




The Sphynx by Phil Maggiai 

Facts and Figures 
•	 Recognized for ch mpionship competition by: 

The lnlernallonal Cat Association 
• May be shown in non-championship classes in: 

The American Cat Fanciers Association 
•	 Registration figures:
 

Not availabk
 

Conformation 
Invariably called the hairless cal. the Sphyux is not 

truly hairless. lis wlinklcd-looking skin, descr!bed by 
one observer as feeling like a suede, hoI-waleI' bollIe, 
is f1'equf'ntly cO\'pred "'Hh fine, Virtually imperceptible 
down, Whal's more, Ihc cars, Illuzzle, lall, teel. and 
tesLicles (on males) rnav be accented with short. tightly 
packed. soft hair: and a lionesque puff of hair on the 
tip of the tail is accept hi'. 

The Sphynx's head, slightly longer than it is wide. is 
characlerized by a well-ddlned stop at the hridge of 
thc nose, prominent cheekbonf's, a slight. but dellnHe, 
whisker break, a stron!!; mU7:zlt . and a firm chin. The 
eyes aI'e large, round. ami lemon shaped and sl nt 
toward the ouLcr 'dge f the ear. They ar _ separated 
by a distancf' slightly greater than the width of an eye. 
The ears, which lack interior hair, arc impressively 
large, open. and wide Lll the base, They are neither 
low set nor pen:hed on Lop of the head. 

A long, slender neck and a broad, almost banel­
clWSl.ed front lend a somewhal anomalous look to the 
SphylL...... The body is medium long, sturdy, and round­
ed s if the Sphynx had just eatcn Thanksgiving din­
ncr. Neverlheless, the body is hard and muscular with 
medium bmw and no Irace of delicateness. 

The legs are lon,g and slender, but not nne boned, 
with a IJrm, muscular feel. The tail is long. tapering, 
and whippy. yet in proportion to the body. 

History 
A portrait of a Mexican hairless cat named Jesuit 

appears in C.H. Lane's Rabbits, Cats, and Cavies. In 
his account of "the most rare of any species of domes­
tkaled cat:' Lane quotes a Mrs. Shuick of 
Albuquf'rque, New Mexico. According to Shuick, 
'These cats were obtained from Indians a few miles 
from here. The old Jesuit fathers say they are the last 
of the Aztec race, and tar rknown only in Ncw 
Mexico," 

Shuick refers to two cats in her account: a female 
named Nellie and a male named Dick, who had been 
killed r('('enlly by several dogs. "His loss was very 
great, and I may never replace him." wrole Shuick. 
'The Chicago Cat Club lued him at $1000. I have 
sent all over the country and endeavored to get a male 
for Nellie, but I fear the breed is extinct," 

Writing 36 years later in the Journal qf Heredity. W 
M. Mclkn believed that Lhe immediate ancestor of the 
New Mexican hairless cats "undoubtedly was a scant­
haired cat of Soulh AmeIica," described by Lhe 
German naturalist Johann Rudolph Rengger in hjs 
Natural Hi 'lury of /lIe M(l1TImals ofParaguay, 1830. 
This scanL-haired cat, said Rengger. was the descen­
dant of hOLlSf' cats taken from Europe to Paragu y in 
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Lhe l600s. The change in dimate, he argued, had 
gradually effected a change in coat. 

Like Shuick before her, Mellen suggested that the 
hairless cat "may be extinct." Yet other hairless cats 
appecu'ed in Wil~llngton, North Carolina in 1936: in 
Paris, Franee in the 1930s: and in Ontario, Canada in 
the 1960s and again in 1978. 

With one exception, the parents of hairless calS 
were domestic shorthairs of no particular particulars. 
The Paris cats, however. had turned up from lime lo 
time in litters born to a certain pair of Siamese, When 
these French hairless cats or lheir parents were hred 
to other Siamese, lheir kittens had normal coats. 
Hairless kiLtens were produced only from repeat breed­
ings petween the OIiginal Sphynx-produ<:.ing S~alllese 

or from breedings between two hairless cats. This 
indicates that the mutation gene responSible lor hair­
lessness is recessive-at least among cats with normal 
coats. After crossing Sphynx with Devon Hex, modern­
day breeders are beginning to suspe 't tbat the Sphynx 
gene may be dominant in SpbylL'(-D 'von (:1'05ses. 

The Sphynx-its name having evolved lrom the 
quaint New Mexi<'an hairless to something more regal 
sounding and Egyptian-was accepted lor champi­
onship cmnpeLilion in 1971 by Ule late CROWN associ­
ation. (Sphynx had reached provisional st.atus the 
vear before in the Cat Faneiers' AssodaUon, buL pro­
gressed no further due to concern about the breed's 
gendie difficulties-that is, decreased T-cell function 
causing an inadequate immune system-a problem 
not seen in current-day Sphynx.l 

The International Cat Assoe!atiol1 (TICA). founded 
in 1979, also ineluded the Sphyux ,ul1ong its recog­
nized breeds. Since CROWN no longer sponsors 
shows. TICA is the only association in North Arner.ica 
in which Sphynx enjoy championship status. The 
American Cat Fanciers' Association registers Sphynx­
if both their parents are registered with another asso­
ciation-and allows Sphynx to compete in non-cham­
pionship New Breed and Color classes. 

Personality 
As a rule, treatises on breed personaliLies arc 

fraught wiLh overlapping and baffling generaliLies. 
There are more than 40 breeds of cats, and it would be 
spllLting hairs to assert that eaeh has a distinct per­
sonalitY-or that anyone is capable of describing them. 
But the Sphynx-aeross decades and continents-has 
been universally praised for its demeanor. One anony­
mous Sphynx enthusiast wrote in 1903, "They are the 
most intelligent ancl affeetionat family pets I have ever 
met [and] the smartest cats I have ever seen." 

The Sphynx. according to the French breed stan­
clanl, is "part monkey, part dog. pan child, ancI part 
cat." 

'They're wonderful." adds Lisa Bressler. who 
acqUired a Sphynx shortly after seeing one aL a show 
in 1986, 'They're loyal: they follow you around; and 
they use their paws like hands. But you can't really 
appreciate them until you've had one under the coven; 
with you purring." • 

For additional iriformation see: CATS. JanuanJ 1989 
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