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EDITORIAL 
ANTENNAE ISSUE 20 

 

 he 20th issue of Antennae is a rather special one from a number of reasons. First of all it marks  the 
first five years of Antennae’s activity–and what five years these have been for animals and art! 
Second, this issue is a co-edited effort dedicated to art, plumage and birds. Merle Patchett has 
developed an international reputation based on her contribution to the subject of animal surfaces 
and geography. Curating the exhibition Fashioning Feathers provided the perfect platform to 

 gather a unique army of artists and academics with a soft spot for the subject. Amanda Boetzekes, Kate 
Foster, Liz Gomez, Kirsten Greer, Hayden Lorimer, Kate MccGwire, Marine Pacault, Rachel Poliquin, 
Perdita Phillips, Andrea Roe and Maria Whiteman have with their contributions, made this issue truly 
special.  

It was also very important for Antennae to mark its fifth birthday with modesty, without unnecessary 
trumpeting and with an issue that represented the values of inclusion, diversity and commitment to 
interdisciplinary collaboration that has made it such a popular read with so many people around the 
world. Without taking too much time, I would like to take the opportunity to answer a question I am 
routinely asked by readers: “How did the idea of Antennae came up?” Not many people know that 
Antennae was born in Chicago, in the toilet of The Field Museum of Natural History. Visiting the restrooms 
after seeing the museum somehow inspired me. I remember coming out of a cubicle and noticing a 
massive poster hanging on the wall. It was the front cover of a magazine. The design was sleek and the 
image of a snake on the cover had a quality that transcended that of documentary reportage. I walked 
towards the poster, secretly hoping it could be a publication dedicated to animals and art…but of 
course it was not. It was another nature and environment magazine with a better than average cover. 
That’s how it all came about. The idea stuck and developed for a few months. The name seemed 
obvious, it was the only one that came to mind and the only one I ever considered although I am not 
sure where it came from. 

In any case, all I personally wanted to say with this shorter than usual editorial (I will leave Merle to 
introduce the issue) is thank you. Thanks to all whom have practically contributed to the making of each 
issue. Thanks to the Academic and Advisory Boards, the Network of Global Contributors and those who 
actively promote the journal around the world. Ultimately, thanks to those who read it, find inspiration and 
information in it for their work and use it in their artworks, research or teaching. 
  
 
 
 
 
Giovanni Aloi 
Editor in Chief of Antennae Project 

T
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‘Historically, birds have been prominent in art, literature and sculpture, have been accredited with supernatural 
powers, have played a role in songs, ceremony and dance, as well as day-to-day existence, and have been linked to 
death and some of life’s greatest challenges. Birds have featured widely in art for thousands of years – they are 
sometimes represented in stylized form, without being clearly identifiable as a particular species, and their feather 
products appear as art or aretfacts. Their functions in artistic depiction range from simple to ornate decoration, from 
symbols of religious significance through to symbols of power and links with both things of, and not of, this Earth.’[i] 
Text by Merle Patchett  
 
 
 

iven the significance of birds in 
human cultures it is perhaps surprising 
that an issue of Antennae has yet to 

be dedicated to them. Alternative 
Ornithologies seeks to address this by 
exploring how birds have been represented 
by, and incorporated into, various forms of 
artistic and scientific practices over time and 
place. The issue is particularly concerned 
with how bird feathers have been used both 
historically and contemporarily to produce 
art and artefacts (see especially papers by 
Pacault, Patchett and Poliquin). This bias 
arises out of the collaboratively produced 
exhibition Fashioning Feathers: Dead Birds, 
Millinery Crafts and the Plumage Trade, 
whose opening at the Royal Alberta Museum 
(RAM) coincides with the publication of this 
special issue. The exhibition, I conceived and 
co-curated with Liz Gomez and featuring the 
artwork of contemporary artists Kate Foster 
and Andrea Roe, explores the lives, deaths 
and fabricated afterlives of birds involved in 
the plumage trade. 

The exhibition centers on the 
juxtaposition of examples of millinery 
prepared bird-skins and feathered hats with  

 
 
 

artworks by contemporary artists Kate Foster 
and Andrea Roe exploring the complexities 
of human-avian relations associated with the 
plumage trade and taxidermy practice. 
Originally premiered at the FAB Gallery, 
University of Alberta, in May 2010, in its 
refashioned form at the RAM we are drawing 
on the museum’s extensive ornithological 
collection to showcase the many different 
species of birds that were hunted and killed 
globally during the international ‘plume 
boom’ (1880-1910). 
  Fashioning Feathers will be the first 
exhibition at the RAM to make use of their 
(usually separated) human history and 
natural history collections simultaneously. 
While we have traditionally separated human 
history and natural history in our educational 
and museum institutions, revisiting the plume 
boom through the exhibition and it’s retelling 
in this issue (see Patchett et. al. and Foster 
and Patchett) helps to remind us that human 
and animal histories have always been (and 
will remain) complexly entangled. For 
example opposition to the slaughter of wild 
birds during plume boom was a catalyst for 
the formation of the modern conservation  

G 

ALTERNATIVE 
ORNITHOLOGIES 
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movement, modern feminism and animal 
and labour rights.   
  Beyond the plume boom, the other 
contributors to this special issue set out to 
explore how both they and people of various 
times and places seek to understand the 
lives of birds around them and their shared 
lives with them (see Foster and Lorimer, 
Gomez, Greer and Roe). The contributors, 
including artists, cultural historians and 
geographers, share an interest in 
documenting or producing alternative 
bodies of ornithological knowledge (see 
particularly Boezkes & Whiteman, Lorimer and 
Phillips). Also it is perhaps no coincidence 
that the contributors share a feminist ethic, 
with many of the papers either implicitly or 
explicitly reflecting on the intimate 
associations between birds and women (and 
shared attitudes towards them) that have 
been manufactured through society more 
generally over the centuries.[ii] 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
In using the term Alternative Ornithologies, 
my intension is not to make a precise 
distinction between alternative forms of 
ornithological knowledge with those 
produced by the scientific discipline of 
Ornithology. Any review of the history of 
ornithology[iii] will tell you that while 
ornithology emerged as a separate branch 
of natural history in the early 19th century, 
when a substantial group of naturalists 
studying birds shared a set of rigorous 
methods and ambitious goals, ornithology 
remains one of the few scientific fields in 
which nonprofessionals still make substantial 
contributions: the field observations of birders 
providing valuable information on behaviour, 
ecology, distribution, and migration.[iv] 
Moreover, Ornithology as a distinct scientific 
discipline is dying out as those studying birds 
in a professional capacity are less likely to 
refer to themselves as ornithologists and are 
choosing to publish their findings in general  
 

 

 
 Fig.1: Dead Hummingbirds preserved for ornamental display at the Natural History Museum, London. Field Drawing by Kate Foster  
  Kate Foster  
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biological science journals rather than 
ornithological ones. 
  We are also seeing a growing 
recognition that ‘‘Western or ‘modern’ 
science offers only a partial truth, however 
precise and sophisticated the methods 
employed’ to our understandings of avian 
lives and lifeworlds.[v] In academic 
disciplines beyond the biological sciences, 
the broader focus is on how birds are 
perceived, used and managed in human 
societies, including their use for food, 
medicine and personal adornment, as well 
as their use in divination and ritual.[vi] These 
so-called ‘Ethno-ornithologies’[vii] are having 
an increasing impact on scientific avian 
research due to their relevance for 
conservation.[viii] While our knowledge of 
birds has increased enormously through the 
development of scientific ornithology, as 
avian research begins to embrace 
alternative ornithological knowledges[ix] what 
becomes clear is that there are many areas 
of ornithology that remain to be investigated 
and that may always be beyond our 
capacities as humans to understand.[x] 
  For example in a new work 
commissioned for the Fashioning Feathers 
show at the RAM, environmental artist Kate 
Foster describes, through drawing, various 
encounters between hummingbirds and 
people and by doing so underlines just how 
little we know about them. The series of 
drawings respond to the installation of a 
hummingbird display case in the exhibition in 
which eight study-skins of eight different 
species of hummingbirds are being 
arranged to flash their iridescence to the 
passing human audience via a rotating 
mechanism. The rotating mechanism 
enables viewers to experience the 
iridescence of their plumage, highlighting 
why hummingbirds were so sought after for 
the plumage trade. In the second half of the 
nineteenth century, millions of hummingbird 
skins were exported from Central and South 
America to decorate ladies' hats and 
clothes, and to manufacture feather 
pictures, ornaments and artificial flowers.  

Foster’s drawings respond to the 
various settings in which she has been able 
to encounter hummingbirds: zoos, natural  

 

 
history museums the Ecuadorian rainforest, 
online and atop hats. These diverse settings 
made her think about “how hummingbirds 
have been placed historically and 
contemporarily, how people marvel at their 
flight and colour, how we force them to 
move, and how they persevere as they can”. 
Yet despite all our attempts to ensnare, 
collect and contain hummingbirds in the 
realms of human culture they ultimately 
remain beyond our grasp as Foster so 
eloquently surmises: 
  

“This display [of hummingbirds in the 
RAM show] I realise is not for us: since 
we cannot see in ultraviolet, we can 
never know what it is that his mate 
can see.”[xi] 

   
To paraphrase Tim Birkhead and Isabelle 
Charmantier in their review of the History of 
Ornithology, it is the case that the more we 
know about birds the more we realize how 
little we know about them.[xii] However, rather 
than being paralyzed by this thought, the 
contributors to Alternative Ornithologies use 
their creative license to celebrate and draw 
force from the ultimate alterity of avian lives. 
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 Fig.2: Drawing of a live hummingbird (a Ruby Topaz) flashing its iridescence to attract a mate. Drawing from video clip by Kate Foster. 
  Kate Foster  
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y introduction to taxidermy was an abrupt 
and unsettling experience. Lacking 
inspiration for a school art project, my art 

teacher, a rather gruff man who did not take kindly 
to “dithering,” took it upon himself to give me my 
inspiration: a wizened and vicious looking stuffed 
heron. With having this creature plunked down in 
front of me, I was momentarily frozen in terror by 
the bird’s pointed gaze. I knew, of course, that the 
bird was dead, that the eyes were glass, but there 
was something about the way it held its head, 
cocked to the side and tilted down slightly, that 
suggested menace. Added to that, its broken 
posture, dry cracking legs, and botched 
appearance gave the creature a threatening 
excess that seemed to transgress the bounds of 
nature. Its monstrosity brought the creature and my 
art project to life.  

My art teacher had given me the heron 
to draw in the hope it would hone my anatomical 
drawing skills. Yet it was the “wrongness” of the 
heron’s anatomy that held my attention and 
became the focus of my study: shrinking eye 
sockets exposed rounding glass orbs; soiled 
feathers seemed to harbor an ecology of their 
own; and a dry splintering beak shed its debris 
onto desiccated reptilian-feet. This close 
anatomical study sparked the beginnings of the 
development of my very own form of ornithology: 
necro-ornithology. 

 

An Introduction to Necro-Ornithology  
 
Since childhood I have had a persistent fear 
of birds. It’s always difficult to pinpoint the 
beginnings of a phobia but I do have vivid 
memories of being chased by flocks of 
free-ranging chickens on a cousin’s farm. 
The mayhem of their movement, reptilian 
character and fluttering irruptions often 
triggered a retreat to the safety of the 
house. Yet there is often a fine line between 
a phobia and a phillia, between repulsion 
and attraction (as Kate MccGuire’s works will 
later attest). And sure enough, just as 
Melanie felt compelled to investigate the 
scratching noises coming from the attic in 
Hitchcock’s avian inspired thriller The Birds 
(1963), I would peer out the farmhouse 
window in fevered search of my feathered 
foe.   

In the intervening years I have 
managed to harness my ornithophobia, 
channeling it into developing a very 
particular form of ornithology: a form of 
study I have come to think of as necro-
ornithology. While my high school art project 
introduced me to the creative possibilities  

M 

ON NECRO-ORNITHOLOGIES 
 

Ornithophobia: An abnormal and persistent fear of birds. Sufferers of this fear experience undue anxiety about 
encountering and even being attacked by birds although they may realize their fears are quite irrational.[i] 
Text by MMerle Patchett 
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of close necro-ornithological study, I have 
since honed my practice through a program 
of doctoral research, which centered on an 
ethnography of a specialist bird-taxidermist. 
This research alighted with conceptual, 
methodological and ethical rigor, on both the 
craft practices of the taxidermist and the 
embodiment of the “dead” birds, necessarily 
involved. While vitalist biophilosophies currently 
in vogue in the social sciences and humanities 
commit to an ethics for harnessing life, there 
are inherent dangers drawing on a vitalist 
ethos that emphasizes the unlimited plenitude 
of life, as such onto-stories make it difficult to 
undertake an account of the diminishment, or 
lessening, of life. Drawing on Achille Mbembe’s 
conception of “necropolitics,”[ii] which, like 
Derrida in Rogues, is concerned “precisely with 
the relationship between the politikon, physis, 
and bios or zoe, life-death,”[iii] I proposed a 
qualified vitalism in my thesis that encourages 
social scientists to work at and on the limits of 
life and death and movement and stasis, 
much like the taxidermist does. By putting 
myself in the position of apprentice to 
taxidermist Peter Summers of the National 
Museum Scotland (NMS), I aimed to record 
not only the skillful embodiments required by 
the taxidermist to remove a skin from a body 
and rearrange it into a life-like form, but also to 
experience and draw attention to the 
“sensate,” more-than-human aspects of 
taxidermy practice that were missing from 
other accounts of taxidermy.[iv] 
       There is increasing academic interest in 
reconfiguring the geographies of human/non-
human relations. To accommodate, and to 
take account of, the complex combinations 
of “sociomaterial or socionatural assemblage” 
that “exceed purely human versions of 
subjectivity” in taxidermy practice, I employed 
a “more-than-human” mode of working.[v] The 
term more-than-human develops out of 
geographical scholarship which seeks to 
relocate agency in “practice or performance 
rather than discourse” in order to be attentive 
to the: 
 

rich array of senses, dispositions, 
capabilities and potentialities of 
all manner of social objects and 
forces assembled through, and  

 

 
involved in, the cofabrication of 
socio-material worlds.[vi] 

  
To employ “more-than-human” modes of 
working, the geographer Sarah Whatmore 
argues that the researcher must 
supplement the familiar repertoire of 
humanist methods (which largely generate 
text and talk) “with experimental practices 
that amplify other sensory, bodily and 
affective registers and extend the company 
and modality of what constitutes a research 
subject.”[vii] Here, Whatmore draws 
inspiration from the research practices of 
science studies – as elaborated by Bruno 
Latour and Isabelle Stengers[viii] – to 
commit to research as a co-fabrication or 
“working together” with the worldly 
phenomena enjoined in the research 
process.[ix] My decision to observe, and to 
partake in, the practice of taxidermy 
demonstrated a willingness on my part to 
commit to “working together” with the non-
human phenomena encountered in Peter’s 
workshop. While this meant overcoming my 
initial aversion to the aesthetic and 
ontological ambiguity of the avian 
specimens Peter worked on, I believe that 
my following analysis of taxidermy practice 
was all the richer for it.[x] 
  Peter’s taxidermy workshop at the 
NMS was an intoxicating mix of sights, 
sounds and smells. The paraphernalia of 
the workshop compelled both a wash of 
wonderment and hesitant closer inspection. 
The metamorphosing creatures and 
unintelligible matter to be found littered 
across the workshop benches had the 
capacity both to fascinate and to repel as 
they morphed between orders of natural 
and cultural, live and dead, artificial and 
real. For Jacques Derrida, this type of 
excess, the unrecognizable or 
uncatergorizsable, calls forth the figure of 
the monster: 
 

that which appears for the fist 
time and, consequently, is not 
recognized. A monster is a 
species for which we do not yet 
have a name, which does not 
mean that the species is 
abnormal, namely, the  
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composition or hybridisation of 
already known species. Simply, it 
shows itself [elle se montre] – that is 
what the word monster means – it 
shows itself in something that is not 
yet shown and that therefore looks 
like a hallucination, it strikes the eye, 
it frightens precisely because no 
anticipation has prepared one to 
identify this figure.[xi]  

          
Historically, following its Latin etymology - 
monere meaning “to warn,” the monster is 
something that reveals the results of vice or 
folly, an understanding famously mobilized in 
Mary Shelly’s Frankenstein.[xii] Her warnings 
about the limits and product of the human 
imagination and of scientific experimentation 
gone wrong, is a charge leveled, often 
unfairly, at the taxidermist. I have mobilized a 
more positive reading of the monstrous within 
my conceptualization of taxidermy, however 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
following Derrida’s insistence that openness 
to the monster is an ethical stance.[xiii] 
Deborah Dixon explains: 

 
Jacques Derrida suggests that 
one of the central, ethical 
dilemmas facing the individual is 
the question of how to extend 
hospitality to the ‘other’ in a 
manner that does not simply 
reduce that otherness to an 
aberration or anomaly. For 
Derrida, the monster… provokes 
horror and wonder by virtue of its 
refusal to be confined within any 
categorical system other than its 
own and yet its imminent arrival 
allows space for the consideration 
of a host of new possibilities, of 
new modes of being and 
doing.[xiv]   
 

 

 
 Fig.1a: Peter’s Workshop, photography Andrea Roe. Andrea Roe introduced Merle to Peter when she was artist-in-residence at the NMS  
Andrea Roe 
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For Derrida, then, extending hospitality to new 
modes of being and doing is ethics.[xv] Dixon, 
in a recent special issue dedicated to the 
Monstrous, outlines that openness to the 
monstrous has come to undertake a form of 
ethical labour in art and cultural worlds, where 
a longing for the monstrous arrivant takes 
hopeful form.[xvi] Here, there is no longer the 
fear that something is awry with the natural 
order of things, but rather is a celebration of 
the monstrous as an affective condition – “a 
condition which expresses the wonder or horror 
of a different kind of encounter.”[xvii] While I 
must caution that uncritical celebrations of the 
monstrous have there own problems, and I will 
address these in the following paper, for now, 
being open to what a monstrous encounter 
might reveal was helpful in my introduction to 
taxidermy. 
  
