction, and marketing. She began photographing  

animals in early 2008, working on a ranch high in the hills 

in northwest Argentina, where a lifelong adoration of all 

things animal fused dramatically with her creative side. 

Daily adventures, camera in hand, provided the opportunity 

for Astrid to capture the essence of ranch life from new 

perspectives and inspired a book on the history of the 

estancia. Astrid has subsequently traveled to the United 

States with her camera, as well as photographing animals  

in the foothills of the Andes, Cuba, Switzerland, 

Mozambique, and Iceland.

Tamsin and Astrid have recently collaborated on the highly 

acclaimed The Majesty of the Horse. 
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in The Spirit of the Dog, animal expert Tamsin Pickeral 

and award-winning photographer Astrid Harrisson come 

together to celebrate the beauty and diversity of this 

magnificent animal. Discover the vital role that dogs have 

played throughout history, trace the development of the 

most striking and significant breeds, and learn, too, the 

intriguing tales of the breeds that have almost been forgotten. 

Sumptuously illustrated with Harrisson’s photography 

alongside other carefully chosen works of art, this unique 

book reveals the full, fascinating story of dogs through the 

ages and their special relationship with humankind, making it 

the perfect gift for anyone and everyone who loves dogs.


