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Natural History: Considering the Representation of Birds in Three Images
I decided to do my project on how birds were represented in encyclopaedic illustrations. The three images really show the beginning and the end of the time frame we are interested in, from the 1500s to the 1700s. In doing so, we can see how far illustration went in terms of anatomy and depicting those subjects as closely to real life as possible. However, we can also see what they still lack in terms of accuracy. 
The Eagle 
This is taken from Gesner’s Historiae Animalium, a collection of four volumes in which he wanted to illustrate all the world’s creatures. This is the third volume published in 1555, and this particular image denotes an Eagle.  
The image is woodcut, and while this particular copy is not tinted, there are others that have been hand-tinted at a later date. It’s interesting to note here that Gesner was working with literary descriptions and second-hand accounts. In earlier volumes, Gesner credits one Lucas Schan with the woodcut illustrations. 
The pose of the eagle is reminiscent of a heraldry – it looks like what one would find on a coat of arms or a shield, rather than a life-like bird of prey. There is an element of the fantastic, it rather looks like a griffin rather than a realistic representation of an eagle. This is perhaps considered surprising, given that Gesner’s audience would have been the intellectual elite of Europe. 
The Hen Harrier 
This image is from 1731, nearly two centuries after Gesner. We are now working with copper plates and the images are then hand-tinted after. These copper plates allow for finer detail.
The Hen Harrier was difficult to identify, given that it is either a female or a juvenile, and the majority of examples often use the male as the primary source when identifying species. 
Additionally, we can see some exaggeration of the features, the tail for which the bird earns its nickname ‘ringtale’ can only be seen like the given illustration in flight. It’s tail is fanned out in the image and so perhaps one would recognise it in flight, but that is not a realistic representation of the bird. 
Indeed, the reader or audience is left wanting when observing the illustration and we can see that there is very little to indicate size. We know that it wouldn’t be a male given the birds colouring, but if it were a fully grown female or a juvenile, we are left wondering. 
The habitat the bid is surrounded by is interesting too. The image shows us the Hen Harrier by a lake, but this is a bird of prey that feeds on fowl and small grouse. They live in heathland and farmland, and so wouldn’t be found near a lake or stream. It is, again, an unrealistic representation of the bird, misleading the reader. 
The Tawny Owl
This Tawny Owl comes from 1766, the latest in this series of illustrations. Again, we see the use of copperplates and coloured images. 
This bird gave me the most trouble in identifying it. There are less than half a dozen owl species that live in the U.K and personally, I couldn’t tell if it was a Barn Owl, Tawny Owl, Short-Eared Owl or a Little Owl. Of the five species that live in the U.K, I just listed four. The problem is that these are idealised versions of what an owl should look like, once again, forgoing any perspective for size relation and depth. 
One could note that because it is so difficult to get any animal to stay still enough to draw it accurately, it could have been a taxidermized bird and due to any preservatives and potential decay, the specimen could have become deformed or discoloured. 
The problem with accuracy can be attributed to artists copying inaccurate drawings, created images from text descriptions, or based drawings on distorted dried specimens or skeletons.  
Points of interest
The first is woodcut and the other two are copper-plated so we can truly see the quality of detail rise. 
By exploring these images from nearly two centuries apart we can see how it began, with Gesner’s work being considered the first of its kind, and how it has evolved.
These images all served their primary focus, being that they were birds printed in books specifically created for the classification of such. 
I think, personally, it’s an interesting little fact that these images, illustrations, were pre-Darwin, with his Origin of Species being published in 1859. 
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