L i fe Learnt Through Death 
 
Getting under the skin in taxidermy practice is 
often considered as macabre and gruesome, 
however, through my time spent observing 
Peter’s practice, I recognized that there was 
something marvelous about revealing what 
lies beneath. For example, it wasn’t until I 
observed Peter making a study-skin for the first 
time that I realized a bird’s body wasn’t fully 
covered in feathers and that, in fact, the 
feathers were confined to feather-tracts that 
were located only on certain parts of the 
body. Peter had decided my first lesson would 
be in the art of preparing an avian cabinet 
skin (or study-skin), as this was the first method 
that he had been taught as an apprentice 
taxidermist. While Peter’s preoccupation as a 
bird taxidermist would necessitate his choice 
of a bird (in my case a Sparrow-Hawk), 
historically birds were thought to suit the 
purpose of the amateur best because fresh 
specimens were easy to procure and, more 
importantly, were small enough to be worked 
on at the kitchen table. An early taxidermy 
manual, explains that: 
 

 the reason birds are always 
selected is because of easiness 
of treatment for the student’s first 
lessons in taxidermy, before his 
teacher allows him to ‘try his 
apprentice hand’ on the more  

 
difficult branches of the art.’[xviii] 

  
While the romantic figure of taxidermist 
promises skills and a magic touch to 
breathe life back into the dead, Peter 
instructed me that taxidermy is firstly “about 
understanding what’s inside, what the 
feathers hide...,” that “life is learnt through 
death.” The NMS only sources its specimens 
through ethical means, and thus are 
dependent on donations from the public (in 
the form of found dead animals) and from 
recognized institutions like zoos and animal 
sanctuaries. This means that there is little in 
the way of “quality control” for the 
taxidermists working there, and Peter would 
not be able to pre-empt what specimens 
he would receive or, indeed, what state of 
preservation they would be in. The 
specimens with which Peter had to work 
were often in poor states of preservation 
and did not always come as whole 
cadavers, or even with the expected 
appendages like the skull or skeletal frame. 
Even when they did come as whole 
cadavers, they would be put straight into 
the freezer to prevent further decay. Thus 
when Peter chose a specimen from the 
freezer, it was often a “lottery” as to the 
quality of the mount he would have to 
prepare. 

The “rehabilitation” process, as Peter 
calls it, is an important, yet not well 
documented, aspect of taxidermy 
practice. This process begins once a 
specimen (in this case a Sparrow-Hawk) has 
had time to thaw after being in the freezer. 
The first task of the taxidermist is to work-out 
the rigor mortis so that the specimen can 
be teased into a malleable working 
state.[xix] Working-out the rigour-mortis also 
affords the taxidermist the opportunity to 
inspect the specimen for broken bones and 
tears in the skin, which would need to be 
repaired at a later stage. At this point, the 
role of the taxidermist is not that far 
removed from that of a pathologist, as they 
must establish cause of death. In the case 
of the Sparrow-Hawk, Peter indicated that it 
had been killed by a blow to the head, as 
the left eye was full of blood, probably 
caused by flying into a window. In my time 
at the NMS this was the injury most  
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commonly experienced by the bird 
specimens that the museum received, and 
highlights the vast numbers (100 to 900+ 
million) of birds that are killed in this way 
annually.[xx] 

Once cause of death has been 
identified, the next task, before the skinning 
of a specimen can commence, is 
addressing a condition know in the trade as 
“freezer burn.” Skins often dry-out after being 
in the freezer, and it is vitally important to wet 
the skin throughout the procedure of skinning 
and setting-up to prevent skin-tears and 
eventual ruin of the mount through too many 
repair stitching jobs. The eyes would also 
have to be injected with water to their natural 
pressure so that they could be measured 
and replaced with accurate replacement 
glass eyes later on in the procedure. Also, if 
the skin was beginning to “slip” (that is  

decay), it needed to be treated with borax 
or another preservative to stop any further 
loss of feathers. Peter’s ability to save 
“slipping” skins, and craft them into a 
semblance of their living form, underlines 
his great skill as a taxidermist. His philosophy 
as a taxidermist was to “make-do and 
mend,” rather than the perfectionism of 
Messianic resurrection, supposed by many 
commentators.[xxi] I witnessed Peter’s skilled 
touch mend broken wing-bones, salvage 
slipping skin and soften the worst cases of 
freezer burn, often with the most basic of 
tools and materials. 

To make a successful taxidermy 
mount then, the taxidermist is required to 
have an intimate knowledge of the 
specimen from the inside-out. Before the 
taxidermist even attempts to rearticulate 
the bird into a life-like avian, or study-skin  

 
 Fig.1b: Peter’s Workshop, photography Andrea Roe  Andrea Roe 
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form, they must not only have a knowledge of 
the anatomy of the species, but become 
intimately acquainted with the particular 
necro-geography of the bird-skin and 
appendages in question. The more I visited 
Peter’s workshop, the more I became 
acquainted with the intimate necro-
geographies of the dead birds he worked on: 
the exaggerated jaw muscles of a Hawfinch; 
the mass of subcutaneous fat that surrounded 
the body of a zoo-donated Eagle Owl; the 
broken legs of a White-Crested Laughing 
Thrush caused by an unknown violent impact; 
the surprising size of a Barn Owl’s eyes once 
inflated with water to be measured for 
replacements; and the way feathers were 
given freedom of movement once all the 
connective tissue on the inside of the skin had 
be removed. 
  Derrida observes, however, that 
growing familiarity can work to domesticate  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
  the monstrous:   

   
But as soon as one perceives a 
monster in a monster, one begins 
to domesticate it… to compare it 
to the norms, to analyse it, 
consequently to master whatever 
could be terrifying in this figure of 
the monster. And the movement of 
accustoming oneself, but also of 
legitimation and consequently, of 
normalisation, has already 
begun.[xxii] 

  
It was certainly true that, after many visits to 
Peter’s workshop, I had come accustomed to 
the smell of “high” flesh, the sight of oozing 
bodily fluids, and the sound of crunching 
bone. However the birds’ skins and parts still 
held the power to unsettle and disturb. For 
example, the bird skins almost came alive in  

  

  

 
 Fig.2: The Rehabilitation Process, video stills: Merle Patchett  Merle Patchett 
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Peter’s hands as he was constantly ruffling the 
feathers into their natural alignment 
throughout the taxidermy process, mimicking 
exactly what a bird does when preening. 
Occasionally the bird skins would even seem 
to escape Peter’s dexterous fingers as he was 
manipulating them into bird-like form again, 
eliciting a little shriek from me. Peter’s ability to 
rehabilitate decaying skins and rearrange 
them to produce life-like forms (sometimes 
uncannily so) marks him out as an 
exceptionally skilled taxidermist. Yet the 
“liveness” of taxidermy, for me, was found in 
the process of taxidermy, in the doing; when 
the taxidermist works at and on the limits of life 
and death, movement and stasis. 
Consequently the monstrous, that which 
defies domestication, was located in the 
eventful, creative, excessive and distinctly 
uncertain realms of taxidermy practice. Dixon 
and Ruddick concur, arguing that the 
monstrous is not “localizable in the form of a 
specific being” but is rather an affective 
condition that encompasses a continued 
openness to alterity, to the unknown or 
unknowable.[xxiii] Thus, although I had 
become better acquainted with the intimate 
bodily geographies of the birds Peter worked 
on, and, indeed, the practice of taxidermy 
itself, it proved impossible to fully domesticate 
or tame the monstrous in taxidermy practice. 
In my experience and re-presentation of 
them, the practice and materials of taxidermy 
retained both aesthetic and ontological 
ambiguity. Learning to work with, rather than 
explain away this ambiguity, along with my 
apprenticeship in necro-ornithology, would 
prove particularly valuable on a visit to a 
Clothing and Textiles collection in Western 
Canada. 
  
Botched Birds in a Clothing and Text i les 
Col lection 
  

From the trackless jungles of New 
Guinea, round the world both ways 
to the snow-capped peaks of the 
Andes, no unprotected bird is safe. 
The humming-birds of Brazil, the 
egrets of the world at large, the rare 
birds of paradise, the toucan, the 
eagle, the condor and the emu, all 
are being exterminated to swell the  

 
 
annual profits of the millinery trade. 
The case is far more serious than the 
world at large knows, or even 
suspects. But for the profits, the birds 
would be safe; and no unprotected 
wild species can long escape the 
hounds of Commerce.[xxiv] 

  
Derrida writes that the future is necessarily 
monstrous: 
 

the figure of the future, that is, that 
which can only be surprising, that for 
which we are not prepared, you see, 
is heralded by species of 
monsters.[xxv] 

 
My future in Edmonton, Canada was 
heralded by a species of feathered monsters 
laying in wait in a fashion and textiles 
collection. I had moved to Edmonton after 
completing my PhD program, and not long 
after arriving in Edmonton I saw a call for 
papers for the University of Alberta’s Material 
Culture Institute 2011 Symposium: Material 
Culture, Craft & Community: Negotiating 
Objects Across Time & Place. In this call, I 
recognized the opportunity of producing an 
exhibition that had long been formulating in 
my imagination: an exhibition that would 
explore the monstrous geographies of the 
plumage trade. 
  Instead of the expected paper I 
suggested to the conference organizers that 
my contribution could take the form of an 
exhibition that would explore the movement 
and “crafting” of avian forms and feathers for 
the plumage trade. Through exposure to Kate 
Foster’s original artwork, Count Raggi’s Bird, 
and our collaborative representation of it,[xxvi] 
I was very familiar with the use of taxidermy for 
the preservation of millinery apparel, when, 
during the “plume boom” (1880-1910), the 
wings, bodies and heads of birds were used 
to adorn hats.[xxvii] Count Raggi’s Bird is a 
bookwork Foster created after acquiring a box 
from Forsyth’s, a now extant exclusive Scottish 
department store.  The box was marked 
“FEATHERS,” and contained the feathers and 
head of a bird-of-paradise. Initially unable to 
identify the bird, Kate took the feathers to the 
Zoology Museum in Glasgow University, where 
staff identified it as Paradisaea raggiana. The  
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bird's head had been dyed inky black, but the 
clue for its classification came from iridescent 
amber and green flecks suggesting the 
original colour. The artist’s book, entitled Count 
Raggi’s Bird, was made to display along side 
the box marked ‘FEATHERS,” and set out to 
explore and expose the complex historical 
and geographical human-animal relations 
that had brought about the bird’s 
transformation from live bird in New Guinea, to 
dyed-black millinery apparel that was 
available to buy from an exclusive 
department store in Scotland.   
  On being informed that the University of 
Alberta had a clothing and textiles collection 
with an extensive millinery collection, I set out 
to see if there would be any material or 
artefacts in this part of the world that a show 
exploring the plumage trade could be based 
on. My first action was to put the search words 
“hat” and “bird” into the collection’s online  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
search and, to my great surprise and delight, 
one result appeared with the curious title of 
“Hat with Bird.” accompanied by a grainy 
photograph of a black hat with the form of an 
unidentifiable black feathered bird attached. I 
immediately arranged a visit to become 
better acquainted with this feathered form. 

The University of Alberta’s Clothing and 
Textiles Collection is located on the main 
campus, and houses more than 23,000 
clothing and textile-related artifacts with local, 
national, and international significance. 
Founded in 1972, the Collection includes 
everyday wear and designer clothes for men, 
women and children from different continents 
and spanning over 350 years of history. I was 
there to view only one artifact from their 
collection: “Hat with Bird.” When the curator 
brought out “Hat with Bird” for inspection, I 
could hardly contain my delight when I 
instantly recognized the bird, not as a  

 

 
 Fig.3a: Hat with Bird, photograph: Merle Patchett  Merle Patchett 
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blackbird, as had been written in the notes 
section of the artifact’s online record, but as a 
far more exotic bird-of-paradise. Like Count 
Raggi’s Bird. it had been dyed-black, which is 
why you could forgive its identification as a 
blackbird, but the patch of un-dyed iridescent 
emerald green on the throat and the texture 
and quality of plumes were a dead giveaway. 
While, in one sense, it was not surprising to find 
a bird-of-paradise attached to a hat, as at 
the height of the plume boom 50-80,000 
birds-of-paradise were being shipped 
annually from New Guinea to Western plume 
markets,[xxviii] it was surprising to find an 
example in a clothing collection in the 
relatively isolated and uncosmopolitan locale 
of Edmonton, Alberta. 
  I was struck by the question: what had 
brought about this bird’s unnatural and 
unexpected presence in a clothing and 
textiles collection in Western Canada? Caitlin 
DeSilvey has argued that “the disarticulation of 
a cultural artefact [can] lead to the 
articulation of other histories,”[xxix] and I have 
argued that the use of taxidermy specimens 
as object-based archives can reveal 
evidence of the histories and geographies of 
their making.[xxx] In my writing, I have 
demonstrated how attention to the 
deteriorating materials of taxidermy 
specimens can reveal the secrets of their 
assembly, exposing the clever artifice and 
ambiguity of the so-called “seemlessness” of 
taxidermic representations.[xxxi] Although 
much effort is expended to conceal craftwork 
in traditional taxidermy, this is not the case in 
millinery taxidermy, where specimens are not 
only the botched parts of birds (the head, 
wings and bodies), they more often than not 
are “coming apart at the seams’ due to there 
inexpert crafting. [xxxii] This brings forth, once 
again, Derrida’s figure of the monster as 
something which reveals. Yet revealing, or 
showing, in the Derridian sense, does not 
figure the monstrous as simply a moral 
reference. Rather, as with the theme of 
teaching or guiding, implicit in the etymology 
of the English word “demonstrate” (a cousin of 
“monster” and in Latin “demonstratum”), which 
means “to point out, indicate, or show,” the 
Derridean monster has something to show. 
  As it turned out “Hat with Bird” had quite 
a lot to show for itself. For anyone handling  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
birds of paradise skins, the rare beauty and 
sumptuous quality of their plumage cannot 
go unnoticed. Nor is it hard to imagine why 
birds-of-paradise “have for millennia been 
ornaments, commodities and gifts.”[xxxiii] The 
texture and pattern of the feather barbules on 
the plumes, the size and shape of the beak, 
and the iridescent green throat all suggested 
that the bird was either a male Greater 
(Paradisaea apoda) or Lesser (Paradisaea 
minor) bird-of-paradise. Although the “Hat with 
Bird” bird-of-paradise plumes had been dyed 
black, these flank display-plumes are usually a 
vibrant yellow at the base, graduating to white 
at the tips. The male also has an iridescent 
green face and a yellow glossed with silver 
iridescence crown, head and nape. The rest 
of the body plumage is a rust-reddish colour. 
It may seem even more of a gratuitous 
spoilage that after death these magnificently 
coloured plumes would be dyed black. 
Ironically, it was because the women wearing 
them were often in mourning, and were 
required to wear head to toe black, that even 
feathered apparel was dyed black. Dyeing 
wasn’t the only mistreatment that had 
befallen the bird-of-paradise on “Hat with 
Bird.” Closer inspection further evidenced the 
violence of its making. The singular glass-eye, 
taking the form of a pin, pierced the eye 
socket from the outside-in on the left side of 
the shrunken head. A looped, rusting nose-
ring protruding from the left nostril harpooned 
the bird to the silk-plush hat, and provided a 
loop to further secure the bird to the hat with 
thread. Part of the nape-crest was also  

 
 Fig.3b: Hat with Bird,  detail photograph: Merle 
Patchett  Merle Patchett 
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coming loose, exposing the deteriorating 
calami (quills) of the flank plumes. And the 
dismembered head and flank plumes were 
the only parts that remained of the once 
whole bird. 

