
History of the Mastiff



History of the Mastiff

• This is an Ancient breed whose history goes back at least 4500 years.  

• The Mastiff is behind many of the breeds today.

• The Mastiff has a long and storied past having been used for 
• Hunting
• Fighting
• Protection
• Carting
• But, primarily as a Companion

The Mastiff has been bred for 4.5 centuries to live by our side, share all aspects of our 
lives and independently think for themselves to keep us safe. 

TO KNOW THE MASTIFF IS TO LOVE THE MASTIFF 



History of the Mastiff

• Mastiff type dogs are depicted in 
paintings as far back as 2500 B.C. in 
Asia and Egypt

• Bas-reliefs taken from the Babylonian 
palace of Ashurbanipal (now on 
display in the British Museum) depict 
Mastiff-type dogs hunting lions in the 
desert near the Tigris River  (~1600 B. 
C. )



History of the 
Mastiff

Other than being taller and 
leaner than current day 
Mastiffs (as ours would be if 
raised in a desert and fed 
lightly), those ancient dogs 
are remarkably similar to 
current Mastiffs.

Despite the passing of 

4500 years.



History of the Mastiff to 100 B.C.

• After this clear, visual evidence we must 
rely on folklore and oral history

• Phoenician traders introduced Mastiffs  
to ancient Britain (600 B.C.)

• Hannibal had several battalions of 
Mastiffs along when he crossed the 
Alps.  They fraternized with local dogs 
to produce the St. Bernard, and the 
Alpine Mastiff among many others (200 
B.C.)

• Romans found them and brought them 
home to fight in the arenas and hunt 
(100 B.C.)



History of the Mastiff           
55 B.C. – 1400 A.D.

• Caesar wrote of Mastiffs fighting beside their 
masters during his invasion of Britain in 55 B.C.

• The Mastiff was one of the few breeds 
mentioned by name in the Forest Laws of King 
Canute, the first written laws of England (100 
A.D.)

• Marco Polo wrote that Kubla Khan had a kennel 
of 5,000 Mastiffs (1300 A.D.)

• In the Canterbury Tales, Chaucer calls them 
“Alaunts” and says they were “as great as any 
steer/To hunt at the lion or the deer.”(1400 A.D.)



History of the Mastiff 1400 A.D. – Lyme Hall

In 1415, British Knight Sir Peers Legh 
of Lyme Hall was wounded during the 
Battle of Agincourt in France.  His 
Mastiff bitch stood over him and 
protected him from being taken 
prisoner or killed by the French until 
his squire was able to retrieve him 
from the battlefield.  The Mastiff was 
taken home to England and her 
offspring started the legendary  Lyme 
Hall bloodline.



History of the Mastiff

All of the Massive Mountain 
Dogs of Spain, France, Turkey 
and the Balkans can trace their 
size back to their Mastiff Blood

Many of the Massive Dogs of 
Asia and Europe can trace their 
ancestry back to the Mastiff –
The Great Dane, St. Bernard, 
Newfoundland, Bullmastiff, 
Chow Chow and even the Pug.  



History of the Mastiff 

For centuries Mastiffs were 
used as War dogs and for 
fighting.  However, they always 
functioned as  “Personal 
Bodyguards”.  All of this made 
them renowned for their 
courage and loyalty.

The English used the Mastiff to 
pull carts and to guard their 
estates and castles – releasing 
them at night to roam and 
protect the property.



History of the Mastiff 1500 - 1835

• During this time Mastiffs were kept and bred by Royalty

• Henry the VIII of England presented Charles the IV of Spain with 400 Mastiffs to be used 
as war dogs (1500)

• King James I of England sent a gift of 2 Lyme Hall Mastiffs to Phillip II of Spain (1600)

• A Mastiff (Grace) and a spaniel accompanied the Plymouth colonists aboard the 
Mayflower (1620)  (The Mighty Mastiff of the Mayflower by Peter Aronstom and Karen 
Busch Holman)

• They were used to fight wild animals as entertainment for Royalty until this cruel sport 
was banned in England in 1835



History of 
the Mastiff

• Mastiff popularity 
declined over the years until 
the mid to late 1800’s 

• Mastiffs eat about as 
much as an adult human, 
making them too expensive 
to keep for all but the 
wealthy. Those breeding 
programs resulted in the 
first recorded pedigrees

• Mid 1800’s Dog showing 
became popular in England



History of the Mastiff

The two world wars almost 
eliminated the Mastiff from 

Britain.

It was considered unpatriotic 
to keep dogs alive that ate as 

much as a  soldier, entire 
kennels were put down as a 

result.

After WWII the Old English 
Mastiff Club helped to 

restore the breed in England 
with imported breeding 

stock from Canada and the 
United States.



History of the Mastiff

• Due to the English, the 
Mastiff has maintained its 
general structure over the 
centuries.  Remember the 
Mastiff was introduced to 
Britain in 600 B. C.

• The Mastiffs you see in 
pictures from the late 
1800’s look just like the 
ones you see in the show 
ring today















Note:
The breeder 
on this and 
many other 
dogs was The 
Old English 
Mastiff Club