The silk-plush hat also offered clues as 
to “Hat with Bird’s” making and presence in the 
collection. A label attached to the hat read: 
“Lot 159, 1935, Est $50.” This indicated that 
the hat had been bought for the collection at 
auction (something the curator confirmed), 
and was made in 1935. The hat’s style, size 
and up-turned rim suggested this date was 
accurate. However, there was no way of 
knowing if the bird been killed, shipped and 
made into a millinery ornament in the same 
period, as birds-of-paradise were traded in 
bulk lots, meaning they could often sit in the 
stores of plumassiers for decades without 
being sold on to a milliner. Also, it may not 
have been the first hat the bird had adorned. 
“Millinery ornaments,” especially one as 
expensive as a bird-of-paradise,[xxxiv] were 
often used on several different hats as the 
seasons and millinery styles changed. 
According to a label on the inside rim, the hat 
itself had been made “By Elsie,” a milliner or 
milliners located at “53 College St. Toronto.” 
The curator was initially apologetic that they 
didn’t have any more information relating to 
“Hat with Bird” and thought I wouldn’t have 
much to go on in terms of curating an 
exhibition around it. However, after I pointed 
out all the craftwork that had gone into its 
making, that the bird was actually a bird-of-
paradise from New Guinea, and how “Hat with 
Bird” exemplified many of the historical 
practices associated with the global plume 
boom, she realized there was more to “Hat 
with Bird” than she had first credited it with. 
“Hat with Bird” was a problematic item to the 
curator and in the context of a fashion and 
textiles collection more generally, as, 
although it was a millinery item and the hat 
was easily identified and categorized, its bird 
appendage seemed better suited to a 
zoological collection. This was manifest in the 
bird’s classification as a “textile” in its curatorial 
record. While it is not uncommon to classify 
feathers as a textile in fashion and clothing 
collections, “Hat with Bird” consisted of actual 
preserved avian parts. Not only did they seem 
out of place in a clothing and textiles  

 
 
collection, their monstrosity resisted 
satisfactory classification or proper 
containment. 
  
Bi rds Out of Order 
 
The transgressive and excessive character of 
the bird-of-paradise on “Hat with Bird” 
highlights the limits of our attempts at the 
ordering of things, and again indicates the 
promising possibilities of the figure of the 
monster. Monsters, in the Derridian sense, 
invite the disruption or destabilization of the 
presumed natural order of things, as the 
unexpected arrival of the monstrous can 
unsettle the presumed coherency and stability 
of the systems we use to understand and 
codify the world.[xxxv] The promise of 
monsters, as Haraway and Halberstam have 
argued,[xxxvi] is that they are always 
becoming and, according to Derrida, it is a 
matter of “thinking the coming [venir], the to-
come [avenir], and the 
becoming[devenir]”[xxxvii] are a matter of 
being to be hospitable to, and making space 
for the monstrous arrivant. Thought of in this 
way, Leslie Gallacher argues monsters allow 
us to glimpse the ungraspable: 
 

They reveal the processuality of the 
world, which is always-already 
becoming-otherwise. In this sense, 
monsters are not defined by the 
extent to which they fit into the 
world; the world is itself 
monstrous.[xxxviii] 

  
Even in the tightly controlled worlds of 
museums and their collections there are 
monstrous irruptions, as “Hat with Bird” testifies. 
The apparent orderliness of artifacts, when 
sitting in a glass case or museum storeroom, 
should therefore not mislead us. Despite the 
best efforts of curators and museum 
conservators, artefacts are not stable entities 
with durable physical forms and therefore 
fixed in value and potential. Artefacts, as 
Gosden and Knowles remind us, “are always 
in a state of becoming,”[xxxix] and it becomes 
a matter of overcoming the urge to 
domesticate or explain away their excess in 
order to stay open to experiencing, and 
enabling others to experience the wonder  
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and horror of an undomesticated encounter. 
  On being convinced of my affinity with 
preserved avian forms, the clothing and 
textiles curator told me they had some other 
“millinery trimmings” I might be interested in. 
She came back with three stacked plexi 
cases. As she un-stacked them, I couldn’t 
quite believe the monstrous wonders inside. 
The first case had what looked to be three 
poorly preserved full parrot bodies which had 
been dyed black, a large black degrading 
wing-like structure, a smaller and fully-
preserved brown wing, a few odd loose 
feathers and the flattened, yet fully preserved 
form of an iridescent bird I couldn’t identify.  
The second case had a pair of what 
appeared to be preserved green parrot 
wings, two sets of fanned feathers (one pale 
pink the other pale green) and a long tail 
feather that may have once belonged to a 
pheasant, but was now dyed royal blue. The 
final case, to my great surprise, held the 
preserved heads, throats and flank plumes of 
two more birds-of-paradise: one dyed-black, 
the other in natural hues. A bedraggled ostrich 
plume and a number of dyed-black feather 
“pom-poms” of uncertain origin kept the birds-
of-paradise heads and plumes company. It 
was the largest collection of millinery-
preserved avian apparel in one collection I 
had ever witnessed. 
  It is perhaps surprising that so little 
evidence of the plumage trade exists. At the 
height of “feather fashions” in the United 
Kingdom (around 1901-1910) 14,362,000 
pounds of exotic bird skins and feathers were 
imported into the UK, at a total valuation of 
£19,923,000.[xl] Furthermore, R. J. Moore-
Colyer records that, in 1892, a single order of 
plumes by a London dealer (for either a 
plumassier or a milliner) included 6,000 bird of 
paradise, 40,000 hummingbird and 360,000 
East Indian bird feathers,[xli] and in 1897 W. H. 
Hudson, a representative of the Society for the 
Protection of Birds (SPB), recoiled in horror 
when he witnessed the sale of 80,000 parrot 
and 1,700 Bird of Paradise skins: 
 

Spread out in Trafalgar Square they 
would have covered a large 
proportion of that space with a 
grass-green carpet, flecked with 
vivid purple, rose and scarlet.[xlii] 

  
 
W. T. Hornaday in his 1913 publication, Our 
Vanishing Wildlife, also underlines the scale of 
the trade. In a table, he records the number 
of feathers and skins being sold in the month 
of February 1911 at London’s busiest 
commercial sales rooms (Hale & Sons, Dalton 
& Young, Figgis & Co. and Lewis and Peat) 
[see next page]. 

He also records a list of birds from all 
over the world that were being brought close 
to the brink of extinction due to the trade in 
bird-skins and feathers for the plume boom 
[see following page]. 

However, while millions of bird-skins and 
feathers were traded, preserved and 
fashioned during the plume boom, not many 
have survived to tell the tale. Unlike the 
arsenic-preserved, and well-stored, taxidermy 
mounts and zoological specimens of natural 
history museums from the same period, 
millinery-preserved skins and plumes were 
inexpertly preserved and once out-of-fashion 
would have either been thrown out, burned, 
or left to rot in an attic or basement. Thus to 
have found any surviving remnants, no matter 
how battered and bruised looking, was a rarity 
to be revered.       
  Steve Baker has commentated, in a 
review of artists making use of taxidermy in 
contemporary art: “if tattiness, imperfection 
and botched form count for anything, it is that 
they render the animal abrasively visible.”[xliii] 
While the botched parts of these avian 
remains, like in the Frankensteinian creations 
of contemporary art, may have rendered the 
philosophical animal visible, I was more 
concerned with finding out which animal the 
avian remains revealed? Here, close-up 
necro-ornithological study proved revealing. 
The two birds-of-paradise, although, again, 
one had been dyed-black, were most likely 
either Greater or Lesser birds-of-paradise. In 
comparison to the bird-of-paradise on “Hat 
with Bird,” the heads and throats of the two 
unattached millinery-preserved specimens 
were slightly larger, which suggested they 
were Greater birds-of-paradise, rather than 
the smaller Lesser bird-of-paradise. This did not 
necessarily mean the bird-of-paradise 
attached to the silk-plush hat was the lesser of 
the species as its skin may have shrunk 
considerably, as is often the case with poorly 
prepared taxidermy specimens.  
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LONDON FEATHER SALE OF FEBRUARY, 1911 

Sold by Hale & Sons Sold by Dalton & Young 

Aigrettes 3,069 Ounces Aigrettes 1,606 ounces 

Herons 960   ” Herons 250   ” 

Birds of Paradise 1,920 Skins Paradise 4,330 bodies 

Sold by Figgis & Co. Sold by Lewis & Peat 

Aigrettes 421 Ounces Aigrettes 1,250 ounces 

Herons 103   ” Paradise 362 skins 

Paradise 414 Skins Eagles 384   ” 

Eagles 2,600   ” Trogons 206   ” 

Condors 1,580   ” Hummingbirds 24,800   ” 

Bustards 2,400   ”    

LONDON FEATHER SALE OF MAY, 1911 

Sold by Hale & Sons Sold by Dalton & Young 

Aigrettes 1,390 Ounces Aigrettes 2,921 ounces 

Herons 178   ” Herons 254   ” 

Paradise 1,686 Skins Paradise 5,303 skins 

Red Ibis 868   ” Golden Pheasants 1,000   ” 

Junglecocks 1,550   ”    

Parrots 1,700   ”    

Herons 500   ”    

Sold by Figgis & Co. Sold by Lewis & Peat 

Aigrettes 201 Ounces Aigrettes 590 ounces 

Herons 248   ” Herons 190   ” 

Paradise 546 Skins Paradise 60 skins 

Falcons, Hawks 1,500   ” Trogons 348   ” 

   Hummingbirds 6,250   ” 

LONDON FEATHER SALE OF OCTOBER, 1911 

Sold by Hale & Sons Sold by Dalton & Young 

Aigrettes 1,020 Ounces Aigrettes 5,879 ounces 

Paradise 2,209 Skins Heron 1,608   ” 

Hummingbirds 10,040   ” Paradise 2,850 skins 

Bustard 28,000 Quills Condors 1,500   ” 

   Eagles 1,900   ” 

Sold by Figgis & Co. Sold by Lewis & Peat 

Aigrettes 1,501 Ounces Aigrettes 1,680 ounces 

Herons 140   ” Herons 400   ” 

Paradise 318 Skins Birds of Paradise 700 skins 
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List Of Birds Now Being Exterminated For The London And Continental Feather Markets: 
Species. Locality. 

American Egret Venezuela, S. America, Mexico, etc. 
Snowy Egret Venezuela, S. America, Mexico, etc. 
Scarlet Ibis Tropical South America. 
“Green” Ibis Species not recognizable by its trade name. 
Herons, generally All unprotected regions. 
Marabou Stork Africa. 
Pelicans, all species All unprotected regions. 
Bustard Southern Asia, Africa. 
Greater Bird of Paradise New Guinea; Aru Islands. 
Lesser Bird of Paradise New Guinea. 
Red Bird of Paradise Islands of Waigiou and Batanta. 
Twelve-Wired Bird of Paradise New Guinea, Salwatti. 
Black Bird of Paradise Northern New Guinea. 
Rifle Bird of Paradise New Guinea generally. 
Jobi Bird of Paradise Island of Jobi. 
King Bird of Paradise New Guinea. 
Magnificent Bird of Paradise New Guinea. 
Impeyan Pheasant Nepal and India. 
Tragopan Pheasant Nepal and India. 
Argus Pheasant Malay Peninsula, Borneo. 
Silver Pheasant Burma and China. 
Golden Pheasant China. 
Jungle Cock East Indies and Burma. 
Peacock East Indies and India. 
Condor South America. 
Vultures, generally Where not protected. 
Eagles, generally All unprotected regions. 
Hawks, generally All unprotected regions. 
Crowned Pigeon, two species New Guinea. 
“Choncas” Locality unknown. 
Pitta East Indies. 
Magpie Europe. 
Touracou, or Plantain-Eater Africa. 
Velvet Birds Locality uncertain. 
“Grives” Locality uncertain. 
Mannikin South America. 
Green Parrot (now protected) India. 
“Dominos” (Sooty Tern) Tropical Coasts and Islands. 
Garnet Tanager South America. 
Grebe All unprotected regions. 
Green Merle Locality uncertain. 
“Horphang” Locality uncertain. 
Rhea South America 
“Sixplet” Locality uncertain. 
Starling Europe. 
Tetras Locality not determined. 
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It was instructive to see the dyed and naturally 
coloured loose specimens next to each other, 
as it corroborated my identification and 
allowed the curator to see the natural 
colouration of the Greater bird-of-paradise, 
prompting her to wonder at why anyone 
would want to dye these plumes black. 

The bird-of-paradise specimens had 
been well preserved, which suggested a well-
trained plummassier or taxidermist had made 
them. However, the eyes had once again 
been inserted from the outside-in and were 
oversized, giving the birds a bulging-eye 
expression. The parrots, by comparison, were 
in a sadder state of preservation. Unlike the 
birds-of-paradise, and apart from the missing 
feet, the whole bodies of the birds had been 
preserved, the methods by which became 
obvious upon closer inspection. All three 
specimens were in various states of 
decomposition, exposing the secrets of their 
assembly. On a wing of one parrot, all the 
alula and primary covert feathers were 
missing, exposing the aged and cracking 
calami of its primary feathers and escaping 
wire threads that bound the wing to the body. 
The same bird, when turned on its back, 
revealed an erroneous tail feather had been 
added to give the impression of longer tail 
feathers. It was common practice to add 
extra feathers to make a bird’s feathers or 
wing appear more impressive. There was, in 
fact, a whole section of the plume industry  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

devoted to the making of imitation birds and 
plumes.[xliv] The made or imitation wings were 
of many styles and shapes and changed with 
every season. Imitation wings were composed 
from ill-assorted parts and feathers from 
different species of birds, which were then 
glued on foundations. The imitation wings 
were much more fragile than the natural 
wings, and for this reason they were usually 
wired on the under side with fine, strong wire in 
such a way that the wire did not show, yet still 
supported the manufactured feather 
structure. This practice made use of leftover 
feathers, and provided cheaper alternatives 
for customers who wanted to follow the 
fashions but could not afford the prohibitive 
prices of authentic birds and plumes.  
  Another of the parrots, with the help of 
a macro-camera lens, gave up evidence of 
its original green colouring. The dyeing of 
feathers and whole bird-skins was common 
practice in the plume industry. The black 
dyeing of feathers was apparently the trickiest, 
and often required the feathers to be 
bleached white to “take” the dye. According 
to millinery manuals from the time, Logwood 
dye was considered the best for the purpose 
and took about six days to fully infiltrate the 
feather structure. Feathers were sometimes 
also painted with oil paint and gasoline, but 
the color often rubbed off. Another undesired 
effect of this method was that the thick oil 
paint often plastered the tiny barbules  

Emerald-Breasted Hummingbird West Indies, Cent, and S. America. 
Blue-Throated Hummingbird West Indies, Cent, and S. America. 
Amethyst Hummingbird West Indies, Cent, and S. America. 
Resplendent Trogon, several species Central America. 
Cock-of-the-Rock South America. 
Macaw South America. 
Toucan South America. 
Emu Australia. 
Sun-Bird East Indies. 
Owl All unprotected regions. 
Kingfisher All unprotected regions. 
Jabiru Stork South America. 
Albatross All unprotected regions. 
Tern, all species All unprotected regions. 
Gull, all species All unprotected regions. 
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together.  The green patches on the millinery 
parrots indicated that they had not been 
bleached and that was perhaps why the dye 
had not taken completely. All three parrots 
also seemed as though they had been made 
by the same manufacturer with similar dye-
jobs, glass eye-pins and thick gloopy paint on 
the beaks.  The bound wire fixtures for 
attaching the parrots to a hat, which were 
also threaded through the bodies to reinforce 
the remains of the birds’ skeletal structures, 
further suggested that they had been made 
by the same manufacturer and may have 
even been used to adorn a single hat. An 
1875 edition of Harper’s Bazaar contained an 
article explaining why this form of wire 
mounting was preferred:        
 

The entire bird is used, and is 
mounted on wires and springs 
that permit the head and wings to 
be moved about in the most 
natural manner. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Beyond being elevated on their wire perches, 
the parrots, tightly bound in place with wire, 
would have not been permitted much 
“natural” movement beyond perhaps 
bobbing up and down with the rise and fall of 
the female who wore them. Also, although 
appearing to be parrots, it was very difficult to 
tell which variety. They were green parrots, but 
that was the extent of my identification. The 
flattened iridescent avian form similarly 
eluded identification. This specimen was 
particularly mournful, as it was eye-less and a 
piece of brown netting still clung around the 
bird’s beak and head, which would have 
once been part of it’s millinery arrangement 
on a hat, but was now more reminiscent of its 
capture.  Moreover, on the underside of the 
bird, threads that would have once attached 
it to a hat escaped the bird’s body and the 
quills and barbs of the primary wing feathers 
were slowly being exposed due to 
decomposition (probably due to the 
preparator not cleaning the wing bones of 
tendons and other bodily tissue, which had  

 
 Fig.4: Bird of Paradise photograph: Merle Patchett  Merle Patchett 
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since rotted and taken the feathers with 
them).  

The birds and other “millinery trimmings” 
in their various dyed, decomposing and 
decapitated states were perhaps beyond 
identification. But this just added to their 
affectivity. As the cultural geographer J.D. 
Dewsbury would argue: “… their existence in 
themselves reverberates with a menacing 
excess allowing for potential monstrosities to 
be enacted.”[xlv] 
  Rather than simply being little monsters, 
I recognized that they could be utilized to 
enact the monstrous as an affective condition 
in an exhibition context. While some might 
read these creatures singularly as moral 
references, possessing a purpose to reveal a 
dark period in human history where the killing 
of birds for the plumage trade was practiced 
on a colossal and global scale, I saw them as  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
also being alive with affective possibilities: “A 
monster is always alive, let us not forget. 
Monsters are living beings.”[xlvi] 

The birds and other “millinery trimmings” 
in store at the Clothing and Textiles collection 
were not only alive with the troubling stories of 
their making, but also through their excessive 
sensory, bodily and affective registers. My 
idea was to mobilize their monstrous 
possibilities by giving them a new life in an 
exhibition context, where instead of taming 
their monstrous irruptions, my aim was to 
unleash them. 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 Fig.5: Botched Parrot, photograph: Merle Patchett  Merle Patchett 
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eathers fascinate. Feathers are fetishized. 
Feathers, it seems, are very much back in 
fashion. Yet like all fashions, feathers were 
the height of fashion before. Plumage 

was an essential part of Victorian and 
Edwardian dress, where, as well as the tail 
plumes, the wings, bodies and heads of birds 
were used to adorn hats. At the height of the 
“Plume Boom” (around 1901-1910) the 
business of killing birds for the millinery trade 
was practiced on a large scale, involving the 
deaths of hundreds of millions of birds in many 
parts of the world. London was the centre for 
trade in exotic feathers. In the periodic 
(monthly, bi-monthly and quarterly) feather 
sales, held in London’s commercial 
salerooms, traders and feather merchants 
were able to bid for “the “skins” and “plumes” 
and “quills” of the most beautiful and most 
interesting unprotected birds of the world”.[i] 

The exhibition Fashioning Feathers: 
Dead Birds, Millinery Crafts and the Plumage 
Trade, co-curated by Merle Patchett and Liz 
Gomez, and featuring the artwork of 
contemporary artists Kate Foster and Andrea 
Roe, set out to explore and expose the 
complex geographies of collection, makin 
of  “feather fashions:” from the hunting and 
killing of birds in their natural habitats; to their 
processing in metropolitan plumage 

sweatshops and crafting by professional and 
amateur milliners; to their becoming 
adornments on the heads of women in 
Europe and North America. The exhibition 
centered on the display of examples of 
millinery prepared bird-skins and feathered 
hats from the University of Alberta Clothing and 
Textiles Collection. A further dimension to the 
exhibition was the installation of artworks by 
contemporary artists Kate Foster and Andrea 
Roe, whose works explore complex human-
avian relations associated with the plumage 
trade and taxidermy practice. 

By tracing the movement of avian-
apparel artefacts across time and place (and 
between states of life and death) the aim was 
to extend more-than-human theories of “the 
bodily”[ii] into an exhibitionary context, and to 
develop upon less-anthropocentric 
approaches to the display of animal 
remains.[iii] Specifically, the intent was to 
create monstrous irruptions in the gallery 
space, where the monstrous is not simply an 
anomaly, or moral warning, but rather an 
affective condition: “a condition which 
expresses the wonder or horror of a different 
kind of encounter.”[iv] In other words, the intent 
was to enable encounters that would not 
prescribe outcomes or understandings in 
advance, allowing the artifacts and artworks  

 F 

RUFFLING FEATHERS: 
EXHIBIT ING THE MONSTROUS 
GEOGRAPHIES OF THE 
PLUMAGE TRADE 

Feathers fascinate. Feathers are fetishized. Feathers, it seems, are very much back in fashion. Yet like all fashions, 
feathers were the height of fashion before. Plumage was an essential part of Victorian and Edwardian dress, where, as 
well as the tail plumes, the wings, bodies and heads of birds were used to adorn hats. 
Text by Merle Patchett ,  Kate Foster ,  L iz Gomez and Andrea Roe  
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Fig.1: Fashioning Feathers Poster, 2011  Lozowy/Zimmerman 
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on display to remain excessive and affective 
entities. 

This essay documents the curation 
and installation of Fashioning Feathers in 
order to highlight the potential of working with 
a more open notion of the monstrous within 
an interdisciplinary exhibition context. 
Fashioning Feathers arose out of pre-existing 
collaborative relationships between cultural 
geographer Merle Patchett and 
contemporary artists Kate Foster and Andrea 
Roe. To apply this work to a Western 
Canadian context, new curatorial working 
relationships were sought and developed 
with Canadian cultural historian Dr Liz 
Gomez. While the narrative is written from the 
point of view of Patchett as project lead, the 
exhibition’s making was a collaborative 
endeavor between curators (Patchett and 
Gomez) and artists (Foster and Roe), and 
thus the narrative voice of ‘we’ encompasses 
the creative involvement of all four women. 
  
Spacings 
 
Exhibition making is increasingly being 
theorised as a spatial practice. For example, 
the theme and title of this year’s Future 
Exhibitions, an annual publication about 
exhibition making and curatorial concerns, 
was Spatial Encounters, which aimed to 
address the following questions: 
 

What does space really mean? How 
can the totality of the visitor’s 
experience be enhanced by 
architecture, set design and 
technology? How does this influence 
the prerequisites for exhibition 
production?[v] 

  
In previous collaborative work. Foster, 
Patchett and Roe have harnessed the 
geography and atmosphere of exhibition 
spaces to challenge the conventions of 
zoological display. In Blue Antelope and Out 
of Time, this took the form of site-specific 
interventions in the Hunterian Zoology 
Museum, where the placement and display 
of artworks aimed to unsettle conventional 
zoological display narratives and spatial 
flows.[vi] However, the FAB gallery, where 
Fashioning Feathers was being staged, was  

 
 
an art gallery modeled on the conventions of 
the “white cube,” a setting supposedly 
devoid of context. 
  The FAB gallery is enmeshed within the 
University of Alberta’s Art and Design 
department and, like much of the 
department’s output since its opening in 
1973, is an ode to modernism.  The history of 
modernism is intimately tied to the 
emergence of the “white cube” gallery 
space: where the gallery is conceived as a 
place free of context; where time and social 
space are thought to be excluded from the 
experience of artworks. The FAB gallery 
follows the conventions of the white cube, in 
that all the walls are painted white and were 
originally designed primarily for the hanging 
of wall-art. However as Brian O’Doherty’s 
Inside the White Cube reminds us, the gallery 
space is not a neutral container, but is itself a 
historical construct.[vii] Furthermore, as Simon 
Sheikh argues, “the white cube is an 
aesthetic object in and of itself.”[viii] The FAB 
galley certainly had its very own aesthetic, 
with exposed-brick ceilings and a very 
idiosyncratic second floor gallery space 
which we had been designated for the show 
(see Fig 2). 
  The task of critical art or museum 
practice becomes, according to Sheikh. 
“one of reflecting and restaging this 
space.”[ix] In an attempt to work with the odd 
floor plan, and to disrupt traditional white-
cube encounter between viewer and 
painting, we decided instead to create 
“spacings.” Instead of offering a linear 
exhibition narrative, we sought to employ the 
techniques of juxtaposition and to create 
multi-sensory experiences and immersive 
environments. The exhibition was to be 
arranged in four main groupings: “Birds of 
Paradise;” “Murderous Millinery;” “Fashioning 
Feathers;” and “Ruffling Feathers.” Each 
section was to display both historic millinery 
avian artefacts with other millinery apparel 
and multi-media artwork (in the form 
contemporary artworks and multi-media 
displays). 
  The aim in staging the exhibition in 
multi-media spacings was to unleash rather 
than tame the monstrous irruptions of the 
botched avian remains from the store at the 
Clothing and Textiles collections. As noted in  
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the previous essay by Patchett, we have 
come to rely on the monstrous to undertake 
a different kind of labour in art and cultural 
worlds, where “our longing for monstrous 
irruptions takes a hopeful form.”[x] In Derrida’s 
writings, monsters unsettle the presumed 
coherency and stability of the systems we 
use to understand and codify the world, and 
thus their arrival allows space for the 
consideration of a host of new possibilities, of 
new modes of being and doing.[xi] Many 
artists have turned to the “promising monsters 
of symbiogenisis” of Donna Haraway[xii] to 
celebrate the monstrous as a vehicle that 
can actualize a shift in our moral order.[xiii] 
For example, bio-artworks like Eduardo Kac's 
transgenic green-fluorescent rabbit Alba, or 
Adam Zaresky’s Transgenical Orange 
Pheasant, have helped to highlight life as an 
expressive medium, and to bring the  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
promising monsters of the biosciences and 
biotechnologies into critical focus. Uncritical 
celebrations of the monstrous can be 
problematic, however, particularly when 
practitioners are reproducing and engaging 
with unfamiliar scientific terminology and 
practices.[xiv] To avoid this problem we 
found an unlikely source of curatorial 
inspiration in the philosophical writings of 
French Enlightenment philosopher Denis 
Diderot. 
  
Harnessing Monstrosity 
 
The conventions of putting animals on 
display is to domesticate any suggestion of 
the monstrous through a process of naming, 
labeling, and encasing specimen 
animals.[xv] The modernist desire to 
categorize ideas, practices, and things has 

 Fig.2: Floor plan of Second floor FAB Gallery, Alberta  
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proceeded, according to Deborah Dixon 
and Susan Ruddick, through the 
“simultaneous rejection of the anomalous, 
the hybrid, and the ambiguous.”[xvi] With the 
Enlightenment, the monstrous wonders of the 
living world became subject to systematic, 
scientific enquiry: “menageries became 
zoological specimens, cabinets of curiosity 
became natural history exhibits.”[xvii] 
However, as Daston and Park illustrate in 
Wonders and the Order of Nature, irruptions 
of the marvelous, and indeed the monstrous, 
in pre-Enlightenment Europe ‘elicited 
wondering pleasure.’[xviii] It was our intent to 
reject the impulse to categorize and contain 
the millinery avian remains, to allow 
“wondering pleasure,” or indeed horror, at 
their anomalous, hybrid and ambiguous 
aspects. 

An advocate against the loss of  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“wondering pleasure” through the ordering of 
things, Diderot’s curiosity cabinets of “sublime 
disorder” force us to rethink many of our 
assumptions about the prevalence of the 
Cartesian tradition in Enlightenment thought. 
Although an editor of the Encyclopédie, ou 
dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts 
et des métiers (Encyclopedia or a Systematic 
Dictionary of the Sciences, Arts and Crafts), 
which is famed above all for representing the 
thought of the Enlightenment, Diderot, in 
some of his contributions to the 
Encyclopédie, presents a subversive view of 
Enlightenment thought. For example, in the 
Encyclopédie article “Cabinet d’Histoire 
Naturelle,” he makes the following statement: 
 

 
The order of a cabinet cannot 
be that of nature; nature affects  

 Fig.3: Installing ‘Murderous Millinery’, from left, Megan Strickfaden, Merle Patchett and Liz Gomez. Image: Andriko Lozowy.  
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everywhere a sublime disorder. 
Whichever side we approach it 
from, we find masses [masses] 
which transport us with 
admiration, groups which call for 
our attention in the most 
surprising manner. But a natural 
history cabinet is made to teach 
us; there, we must find in detail 
and in order, that which the 
universe presents to us as one 
piece [“en bloc”].[xix] 

  
Diderot seems to be asking how could it be 
that a “cabinet d’histoire naturelle,” a cousin 
of the wonder-filled, monster-filled “cabinet 
of curiosities,” or Wunderkammer, could 
actually convey a reductionist explanatory 
project? Surely nature would be “better 
characterized by its so-called anomalies – by 
its sublime disorder – than by farcical 
classifications, nature defies the limits of our 
reason and understanding.”[xx] 
  Diderot’s belittling of these natural 
history collections also contains another 
preoccupation according to Andrew Curran: 
 

[T]he denunciation of any attempt 
to represent nature and, by 
extension, the monster, as static 
objects of knowledge. According 
to Diderot, should one have the 
inclination to portray the living 
world, a mise en scéne is 
preferable to a classification. 
Nature, like monsters, must “frapper 
d’étonnement.” Eschewing any 
division by genus or species, 
Diderot designs a spectacle that – 
like earlier examples of natural 
history cabinets – seeks not to 
explain, but induce recognition of 
nature’s divergent and staggering 
content. Far from imposing a false 
order on nature, Diderot’s cabinet 
accepts, the cosmos at its most 
vigorous, uncertain, and 
grotesque.[xxi] 
  

The subversive method of “sublime disorder” 
suggested by Diderot has been most 
successfully cultivated in recent times by  

contemporary artist Mark Dion. The mise en 
scénes Dion creates, in his Wunderkammern 
works, set out to challenge established 
cultural, scientific and museological 
categories by creating visual constellations 
that trigger other associations and 
understandings beyond those usually 
prescribed through zoological and 
archeological practice.[xxii] For example, in 
a series of “digs” conducted in the 1990’s 
Dion orchestrated teams of volunteers to 
scavenge material fragments from places 
like the Thames foreshore and the muck at 
the bottom of Venetian canals and then got 
them to help him clean, sort and display 
them. While the works mimicked 
archaeological practice, Dion also sought to 
challenge the usual disciplinary codes that 
structure the strict collection and 
classification of archaeological material. 
Instead Dion and his helpers arranged their 
found bits and pieces according to size and 
color, other similar nondescript categories. 
The resultant Wunderkammern works, just like 
the sixteenth century cabinets of curiosity 
Dion modeled them on, eschewed any 
formal categorization or logic of presentation 
to show how both natural and manmade 
materials can defy the limits of our 
established categories of reason and 
understanding, thus celebrating the sublime 
disorder of our world. 

  Cultural geographer Caitlin DeSilvey 
argues Dion’s collaborative process-
orientated curatorial-work also “challenges 
the authoritative role assumed by specialists 
in order to reinstate more open 
possibilities.”[xxiii] DeSilvey has profitably 
drawn on Dion’s Wunderkammer practice to 
create evolving exhibits of her own that are 
organized around an ethic of “active 
curiosity” rather than professional curatorial 
selection.[xxiv] It was our intention to employ 
a Wunderkammer aesthetic and spatial 
arrangement when displaying the millinery 
avian remains and to also both work with, 
and encourage in our audience, an ethic of 
“active curiosity.” For example, it was hoped 
that the additional dimension of the artworks 
THE BIOGRAPHY OF A LIE, by Kate Foster, and 
Intimate and Kingfisher, by Andrea Roe, 
would help to engage an audience’s 
curiosity to explore the complexity of human- 
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avian relations associated with the history of 
plumage trade and millinery taxidermy 
practice. Although ostensibly the show could 
have been thought of as a material culture 
exhibition, the juxtaposition of artifacts and 
artworks would undermine this classification, 
expected curatorial logic and resulting visitor 
experience. 
  As already stated, the exhibition was 
arranged in four main groupings: “Birds of 
Paradise,” “Murderous Millinery,” “Fashioning 
Feathers,” and “Ruffling Feathers.” Each 
section explored a theme relating to the 
monstrous geographies of the plumage 
trade, from the scientific voyages of 
exploration that had brought birds-of-
paradise to the attention of western fashion 
markets; to the plume trade routes; markets 
and apparel catalogues which distributed 
millinery skins and plums; to the plumage 
and millinery sweatshops, which 
manufactured bird-skins and plumes into 
millinery ornaments; to the work of 
contemporary artists which sought to reflect 
and restage these complex geographies of 
human/non-human relations. In what follows, 
we describe the “spacings” we created in 
the FAB gallery in order to generate spatial 
and affective encounters. 
  
  
The Monstrous Geographies of the 
Plumage Trade 
  
1. Bi rds of Paradise 
  
We wanted the exhibition to start with a “felt” 
encounter with birds-of-paradise. To do so 
we had sourced extraordinary film footage of 
birds-of-paradise from the Cornell Lab of 
Ornithology. The footage, by cameraman 
Tim Laman, captured the courtship rituals of 
the Greater bird-of-paradise. The 
accompanying soundtrack was of 
exceptional clarity. It not only captured the 
bizarre and raucous mating calls of the male 
birds-of-paradise, but also the general 
ambience and atmosphere of the New 
Guinea rainforest. Although under instructions 
to keep the sound level low to stop the noise 
from interfering with the downstairs show, the 
raucous calls of the greater birds-of-paradise  
 

 
on the film resisted any attempts at 
containment.  Even with the speakers 
directed away from the stairwell, the birds’ 
expressive cries escaped down the stairwell 
and reverberated around the gallery space; 
to the extent that the occasional escaped 
call could be heard outside the entrance to 
the gallery.  
  In part we used the recorded bird 
song to entice visitors into the gallery and to 
climb the stairs to experience the show. We 
also wanted to immerse the visitor in the 
sound environment of the birds’ natural 
habitat once they did reach the second floor 
gallery space. Through the use of sound the 
aim was to create an “affective 
atmosphere.” It is increasingly understood 
that affectivity is not a subjective, interpretive 
veneer projected onto material things. 
Cultural Geographer Derek McCormack 
defines affect as “the intensity of prepersonal 
relations immanent to the world,” and these 
relations. according to McCormack: 
 

are not necessarily distinct from 
matter; they are instead the 
ongoing set of potentials in excess 
of actuality, of which mattering is 
always becoming consistent. 
Affect, in these terms, is like an 
atmosphere: It might not be visible, 
but at any given point it might be 
sensed.[xxv] 

  
At any given point in the exhibition we 
wanted the visitors to be reminded of the 
spectral presence of actual living birds, to 
create that troubling in between space 
where affect emerges. The visitors would see 
the millinery preserved birds-of-paradise on 
display, yet they would hear the riotous calls 
of live birds in the wild and, to use Mieke Bal’s 
words, “thus be trapped in affect.”[xxvi] 
According to Bal, the primary aim of an 
exhibition is “to encourage visitors to stop, 
suspend action, let affect invade us, and 
then quietly, in temporary respite, think.”[xxvii] 
This was experienced by at least one 
reviewer of the show who wrote: 
 

{d}isplays show bird wings and 
heads from throughout the  
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millinery process, their feathers still 
resplendent with red, green and 
gold. Videos and boards recount 
the histories of these birds in life, 
as the haunting ‘wah, wah, wah’ 
of a bird-of-paradise echoes 
throughout the gallery.[xxviii] 

  
Visually we wanted the exhibition to start with 
a sighting of “Hat with Bird,” since this was the 
artefact which had inspired the unraveling of 
the monstrous geographies of the plumage 
trade in the rest of the exhibition. This meant 
placing the case so that as visitors climbed 
the stairs, the first thing they spied was a 
period rosewood manikin head on which 
“Hat with Bird” was perched. Next to “Hat with 
Bird,” the two unattached millinery birds-of-
paradise were placed in a borrowed 
entomology case. By placing “Hat with Bird” 
atop a costume-display head, and the loose 
birds in a zoological display case, the 
intention was to reference the different  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
cultures of display that museums traditionally 
use to display natural history and material 
culture. We wanted to provoke the audience 
to question what these hybrid entities were.  
Were they animals or objects, specimens or 
material culture? We thought to further 
question these conventions through the 
exhibition labeling.          
  A recent spate of scholarship has 
explored the role of words in the 
documentation, interpretation and 
presentation of objects, both historically and 
in the present, arguing that such analysis can 
reveal both explicit and implicit aspects of 
museum practice.[xxix] While some argue 
that the main point of labels, catalogues 
and databases is to throw light on original 
provenance, and thus on indigenous 
purpose and meanings, others emphasize 
the value of a focus on old labels and texts 
for studying the lives of objects in collections 
and museums. The labeling of the bird-of-
paradise millinery specimens presented the  

 

Fig.4: Bird of Paradise Spacing, “Hat with Bird” on Rose Wood Head, 2 Bird of Paradise specimens in Entomology Case, Text Panel 
and Projected Bird of Paradise video by Tim Laman, Cornell Lab of Ornithology.  Andriko Lozowy 
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opportunity to put this scholarly questioning 
into practice. Patchett and Foster have 
previously demonstrated how efforts to re-
label and re-present museological animal 
remains can introduce diverse possibilities to 
re-frame and re-tell zoological collections 
and objects, where the status of “specimen” 
does not contain all that the animals still 
have to offer.[xxx] 

We engaged an Art and Design class 
at the University of Alberta to make 
alternative specimen labels that would 
subvert the labeling conventions of both 
natural history and material culture. The idea 
behind the task was to get the students to 
consider and reflect upon the relationships, 
practices and geographies that brought 
about the birds’ movements, from natural 
habitats in New Guinea, to an existence as 
millinery ornaments and materials in clothing 
and textiles collections. A traditional 
“specimen label,” is a label accompanying 
a zoological specimen, which details (at the 
very least) the scientific name, sex and 
location where the specimen was found or 
killed. While scientific nomenclature is the 
practice through which specimens are 
identified (the first word is the genus and the 
second is the specific species within the 
genus), these names can often tell stories 
that relate to how humans have viewed 
them and related to them over time. For 
example, the scientific name for the Greater 
bird-of-paradise is Paradisaea apoda, or 
“legless bird of paradise”.[xxxi] This name 
arose out of European speculation that the 
birds did not have feet and instead spent 
their lives perpetually in flight, living off dew, 
and never touching the earth until their 
death. This speculation was due to the fact 
that the first trade-skins to reach Europe had 
been preserved according to the indigenous 
method without feet (as they were used in 
headdresses). In 1758, although fully aware 
that they did possess feet, Linnaeus 
perpetuated the myth by naming the 
Greater bird-of-paradise (the largest of the 
genus) Paradisaea apoda. 

One of the students harnessed the 
apoda myth in their specimen label, which 
stated: “If I am footless, how is it that I cling so 
well to hats?” In addition to the student 
labels, a further intervention in the  

 
 

presentation of the bird-of-paradise 
specimens was the compiled bookwork by 
Foster and Patchett – Stuffed Bird Attached – 
that sought to reveal the human practices 
behind the making of the millinery prepared 
birds. Foster and Patchett have been 
collaborating on a “series of interventions in 
the afterlives of zoological specimens” for the 
past five years.[xxxii] Investigation of the 
unique “biogeographies” of different 
specimens has led them to think about 
collections, their histories, and the people 
involved in them. This is part of a wider 
consideration of the entwined relationships of 
human and animals, and the spaces in 
which they play out both within and beyond 
collections. Through the juxtaposition of 
drawings, creative text and selected 
quotations, Stuffed Bird Attached referenced 
aspects of both the natural and unnatural 
histories of millinery prepared birds-of-
paradise. 
  This section also finally revealed how 
bird-of-paradise plumes were made 
accessible to women in the relatively isolated 
locale of Edmonton, Alberta through clothing 
and apparel catalogues (see Fig 5). Using 
the catalogues of Toronto-based 
department store, Eaton, women of means 
were able to purchase bird-of-paradise 
plumes for the princely sum of twelve dollars. 
The accessibility of bird-of-paradise plumes 
indicates the massive impact the plumage 
trade was having on living populations, 
where during the plume boom the most 
sought after Greater bird-of-paradise was 
almost brought to the brink of extinction. With 
all these human designs on birds-of-
paradise. we wanted to make room for the 
birds themselves. The vivid video footage of 
live birds-of-paradise, projected onto the wall 
next to the specimens, was our way of 
reminding people of the origin of the dyed 
and decapitated remains, and to show how 
their cycle of existence goes on 
independently, though still increasingly 
threatened by humans. 
  
2. Murderous Mil l inery 
  
Our aim in re-presenting the millinery 
preserved avian forms and feathers was to 
amplify, or at least not tame, their excessive  
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Fig.5: A page from Eaton Catalogue, Fall and Winter 1913-14, advertising Bird of Paradise Osprey for $12 
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sensory, bodily and affective registers. 
However, we were required, by the condition 
of the loan, to encase them behind glass for 
their preservation and safekeeping. Rather 
than seeing this as a form of domestication, 
we instead sought to make creative use of 
this practicality by displaying them in period-
style entomological cases. Here, just like with 
the birds-of-paradise specimens, we sought 
to reference zoological display conventions. 
Visitors would recognize the cases as 
zoological cases and expect to find animal 
remains inside. Yet, upon encountering the 
contents, they would be bemused to find 
avian and feather parts preserved as millinery 
accouterments. This juxtaposition, or 
disconnect, was intended to, again, create 
that troubling in between space where affect 
emerges. Visitors would recognize their 
presentation as zoological specimens, yet 
would be troubled by their preservation as 
millinery apparel. By setting the cases  

 
 
containing the avian remains on a long 
narrow table, the intention was also play on 
cultures of consumption. As zoological 
drawers, their contents demanded the quiet 
reverence of scientific consultation, yet at 
the same time, set flat against the table, 
they also appeared as glass cabinet store 
fixtures eliciting a different consumptive 
practice. 
  When John Berger asked Why Look at 
Animals? in 1980, his intention was to critique 
the marginalization of animals through the 
mechanism and machinery of nineteenth-
century capitalism.[xxxiii] Central to Berger’s 
critique was the notion that “the animal,” as 
a live, embodied creature, had disappeared 
from ordinary experience; that it has been 
both physically and culturally marginalized 
through developments in industrialization and 
modern capitalism. Such a view is certainly 
corroborated by records and reports of 
commoditization of birds through the 
plumage trade. 

For example, W. T Hornaday, in his 
opus Our Vanishing Wildlife, lists all the 
number of feathers and skins of exotic birds 
being sold in London’s busiest commercial 
sales rooms in 1911 (see table in previous 
essay and Eaton’s Catalogue “Fancy 
Feathers and Wings” page above) and 
recounts an experience of the 
commoditization and display of birds-of-
paradise:      
  

On Oct. 2, 1912, in three show-
windows within 100 feet of the 
headquarters of the Fourth 
National Conservation Congress, I 
counted 11 stuffed heads and 11 
complete sets of bird of paradise 
plumes, displayed for sale. And 
while I looked, a large lady 
approached, pointed her finger 
at the remains of a great bird of 
paradise, and with grim 
determination, said to her 
shopping companion: “There! I 
want one o’ them, an’ I’m agoin’ 
to have it, too![xxxiv] 

  
The entomological cases engendered this 
type of consumptive looking in the show too, 
as they also affected the appearance of  

 

 
Fig.6: Murderous Millinery display, avian millinery remains in 
entomology cases with close-up photos of their affective details. 

 Andriko Lozowy 
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Fig.7: “Fancy Feathers and Wings” on sale in Eaton Catalogue 1913 
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department store jewelry cases. However, 
while their contents were also rare and 
precious, the little monsters they actually 
encased were disarming and unexpected. 
While ladies during the plume boom would 
have thought nothing of the display of avian 
remains in department and millinery store 
fixtures, today, although feather fashions are 
back in vogue, the use of preserved body 
parts of endangered birds would be seen as 
distasteful and gratuitous. However, rather 
than straightforwardly critiquing these past 
practices, we wanted to problematize any 
presumed historical distancing or 
contemporary environmental awareness 
would offer immunity from the monstrosity of 
the avian remains and the practices of their 
making. 
  Jonathon Burt has argued that the 
situation presented by Berger’s seminal essay 
Why Look at Animals, suggests that “animals 
and humans are now too alienated for the 
look to register anything of consequence... 
beyond exemplifying their degree of 
alienation.”[xxxv] Here, Berger’s “looking” is 
modeled on an idea of linguistic exchange 
(i.e. where in order to be looking, you must 
be looked at in return).[xxxvi] And according 
to Berger, such an exchange between 
humans and animals has been ruled out by 
modern capitalism, as the symbolic, 
representational animal is rendered so 
passive that it cannot look back. Looking, in 
Berger’s essay, therefore becomes a matter 
of objectification. This is not the case with the 
avian millinery remains however. While some 
of the remains could only look back with 
glass eyes, these remnants of avian life 
remain excessive entities, resisting complete 
commodification or containment. For 
example, even after consulting two 
ornithologists, we were unable to positively 
identify either the parrots or the iridescent 
bird. The iridescent bird was thought to be a 
Metallic Starling from Sub-Saharan Africa, but 
the parrots proved to be beyond recognition. 
As for the imitation wings, beyond 
recognizing they were composed of several 
species of bird, it was impossible to identify 
any individual species. 
  To engender a different sort of 
encounter with the avian millinery remains,  
 

 
 
one that would amply their excessive sensory 
and bodily registers, we displayed enlarged 
photographs, magnifying their affective 
details (see Fig 9). One photograph 
magnified the patches on the wing feathers 
of the dyed-black parrots, which revealed 
the birds’ original green coloring; another 
zoomed in on the escaping wire threads that 
held the wings of the parrots in place; 
another displayed a close up of the 
decaying underside of the unidentified 
iridescent bird; whilst another focused on the 
eye-pin that rested in the sunken orbs of the 
exposed skull of one of the parrot 
specimens. By magnifying the avian remains’ 
botched forms, we aimed to not only amplify 
their affectivity but also highlight the violence 
of their making. Here we hoped to subvert 
the contained, and, therefore, distanced, 
encounter engendered by their presence 
behind glass, by bringing about an 
encounter that would repel any assumed 
comfortable distance from both their 
monstrosities and those acted upon 
them.        

Although we had entitled this section 
“Murderous Millinery,” after an 1898 article 
from the New York Times of the same name, 
which vehemently laid the blame for the 
near extinction of several avian species 
through the plumage trade on women – 
“[s]urely they invite such public stigma by 
exhibiting themselves as they do in the relics 
of murdered innocence” – we wanted to 
underline that these relationships were far 
more complex than expressed by opponents 
against the plumage trade at the time, or by 
anyone visiting the exhibition.[xxxvii] At the 
time of the plume boom, women were 
lambasted in the popular press for their 
murderous vanity, as the mocking Punch 
cartoon – Bird of Prey - exemplifies. 
Campaigns against “murderous millinery” in 
the United States and the United Kingdom 
centered on persuading ladies not to wear 
plumage for their own adornment. Instead, 
the conservation societies that emerged in 
direct response to the plumage trade, 
including the RSPB and the Audubon Society, 
encouraged women to wear ‘audubonnets,’ 
non-feathered or farmyard-feathered hats 
deemed acceptable by the societies. Yet as  
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Virginia Woolf’s provocative essay, The 
Plumage Bill, made clear at the time, while 
women’s pleasures were being condemned 
as sin, it was the male hunters, traders and 
producers who were profiting from the 
trade.[xxxviii] Considered the first British 
feminist polemic, Woolf ended the essay with 
the infamous question: “Can it be that it is a 
graver sin to be unjust to women than to 
torture birds?”[xxxix] 
  Woolf’s provocation more broadly 
reflects the intimate relations between birds 
and women (and between shared attitudes 
towards them) that have been 
manufactured through the fashion industry 
and society more generally over the 
centuries. Today’s fashion markets and 
producers, as Alexander McQueen and Philip 
Treacy’s avian inspired creations attest, 
continue to reproduce the same issues to do 
with dress, gender, distribution of wealth and  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
power that the feather fashions of the past 
were entangled within. Therefore, in answer 
to Berger’s question of Why Look at Animals?, 
we wanted visitors not to just “look at” 
murdered birds, but rather to experience 
their preserved remains, as a means to re-
evaluate human-animal relations, and the 
social and spatial contexts in which they take 
place. Therefore, instead of focusing solely 
on animal disappearance and their 
substitution by representations, we wanted 
thought to be given to the historic and 
contemporary practices, which ensure 
human and avian lives remain complexly 
entangled. Thus, while Berger’s claims about 
the subjection and manipulation of the lives 
of animal’s still holds true, we hoped to 
underline in the exhibition that human and 
avian relations have been, and still are, 
complex, entangled and evolving. 
  

 
 
  Fig.8: Close up of parrot’s head. photograph: Merle Patchett    Merle Patchett 
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3. Fashioning Feathers 
  
In this spacing of the exhibition, we aimed to 
stage an encounter with the spectral 
geographies of plumage sweatshops. To 
meet the demands of feather processing at 
the height of the plume boom, feather 
workshops, known as plumassiers, opened. In 
these workshops feathers were dyed and 
made into arrangements from boas, to 
aigrettes, to tufts and sprays, for both the 
worlds of fashion and interiors. The 
Encyclopedia Britannica’s entry on 
“Ornamental Feathers,” from 1901, explains 
what the “arts” of the plumassier 
encompassed: “the cleaning, bleaching, 
dying, curling and making up of ostrich and 
other plumes and feathers.” 

In the early part of the 20th century, 
there were over 425 feather makers 
(plumassiers) in Paris, the centre of feather  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

production in Europe. While plumassier 
workshops in Paris concentrated on the 
preparation and handling of very fine and 
valuable exotic bird-skins and feathers 
demanded by high-end modistes, or 
milliners, New York’s entrepreneurial Lower 
East side fostered the emergence of pop-up 
plumage sweatshops. 
  By 1900, as Sarah Stein outlines in her 
book Plumes, the North American millinery 
industry employed over 83,000 people 
(which equated at the time to one in every 
1000 Americans).[xl] In the oppressive New 
York plumage sweatshops, young women 
and girls, usually new immigrants to the city, 
prepared feathers for sale, usually for vey low 
wages. Stein also states the women and girls 
were also prone to tuberculosis, due to the 
dust and fluff. One of the most onerous jobs 
was “willowing,” which consisted of 
lengthening the short strands, called flues, of 

 
  Fig.9: Close up of Parrot Wing, showing original green colouring. photograph: Merle Patchett    Merle Patchett 
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  Fig.10:  A Bird of Prey, Punch, 14

th
 May 1892  
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  Fig.11-12:  Process of feather making in plume sweatshop, N.Y. (ca. 1907-ca. 1933) Photo: L. W. Hine/NYPL Digital Collection  
                     Feather Making (ca. 1907-ca. 1933) Photo © L. W. Hine/NYPL Digital Collection 
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inferior feathers, by tying on one, two or three 
flues together until the feather has the 
desired depth and grace. A poem – ‘The 
plumes that pay’ - from the Sorrowful Rhymes 
of Working Children 1911 underlined the 
exploitation of children employed in doing 
“finishing work” for feather manufacturers: 
 

How doth the manufacturer 
Improve the ostrich tail? 

By willowing the scraggy ends 
Until they’re fit for sale. 

How cheerfully he sits and smiles 
Throughout the livelong day, 

While children knot the tiny flues 
And make the plumes that pay. 

  
Through previous research, Patchett had 
sourced a series of archival photographs 
depicting women working in plumage 
sweatshops in New York in the early decades 
of the 20th century. The photographs, taken  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
from Lewis W. Hine’s photographic series 
documenting working conditions in New York 
(1905-1939), depicted the various processes 
involved in feather-making, from the 
bleaching and dyeing of feathers, to their 
starching and curling, to their willowing or 
manufacture into imitation avian forms or 
other millinery trimmings. Patchett composed 
the photographs into a compelling video-
montage that evoked the dark and 
oppressive atmosphere of the poorly lit 
workshop spaces. By placing a bench in front 
of the projected photo-montage, the aim 
was to get visitors to sit and to slowly be 
drawn into the images as they hypnotically, 
yet almost imperceptibly, zoomed-in to 
highlight the details of the scenes: a 
bespectacled girl curling feathers with a pair 
of blunt scissors; a young boy steaming 
feathers over a boiling kettle; a row of 
women producing imitation wings out of 
feather scraps; row after row of young  

 

 
  Fig.13:  Close-up Photo detailing evidence of ‘Willowing’ © Merle Patchett 
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women in a packed and feather-littered 
sweatshop willowing ostrich plumes, and a 
girl using a crate as a seat-booster so she 
could reach the workbench level when 
seated for a long day of willowing. 

Patchett’s photomontage can be 
read as an attempt to create an encounter 
with the spectral: “uncanny agencies, 
unforeseen events and morphology of 
almost there-ness.”[xli] Like with her previous 
collaborative presentation of archival 
photomontages, Patchett’s aim was to allow 
distant presences, events, people and things 
to become rather more intimate.[xlii] To 
engender an even more intimate 
connection between the audience and the 
lives of the women, girls and boys depicted 
in Hine’s photographs, we displayed next to 
the photomontage projection an ostrich 
plume that displayed evidence of willowing. 
To highlight the makers’ marks left on the 
plume, she displayed an enlarged close-up  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

photograph depicting the threads that tied 
extra flues and whole other plumes onto the 
main shaft. Anne Phillips suggests we ought 
not belittle such anonymous traces, as part 
of what she calls “the politics of presence,” 
they signal the anonymous workers presence 
in the making of an object.[xliii] Hine’s images 
were also taken with the “politics of 
presence” in mind. His photographs, 
highlighting the plight of children and 
immigrants working in Now York sweatshops, 
were instrumental in changing the child labor 
laws in the United States.[xliv] 
    
4. Ruff l ing Feathers 
   
The possession and display of feathers is first 
and foremost an avian trait. With all the 
human designs on bird feathers already 
outlined in the exhibition, this spacing 
enlisted the artwork of Kate Foster and 
Andrea Roe to help reengage the  

 

 
  Fig.14:  Willowing, stringing and steaming feathers in New York plume sweatshop (ca. 1907-ca. 1933) Photo: L. W. Hine/ NYPL Digital Collection 
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  Fig.15:  Black-Headed Gull Model with BOL Body Jewelry in form of Victorian Crinoline. © Andriko Lozowy. 
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audience’s curiosity to wonder at the 
complexity of human-avian relations in the 
past and the present. Both Foster and Roe in 
their separate artistic practices have 
developed long engagements with the 
recontextualisation of animal specimens 
within specific collections and museums: 
Foster at the Hunterian Zoology Museum, 
and Roe at the Welcome Trust and National 
Museums Scotland. 
  Foster’s artwork looks at how animal 
and human lives are entwined in an era of 
species loss and environmental change. An 
important current of her artwork, in recent 
years, has been developing a “series of 
interventions into the afterlives of 
animals.”[xlv] Here, Foster has generated 
unique histories of zoological specimens – 
becoming collaborative works extending 
“animal afterlives” in human settings, which 
reflect obliquely on how natural history 
presents its subjects and the contemporary 
value of these collections. As an 
environmental artist, her use of media is 
flexible and responds to context – 
documenting interventions and investigations 
through drawing, photography and writing, 
made available online. Overall, her work is 
informed by empirical study, but the priority is 
making visual artwork to engage 
undisciplined senses (complex and 
surprising), offering routes to engage with 
ecological interconnectedness.    
  In The Biography of a Life, Foster 
refashions the history of the plumage trade 
with a collection of body jewelry for birds 
exploited by this trade, some of which almost 
became extinct. The Royal Society for the 
Protection of Birds (RSPB) started as a 
campaign against the massive international 
plumage trade, which provided feathers for 
fashionable society. After several years of 
campaigning, an exasperated leaflet from 
1902 attacked those who bought and sold 
feathers, aiming to expose the “biography of 
a lie” being told: feathers were often sold as 
being “artificial,” to appease the buyers’ 
consciences, when in fact they were real. 
  Originally developed and shown in a 
Scottish context (at the Lloyd Jerome Gallery, 
Glasgow in 2002 and at the Hunterian 
Zoology Museum, Glasgow in 2007), the 
pieces she made were retrospective in style,  

 
 
and specially tailored to  individual birds and 
their natural history. Since the interventions 
were specific to individual taxidermy 
specimens – used as the artist’s models –  
new models needed to be sourced that 
would reflect the birds that were favored 
(almost to the point of extinction) in the North 
American manifestation of the plumage 
trade for the work’s adaption in a Canadian 
context. 

To reflect North American consumer 
tastes, in its showing in Fashioning Feathers, 
Foster requested Patchett source specimens 
of birds that were killed in huge numbers 
within this contextualization of the plume 
boom. In the North American plume trade, 
the Heron family was favoured due to its 
indigenous abundance. Unfortunately, the 
Zoology Collections at the University of 
Alberta had a limited selection of mounted 
bird-specimens, and most of them were in 
poor states of preservation due to their use 
as teaching aids over the years. This said, 
Patchett was able to source fairly decent 
mounts of a tree swallow, a Bittern, a Black-
headed Gull and a Grebe, birds all hunted in 
the North American plumage trade. Yet it 
was a specimen of a Snowy Egret that 
Patchett had ironically turned huntress for, as 
by the turn of the 20th century, the plumage 
trade had nearly eliminated Snowy Egrets in 
the US. 
  After some calling around, she 
managed to source one at the Royal Alberta 
Museum (RAM). The specimen had been 
shot in Alberta in 1908, right at the height of 
the plume boom. The ornithology curator 
communicated that it was very unusual for a 
Snowy Egret to venture this far from its 
breeding grounds, and that it had probably 
been shot and made its way to their 
collections because it was such a rarity. 
While the curator was initially hesitant to loan 
the specimen, because it was a little “worse 
for wear,” Patchett convinced him that its 
tattiness was not necessarily seen as a bad 
thing in the art world, and, furthermore, 
Foster’s work responded to its history. For a 
museum that still has an ‘active’ collection 
policy, this might have been a hard sell. 
However, both the curator and the head 
taxidermist were open to using their 
taxidermy specimens for different  
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educational purposes. The head taxidermist 
at the RAM even offered to attach Foster’s 
choice of attire for the bird. 
  As an environmental artist, Foster’s 
sees the process and contexts of art making 
as important as the end point of a work in a 
gallery setting. For her, being based in the 
Scottish Borders, and unable to record the 
process herself, she found the images of the 
head taxidermist at RAM working on the 
specimens very rewarding. For Foster, it was 
a playful process. But more broadly, the 
images for her touched on issues about how 
people relate to beautiful birds: “the 
involvement of the different curators 
embraces and draws out complex 
relationships between fashion, collection, 
craft, science, taxidermy, and art.”[xlvi]      

Andrea Roe’s work examines the 
nature of human and animal biology, 
behaviour, communication and interaction 
within specific ecological contexts. Several  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
residencies have introduced her to very 
different types of institutions (ranging from the 
Wellcome Trust to the Crichton Royal 
Psychiatric Hospital, and the Natural Science 
Department of National Museums of 
Scotland) where she has learned about and 
responded to research projects and 
collections. Through the media of 
photography, film, and installed sculpture, 
Roe translates scientific research on the 
physiology of animal behaviour into 
installations that viewers experience 
physically as unfamiliar, visceral sensory 
encounters.[xlvii] 

Roe exhibited two works in the show, 
Kingfisher and Intimate. In Intimate, Roe 
mounts a Great Tit on a mourning comb 
instead of the expected ornamental 
headwear. Roe learned the skills of taxidermy 
while in residency at the Natural Science 
Department at the National Museums of 
Scotland. A pupil of specialist bird- 

 

 

 
  Fig.16:  BOL Egret on display plinth in FAB Gallery © Andriko Lozowy. 



 49 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
taxidermists, Peter Summers and Jack 
Fishwick, she too concentrates on the setting-
up of bird skins into both mounts for her 
artwork and cabinet skins for the museum’s 
collections. Like the museum, Roe sources 
her specimens ethically – as found dead - 
when walking or cycling around her local 
haunts. After having chanced upon a Great 
Tit, she thought something had to be made 
of the bird’s name. Aware of the history of 
mounting birds on hats, Roe mounted the 
Great Tit on a reproduction mourning comb. 
Following the example set by Queen Victoria, 
the observation of mourning became an 
obsessive cult in Britain and its colonies 
during in the late 19th century. In these 
circumstances, only the most somber 
adornments could be worn. An entire industry 
grew up to provide jet ornaments to service 
the mourning industry. Additionally, the 
Spanish Mantilla hair comb, an extremely 
popular hair ornament in Victorian Britain, 
was fashioned out of French jet to meet this  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
demand. Of course, the same custom 
demanded the millinery industry dye black 
both exotic and native bird-plumes so that 
women would still be able to purchase and 
wear plumes while in mourning. By 
referencing on the artwork’s label, Len 
Howard’s observation that Great Tits are the 
most intelligent of the garden birds,[xlviii] Roe 
seems to provoke the question of who really 
deserves the name of “great tit” in this story. 
Furthermore, the bird masquerading as alive 
is enabled to present itself and publicly 
mourn its own passing. 

In Kingfisher, a video work, Roe 
records the process of ethical taxidermy, 
where skin and feathers are rearranged to 
appear alive again. Projected onto a wall 
behind Intimate, the video reveals the 
practice through which Great Tit had been 
fashioned, which was quite the opposite of 
the practices of making suggested by the 
avian remains in “Murderous Millinery.” Part of  
the reasoning for showing Kingfisher was to  

  
  Fig.17:  Intimate by Andrea Roe. Taxidermised Great Tit and replica mourning comb © Andrea Roe 
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offset any quick moral judgments about the 
preservation of bird skins for display purposes. 
Kingfisher showcases Peter Summers, retired 
taxidermist of the National Museums 
Scotland, expertly preparing a mounted 
kingfisher. Taxidermy is a skilled art, which 
takes years of apprenticeship and a true 
appreciation for birds, both in life (their habits 
and behaviour) and in death (their anatomy 
and particular necro-geographies). Peter, a 
bird-watcher since a small child, was so 
studied in the art of avian taxidermy that Roe 
noticed:  
  

Peter explains bird movement 
and behaviour in relation to his 
own body, at times not 
appearing to differentiate 
between the animal and 
himself. His knowledge of 
animals and his ability to 
represent them in a natural pose 
are in my mind unmatched in 
their delicacy and superfine 
accuracy.[xlix] 

  
Kingfisher, therefore, reveals, to an audience, 
that when practiced ethically and expertly, 
taxidermy can be a wondrous process to 
witness. In particular, Kingfisher demonstrates 
how taxidermy can enable a creative 
encounter/dialogue between the human 
and the avian. 
   
Conclusion 
  
Deborah Dixon has profitably drawn on the 
writings of Rancière in The Politics of the 
Aesthetics to underline the political function 
of a spatial approach to art production.[l] 
While artistic practices, including curation, 
can be thought of simply as particular ways 
of making and doing, for Rancière, as Dixon 
underlines, “they can have a distinctly 
political function, however, in the way that 
they reorder the relations among spaces and 
times, spaces and objects.”[li] By bringing 
historic materials of the plumage trade into 
correspondence with contemporary artworks 
and other multi-media displays, within an art 
gallery setting, in Fashioning Feathers, our 
aim was to reflect on the historic practices of  
 

 
the plumage trade as a means to reframe 
any presumed distance between spaces 
and times, and subjects and objects, within 
the exhibition space. Furthermore, by 
juxtaposing material culture objects, 
zoological specimens, and contemporary art 
works, to create “monstrous spacings,” our 
aim was to both reveal and trouble the 
categories and spaces we use to order the 
natural and the cultural, the living and the 
dead, the artificial and the real. As Rancière 
instructs: 
 

In taking objects out of their usual 
domains and into new venues, for 
example, and placing them within 
new assemblages, art is able to 
comment upon the distribution of 
spaces and, moreover, to 
redescribe this distribution.[lii] 

  
Our aim in representing avian apparel in an 
art gallery setting was to redescribe the 
historical and contemporary distribution of 
avian millinery remains: their origin and 
forced migration from natural habitats across 
the globe; their fashioning into millinery 
ornaments by plumassiers and in plumage 
sweatshops; and their placement atop the 
hats of women across the British colonies. This 
was in response to their languishing and 
overlooked presence in a Clothing and 
Textiles collection in Western Canada. This 
highlights the role of the researcher or artist 
as a creative catalyst when entering the 
strictly managed and codified worlds of the 
museum collection. For example, Patchett’s 
intervention with the millinery avian artefacts 
in the University of Alberta’s clothing and 
textiles collection not only brought into 
question the evaluation of avian remains as 
“millinery trimmings,” but also the 
demarcation of expertise and value within 
this context. If it had not been for Patchett’s 
visit to the collection, the avian millinery 
remains may have remained unappreciated 
and overlooked. This derives from her 
commitment to harness the monstrous as an 
affective condition that encompasses a 
continued openness to alterity, to the 
unknown, the unknowable, or the 
ungraspable. While, of course, she was able  
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to recognize the millinery bird-skins, and 
identify the practices of their making, through 
close-study of their forms, the bird-skins and 
feathers retained excessive sensory, bodily 
and affective registers that lay beyond both 
verbal and visual capacities of explanation. 
The aim in exhibiting them was to work with 
their ambiguity and excessiveness, instead of 
explaining it away through the conventions of 
museum and gallery practice.    
  Theory does not always translate into 
practice or experience, however. While the 
avian millinery remains were being shown in 
an art gallery, which would engender a 
different kind of visitor encounter with animal 
remains than had it been staged in a 
zoology museum, it was clear, from the 
comments book, that our attempts to 
harness a more open and hopeful affective 
condition, “a condition which 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
understanding of the monstrous as an 
expresses the wonder or horror of a different 
kind of encounter,” was perhaps lost, going 
by the visitors’ formulations of their 
experiences.[liii] For example, many of the 
comments congratulated the exhibit on 
“bringing such a dark period in our history to 
light;” for telling an “enlightening and 
educational story;” and for “making me 
rethink my consumer choices.” This seems to 
suggest that our attempts to stress the 
complexity of human-avian relations, both in 
the past and present, were perhaps 
dampened by both explicit and implicit 
aspects of museum practice which act to 
prescribe visitor expectations and 
experiences. However, in the very act of 
formulating a comment, one can distil 
complex and contradictory experiences in 
an exhibition space into a simplified  

 

 
Fig.18:  Still from Kingfisher, film recording the artistry of taxidermist Peter Summers.  Image: Andrea Roe. Video can be watched   
here:http://vimeo.com/29689015 © Andrea Roe 
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interpretation of the exhibitions presumed 
“take home message.” 
  For reviewers of the show, the take 
home message was moral in tone: “exhibit 
tells story of birds sacrificed on fashion’s 
altar;” ”we all love to adorn ourselves in 
feathers of course, but rarely do we think of 
the complexities of the human/animal 
relationships and the social consciousness of 
couture;” and “[t]oday’s feather-fashioners 
claim their plumes are ethically harvested, 
but so did milliners toward the end of the 
boom. Is this biography of a lie being 
repeated?” While these interpretations are 
somewhat expected within the context of 
Alberta, the province home to the tar sands 
and extremely polarized press-coverage of 
environmental matters, it does not 
necessarily mean that those visiting the 
exhibition were not “lost in affect” for 
moments during the exhibition; as some 
other comments suggested: “[the exhibit] 
gave me the creeps;” “lots of layers here… 
and still attempting to digest it all;” “‘love the 
EX-PARROT!” These comments suggest that 
space had been made “to encourage 
visitors to stop, suspend action, let affect 
invade [them], and then quietly, in temporary 
respite, think.”[liv] 
  We aim to create the same space 
again in the second manifestation of 
Fashioning Feathers, which is due to open at 
the Royal Alberta Museum (RAM) on the 24th 
of March, 2012. This show will be different 
than the original FAB show, as we are 
incorporating RAM collections into the show. 
For example, we are making the most the 
RAM’s fantastic ornithological collections, 
displaying specimens of the many species of 
birds that were hunted and killed all over the 
world for the plumage trade. 
  We are currently working with RAM 
curators, Cathy Roy (Canadian History) and 
Jocelyn Huddon (Natural History), to select 
RAM objects (both millinery and natural 
history specimens) that extend, develop and 
juxtapose with the works of the original 
exhibition. Roy and Huddon informed us 
Fashioning Feathers will be the first time an 
exhibition makes use of the human history 
and natural history collections simultaneously 
 
 

 
 
in the one show at the RAM. Patchett and 
Gomez also hold the honor of being the first 
behind-the-scenes visitors, at the RAM, to  
move between the human history and 
natural history collections. The collaborative 
process-orientated curatorial-work instigated 
by Patchett is aimed at challenging “the 
authoritative role assumed by specialists in 
order to reinstate more open possibilities.” 
Commitment to cross-disciplinary work and 
scientific exchange, through previous 
collaborative exhibitions, had given her the 
rich experience of working collaboratively 
with experts of different training, from 
taxidermists and museum curators to 
contemporary arts practitioners, and of 
fostering links between institutions. Her aim in 
initiating Fashioning Feathers was to 
emphasize the transformative potential of 
cross-disciplinary efforts to re-present 
taxidermy specimens and collections (see 
Patchett and Foster 2008) and to highlight 
taxidermy specimens and artifacts as 
resources for telling complex histories of 
human-animal encounters. 
  In booking the show, the RAM, as a 
natural and human history museum, 
recognized the potential of this type 
approach for bringing their otherwise 
separate collections and displays into 
relation. However, with Fashioning Feathers’ 
move from an art gallery to a natural and 
human history museum, we were worried that 
some of the more open possibilities offered 
by an art gallery setting might be lost. For 
example, it took some convincing to get the 
RAM conservators to consent to displaying 
the millinery birds for the University of Alberta 
Clothing and Textiles Collections, as they felt 
their botched character would reflect badly 
on the museum’s conservation policy. Thus 
when unpacking the delivery of the avian 
millinery remains from the University of Alberta 
Clothing and Textiles Collections, while 
recognizing their familiar forms enshrined in 
cotton, it was clear that these botched birds 
would still defy domestication within the 
context of a natural and human history 
museum, allowing for potential monstrosities 
to be enacted within this new context.   
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Fig. 19:  Unpacking the bird skins and plumes on loan from the University of Alberta Clothing and Textiles Collection for Fashioning Feathers at the 
RAM. Image: Merle Patchett © Merle Patchett 
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LEMARIÉ, LE DERNIER 
PLUMASSIER  

              emarié – Flowers   and   Feathers   for  High 
              Fashion”  reads   the   sign   on   the   shop.  
              Founded in 1880, and located in Faubourg 
              Saint-   Denis since 1900, the Lemarié is     
              one of the few plumassiers in France, and 
the last one remaining in the neighbourhood.  The 
métier was once well-known in the Faubourg Saint-
Martin area, with nearly 300 similar shops at the end 
of the 19th century.  By the end of World War II, 
about 50 shops remained. 

Bought out in 1997 by the Chanel Group, 
Lemarié is now the only company that works 
feathers and fabric flowers into luxury designer 
fashions.  Coco Chanel’s iconic camellia motifs, in 
every sort of material, were all created here.  For 
Givenchy, Dior, Dolce & Gabbana as well as 
Chanel, Lemarié has fashioned boas, created 
smockes and ruffles, and of course trimmed 
dresses, shoes, hats and accessories.  Using tools 
and techniques identical to those from a century 
ago, this “workshop for plumage accessories” 
continually finds new ways to adorn and embellish 
fashion”.  
 
Marine Pacault 
Paris, February 2009 
 
 
All images featured in the photographic montage  Marine Paucault  

“L 

A photographic album of the Lemarie Studio. 
Text and images by Marine Pacault 
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Fig. 1:  "Originally, the workshop mainly supplied wholesalers and department stores, at home and abroad, with trim designed for hats. Since 
1946, when Andre Lemarié, grandson of the founder, became head of the company, production turned to high fashion." © Marine Pacault  

 

 
Fig. 2:  "The Handling Workshop walls are covered with paper bags holding preserved feathers. The collection dates from more than 100 years 
back, and includes feathers that are rare or even banned." © Marine Pacault  
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Fig. 3:  "In the Handling Workshop Françoise sews boas. She selects ostrich and marabou feathers, aligns them on a board that passes 
through the sewing machine, then twists the scarf and uses steam to give it volume." © Marine Pacault  

 
Fig. 4:  "Washed, dyed, thinned, curled, pounded, bent, burnt, rolled or embossed on the spot, the feathers are ready to decorate clothing 
and accessories. Here, the feather-workers apply marabou feathers to Chanel shoes. Each pair takes six hours and the order is for 400 
pairs." © Marine Pacault  
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Fig. 5:  "The Fashion Workshop was originally for milliners, which is still the trade of some workers here. The basic material here is cloth, 
and it is worked in every possible way. Fringed, stitched, creased, ironed, folded ... it takes all forms and, like feathers, trims clothing and 
accessories." © Marine Pacault  

 
Fig. 6:  "Feathers stuff every possible drawer and cupboard at Lemarié in a carefully sorted collection. Stored in paper and cardboard to 
keep out light and moisture, dyed feathers are protected from mites and can remain in perfect condition for over a century." © Marine 
Pacault  
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“This stuffed owl,” I remarked, gesturing, “is one of the things I want to learn more about.” 
  
“Well, the first thing you should learn is that calling it a ‘stuffed animal’ is somewhat offensive.  
The proper way to refer to this owl is to call it a ‘mount.’”[i] 
 
 

 
 sit quietly in the natural history laboratories 
of the World Museum Liverpool, waiting for 
the assistant curator to return with a tray of 
stuffed bird specimens that I requested 
from the museum’s collections database.  

I am here today to piece together the “avian 
imperial archive” for my doctoral project: “Red 
coats and wild birds: military culture and 
ornithology across the nineteenth-century 
British Empire,” which examines the 
intersections between military culture and the 
practices and ideas of ornithology in the 
Mediterranean region.  These dead birds are 
material remnants of the collecting practices 
and transient careers of some of the British 
military officers in my study, just as they are 
material evidence of historical avian 
ecologies of past places. 

The assistant curator emerges with a 
box filled with stuffed bird skins from the 
collections room, each body packaged 

carefully in a plastic bag to preserve the 
specimen.[ii]  Hidden from the general public, 
these scientific objects are housed in the 
locked storage rooms of the museum a 
couple of floors down for their proper 
conservation.  I am currently focused on the 
birds collected by Andrew Leith Adams during 
his postings in India, Ireland, Malta, and New 
Brunswick.  I am particularly interested in the 
birds he amassed in Malta and Egypt as a 
way to trace his trans-imperial movements 
and networks while serving in the 
Mediterranean region.  Other specimens of 
interest from Malta include those collected by 
fellow imperial officials: Royal Navy officer, 
William Jardine, son of Scottish naturalist Sir 
William Jardine (1800-1874); Reverend Henry 
Baker Tristram (1822-1906); and Charles 
Augustus Wright (1834-1907), editor of the 
Malta Times; all of whom contributed to a 
zoogeographical understanding of the  

I 

UNTANGLING THE AVIAN 
IMPERIAL ARCHIVE 

Untangling the avian imperial archive explores how trans-imperial careers can be written using not only textual sources 
(e.g. biographies and personal correspondence) but also traces and artefacts of material culture, specifically bird skins 
as part of the avian imperial archive.  By unravelling the avian imperial archive, the contributions of British military 
officers to the emergence to the field of zoogeography – a branch of biogeography concerned with the distribution of 
animal species across the globe - are put into sharp relief, illustrating the multiple avian-human entanglements in 
different parts of the British Empire, including in the Mediterranean.  As both a fantasy of empire, and a reflection of 
transient lives, avian scientific specimens in historical geographical research enriches an understanding of the 
intersections between science, empire, and the military, as well as the role of the researcher in these networks. 
Text by KKirsten Greer 
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Mediterranean and pursued British imperial 
interests in the region.[iii]    

When I see Adams’s birds for the first 
time, I am overwhelmed with excitement to 
reconnect with familiar species from his travel 
narratives, to handle their delicate bodies and 
to touch their feathers, to make them real in 
my geographical imagination.  I note the 
diversity of species, which range from a male 
Northern Wheatear (Oenanthe oenanthe)[iv] to 
a female Red-throated Pipit (Anthus 
cervinus).[v] I am delighted to see the Hoopoe 
(Upupa epops), a migratory bird often 
described by British naturalists in the 
Mediterranean region.  Because I am not a 
trained ornithologist or a curator of natural 
history, I rely upon the expertise of curators 
and ornithological field guides to help me 
identify the Old World birds and their relations 
to the museum.  The birds in front of me are  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mostly passerine species, commonly known as 
perching or songbirds, and most of them 
migrate as part of their life histories.  The 
Northern Wheatear, for example, makes one 
of the longest journeys of any small bird, 
crossing ocean, ice, and desert, from Sub-
Saharan Africa in spring over a vast area of 
the northern hemisphere that includes northern 
and central Asia, Europe, Greenland, Alaska, 
and parts of Canada.[vi] As material traces, 
the bodies of dead birds remind me of my 
limited knowledge of their “lives lived,”[vii] their 
regular movements across a myriad of 
landscapes and ecologies.  

I delicately remove the birds from the 
plastic coverings and place the dead bodies 
on the table for examination and 
documentation with a digital camera.  The 
smaller birds are limp and fragile, with some 
cotton batten poking out of their empty eye  

 

 
 Fig.1:  European Starling (Sturnus vulgaris) collected by Andrew Leith Adams at the Museum of Zoology, University of Cambridge, Cambridge, UK.  
Photo by Kirsten Greer 25 July 2009 
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sockets.  Most of the birds smell of the 
chemicals used in nineteenth-century 
taxidermy practices such as arsenic and 
formaldehyde.  Some of the specimens smell 
of dead flesh; I flinch at the stench of a 
migrant Squacco Heron (Ardeola ralloides) as I 
take it out of its bag.  

The birds are tagged with several 
labels tied around their legs, illustrating their 
multiple “afterlives” having been collected in 
colonial environments (Malta), transferred to 
private collections (those of Adams, Jardine, 
Tristram), and then to public institutions 
(Merseyside Museum, Liverpool World 
Museum).  To my surprise, Andrew Leith 
Adams’ original labels, made of pieces of cut-
out calling cards and notebook covers of 
various dimensions, remain on the birds.  Old 
cotton string is looped through a hole on the 
tag and tied to a bird’s leg.  I clearly see the 
ways in which Adams has recorded his name, 
species, date, and the locality of the 
collected bird on the paper card.  These are 
the same labeling techniques found on his 
birds housed at the Museum of Zoology, 
University of Cambridge.  I’m slowly piecing 
together the collection of bird specimens from 
British military officers on their tours of duty 
across the British Empire (Figure 1).  
Considering how the contributions of military 
officers to the development of field 
ornithology and zoogeographical knowledge 
of birds can be found in the documented 
traces and material remnants of their bird 
collections housed in Britain and its former 
colonies, how does one use them in tracing 
the lives of avian specimens and British military 
men?    

   
The Lives of Specimens and Life 
Geographies 

  
Works in the history of science are 

shedding light on the cultural biographies of 
natural history collections and their 
collectors.[viii]  With a focus on the specimen 
as a scientific object, these studies reveal 
complex networks, biographies, and 
institutional histories as objects circulated 
through colonial, imperial, and private and 
public spheres.  Henry McGhie’s work, in 
particular, shows the importance of 
considering the contextual circumstances  

 
surrounding the acquisition of objects within a 
postcolonial museum.  McGhie highlights the 
biography of nineteenth-century ornithologist 
Henry Dresser to help trace his complex 
business and scientific networks in his 
accumulation of ornithological knowledge, 
and the history of the collections at the 
Manchester Museum, within the context of 
both empire and colonialism.[ix] 

Recent technological advances at 
the molecular level have revealed the 
misidentification of species and fraudulent 
collecting practices of some of the original 
collectors such as British military officer Richard 
Meinertzhagen (1878-1967), who was 
considered one of the last of the great British 
bird collectors of the early twentieth century.  
Meinertzhagen, who amassed a collection of 
over 20,000 bird specimens, stole many 
specimens from museum collections, falsified 
their documentation, and relabeled them with 
different localities.[x]  

While these studies help trace the 
trajectories of scientific objects and their 
collectors, they seldom focus on the ways in 
which objects create emotional affect 
beyond the realms of science.  Geographers, 
such as Laura Cameron, Caitlin de Silvey, 
Merle Patchett, and Hayden Lorimer, have 
devised creative ways in which to interpret the 
various “fragments” of the archives that often 
lie beyond the traditional sources of the 
historical record and in this context, the 
scientific record.[xi]  These interventions help to 
conceive the bird specimens in my study as 
not “discrete entities” but material forms 
“bound into continual cycles of articulation 
and disarticulation” that have the potential to 
reveal other histories, which include the “lived 
culture” of the animals in question.[xii]  
Patchett et al., more specifically, include the 
avian study skin as a “remnant” in the tracing 
of complex histories of human-animal 
encounters.  By highlighting the 
“(bio)geographies” of specimens, they renew 
“the place of life in its multiplicity of human 
and non-human forms, processes and 
connectivities.”[xiii] These insights provide a 
unique way of thinking of the textures of the 
archives in historical geography research. 

As tangible “things” from the past, 
the bodies of dead birds can be used as sites 
of an analysis of the intersection between  
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British military culture and ideas and practices 
of ornithology, reflecting the ideological and 
collecting practices of a network of 
masculine “servants of empire” dedicated to 
the scientific study of avian lives.  Through the 
“lives of specimens,”[xiv] bird skins reveal 
networks of different actants (human and 
non-human) in the formulation of 
ornithological knowledge and zoological 
practices, including the trans-imperial 
movements of British military officers in 
different environments and cultures, and their 
connections to colonial officials, patrons, 
local assistants, and those who opposed 
them.  Such an approach takes into account 
the “life geographies” of soldier-naturalists,  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
and draws attention to the need for 
examining the different sites which scientists 
occupy during their careers.[xv] As Livingstone 
states, “a greater awareness of the spaces of 
biography, of the places of identity, of the 
geography of selfhood, would enormously 
enrich our understanding of the mutual 
making of science and scientist.”[xvi]  

This paper examines the ways in 
which trans-imperial careers – which “captures 
a sense of volition, agency and self-
advancement, but also accident, chance 
encounter and the impact of factors beyond 
control of the individual”[xvii] – can be written 
not only with textual sources (e.g. journals, 
personal correspondence, published works)  

 

 
 Fig.2:  Fragments of the “Avian Imperial Archive:” top left, Hoopoe specimen, the World Liverpool Museum, Liverpool, photo by Kirsten Greer; top 
right, postcard addressed to Captain Philip S. G. Reid, Royal Engineers, Aldershot, reproduced with permission from David Reid and Andrew Reid; 
bottom left, “Tangier, Morocco,” from the watercolour sketchbook of Captain Reid, Royal Engineers, reproduced with permission from David and 
Andrew Reid; bottom right, “Interior of cavern with nest of Bonelli’s Eagle,” Irby, The Ornithology of the Straits of Gibraltar (1895), after page 176. 
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but also traces and artifacts of material 
culture, specifically avian specimens as part 
of the avian “imperial archive,” of which 
Thomas Richards has described as “an 
ideological construction for projecting the 
epistemological extension of Britain into and 
beyond its empire” (Figure 2).[xviii]  As Emyr 
Evans has demonstrated, the material culture 
of the Royal Artillery and Royal Engineers in 
Ireland consisted of material reports, maps, 
diaries, and books, which Evans termed “the 
temple of facts bequeathed by the 
bureaucracy of empire.”[xix] To his list we need 
to add avian specimens, as the  
accumulation of avian geographical 
knowledge by British military officers also 
reflected the “service of state and Empire.”[xx]  
My work therefore brings a material-cultural, 
methodological approach to bear on the life 
geographies of British military officers, who 
accumulated a variety of material culture, 
artifacts, experiences, and ideas from their 
trans-imperial travels, all of which made up 
the “avian imperial archive.”   As Rachel 
Poliquin has stated, “taxidermied animals can 
be reinterpreted as not just something to look 
at, but something to think with.”[xxi]       

 As an approach, however, life 
geography need not ignore the birds 
themselves, their own movements and 
relations with other creatures – and their 
mysteries.  Instead, this approach may attend 
to interactions with avian species as a means 
to include the lives of birds (alive and dead) as 
actants in trans-imperial networks, and as living 
beings in their wider biogeographies 
connecting sites beyond borders and 
boundaries.  For example, Sharon Kirsch 
describes the importance of mental maps to 
hummingbirds in migration when including the 
lives of birds in Hudson’s Bay Company 
officials’ encounters with animals.[xxii]  Studies 
such as these recognize the birds’ agency 
beyond human understanding: how does one 
account for the various changes a bird 
underwent during their annual migrations, 
blending in with local environments, moulting 
during the breeding season, or changing their 
vocalizations in different habitats.  As Adrienne 
Rich has articulated: “the Great Blue Heron is 
not a symbol…  it is a bird, Ardea herodias, 
whose form, dimensions, and habits have 
been described by ornithologists, yet whose  

 
intangible ways of being and knowing remain 
beyond my – or anyone’s – reach.”[xxiii]  

What follows is, in part, a reflection on 
my own archival and material culture research 
and travels, and the agency of the objects 
that I have included in my study.  My travels 
and research illustrate a set of relations 
between the various “sites of science,” bird 
specimens, dead military figures, museum 
curators, field-guides, digital cameras, and 
avian landscapes.  I address this challenge by 
untangling the avian imperial archive as a 
means to critically engage with these 
materials and, in retracing and reconstituting 
biographies, how I have become part of this 
process.  

 
“Fantasy of Empire:” The Avian Imperial 
Archive 

Birds appear in the British “avian imperial 
archive” in interesting and unexpected ways.  
Dead birds circulated across imperial networks 
as gifts in the slave trade; as part of the 
discourse of discovery and exploration; as 
songsters in aviaries in gardens; as treasures in 
private museums; as colonial objects at world 
fairs; and as scientific specimens in the 
emergence of the field of ornithology – the 
scientific study of birds.  The collections and 
documentation of avian specimens bear 
witness to the “circuitry of empire” [xxiv] that 
extended across formal and informal parts of 
empire, including missionary work in the South 
Pacific, coffee plantations in Latin America, fur 
trade in British North America, timber 
commerce in Atlantic Canada, and military 
service in the British Mediterranean.  Here, the 
avian imperial archive reflects the “movement 
of networks of knowledge, power, 
commodities, emotion and culture that 
connected the multiple sites of the empire to 
each other, to the imperial metropole and to 
extra-imperial spaces beyond.”[xxv]    

Within the context of the British Army, 
imperial expansion provided opportunities for 
many British military officers to pursue natural 
history in colonies abroad; in fact, the British 
armed forces was comprised of the most 
numerous bird collectors in the British 
Empire.[xxvi]  Commissioned officers emerged 
as ideal observers and collectors, as they 
documented, listed, classified, and narrated  
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their masculine presence in the field in an 
attempt to construct the imperial world into 
one great system of comprehensive and 
universal knowledge or “fantasy of 
empire.”[xxvii] The collecting practices of British 
military officers were integral to the 
establishment of many natural history and 
ethnographic collections in the United 
Kingdom and in the colonies; their natural 
history collections, as well as the birds 
commemorated with their names (e.g. 
Adams’s Black-winged Snowfinch Montifringilla 
adamsi), were intricately linked to identity, 
colonialism, and empire. 

Donna Haraway once described the 
process of untangling “the patterns and knots” 
in the production of scientific knowledge as 
requiring “great skill … [which] can result in 
some serious surprises.”[xxviii] A key and 
unexpected finding of my research project  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

has been the contributions of British military 
officers to the emergence to the field of 
zoogeography – a branch of biogeography 
concerned with the distribution of animal 
species across the globe - and the creation of 
faunal regions (Figure 3).  By linking military 
travel accounts, field journals, watercolours, 
and published articles to avian specimens, I 
uncovered how the practices of British military 
field ornithology – a geographical collection 
of birds, type localities, taxidermy, fieldnotes, 
and travel-writing – helped to materialize the 
Mediterranean as a moral “semi-tropical” 
region for the cultural acclimatization of white, 
transient, British soldiers to and from India; and 
to make visible the zoological connectivity of 
Europe into North Africa.  The extension of the 
zoological boundary-line into North Africa 
overlapped with British imperial interests in the 
region, transforming bird skins into geopolitical  

 
 Fig.3:  A map of Sclater’s 1858 zoological divisions of the globe using the distribution of birds in J.G. Bartholomew, Bartholomew's Physical 
Atlas Vol. V: Atlas of Zoogeography (Edinburgh: John Bartholomew & Co., 1911), plate 2   
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objects integral to imperial imaginings 

Another finding of my research 
centered on the intersection between military 
campaigning, field ornithology, and trophies 
of war by focusing on the Crimean War (1853-
1856) as an important event in securing 
Britain’s ascendency over Russian aspirations in 
the Mediterranean region.  Here, I focused on 
Ordnance officer Captain Thomas Wright 
Blakiston, Royal Artillery, who collected 
numerous birds in the Crimean “theatre of 
war,” published works in The Zoologist, and 
sent specimens to British museums, including 
the Museum of the Royal Artillery Institution at 
Woolwich.  While establishing the “objects’ 
credentials” [xxix] in his travel narratives, 
Blakiston’s birds on display at Woolwich were 
transformed into avian scientific trophies of 
war, symbolizing the contributions of the 
modern British military scientific hero within the 
Ordnance tradition.  Many army museums in 
Britain, including the Fort Pitt Museum of 
Natural History at Chatham (British Army 
Medical Department), displayed birds 
collected by its members, illustrating the 
connections between war, territorial conquest, 
and natural history collecting.[xxx] Andrew Leith 
Adams, for example, donated his specimens 
from the second Anglo-Sikh War (1848-1849) 
to the Fort Pitt museum.[[xxxi ]  

In Gibraltar, British military officers 
such as Lieutenant Colonel Howard L Irby, 74th 
(Highland) Regiment, accumulated a vast 
collection of birds and eggs during their 
military service.  Many of Irby’s Gibraltar, 
Spanish, and North African specimens are 
found at the Norwich Museum, Norfolk County, 
and the Natural History Museum, Tring.  His 
specimens now at the Manchester Museum 
reveal his movements around “Old Gib,” 
including a Fieldfare (Turdus pilaris) at Tangier 
in 1870 (B.11922) and a Marbled Teal 
(Marmaronetta angustirostris) at Ras Dowra, 
Morocco, in 1871 (B.10100).[xxxii] Much of 
Irby’s work was documented in his book, The 
Ornithology of the Straits of Gibraltar (1875), 
which portrayed Gibraltar as a masculine, 
pillar of empire through military encounters 
with wild birds of prey and dangerous field sites 
on both sides of the Straits.  According to Irby, 
Marbled Ducks were viewed in Spain and 
Morocco, where it was known as “Shihib” 
(according to Favier) in “Moorish,” and as  

 
 

“Ruhilla” in Spanish in Andalusia.[xxxiii] Irby 
observed hundreds of them on the lakes of 
Ras-Dowra, where it nested in “patches of 
rush,” with eleven eggs in a nest of “down from 
the breast of the female.”[xxxiv] They also were 
frequently seen “exposed for sale” at the 
Tangier market.  Irby commented on how they 
were “excellent eating.”[xxxv] Irby’s study skins 
and eggs, therefore, must be viewed as 
“animated by intentions issued from the use in 
the context of a bodily engagement” with 
specific colonial environments.[xxxvi]  

Intersections between the British 
military, geographies of “home,” and 
migratory birds have been central to my 
research.  The emotional connection to 
“British” migratory birds in the Mediterranean 
allowed officers to naturalize their presence in 
unfamiliar landscapes.  For examples, 
Blakiston delighted in the sight of the “native” 
Robin Redbreast in the Crimea, which he 
described as a “lively little songster” that “our 
minds always associate with England,” and 
“on seeing him in a distant land, wander 
towards that island off the coast of 
Europe.”[xxxvii] His first meeting with the 
homeland bird occurred “during the armistice 
previous to peace,” right “below the hermit's 
house, under the Monastery of St. 
George.”[xxxviii] These encounters with what 
were perceived as British migratory birds 
elicited feelings of nostalgia, familiarity, and 
comforts of “home” in a place where many 
officers, including his brother, died in 
1855.[xxxix]   

When back in Britain, their networked 
ornithological knowledge helped define 
notions of national, “British” birds through their 
listing and collecting at sites such as 
Aldershot.  Captain Philip S.G. Reid, Royal 
Engineers, often took excursions around North 
Camp on the garrison grounds, a birding area 
that benefited from the reforestation initiatives 
by Sir Robert Michael Laffan, Commander of 
the Royal Engineers (CRE).  Reid often 
described the site as a good location for 
common species and their nests such as “the 
Long-Tailed Tit, Mistletoe Thrush, and a Tit.”[xl]  
Reid commented: “These North Camp 
Gardens, the nursery for our young trees and 
shrubs used in planting about the Camps, 
seem to be a great resort for birds, a veritable 
oasis in the desert.”[xli]  His Aldershot birds were  
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added to his trans-imperial collection of Nova 
Scotia, Bermuda, Natal, and Gibraltar birds, 
which was auctioned off with Irby’s at Mr. J.C. 
Stevens in Covent Garden, London, on the 
ninth of May 1892.[xlii]  The selling of bird skins 
demonstrates how scientific specimens were 
valuable commodities in the late nineteenth 
century. 

  
Negotiat ing the “Grids” at 
Museums and Archives 

The challenge of conducting 
research on the avian imperial archive 
involves piecing together the material traces 
of the British military officers and avian lives, 
which once made up a system of 
knowledge.  Avian specimens, mounts, nests, 
and eggs of scientific value are held in 
separate storage systems at natural history 
museums, while paper records, 
correspondence, sketchbooks, and 
photographs are stored in different archival 
collections.  Many private collections of bird 
mounts and private letters are still in the hands 
of the families of British military officers.  Other 
materials are circulating in private auction or 
have been destroyed, never making it to 
archives or museum collections.  As David 
Lambert and Alan Lester have stated, 
“research on the sort of peripatetic figures 
addressed… may be hindered by the 
organisation of archives along national lines, 
which makes the investigation of cross-
imperial connections more difficult.”[xliii]    

The various archival and museum 
collection “grids,” which are the systems 
established to classify, describe, and organize 
archival materials with numerical numbers, 
linguistic descriptions, and storage details, in 
turn serve to order, discipline, and transform 
the original record or object.[xliv]  Birds and 
their collectors often are tracked down by 
using an online catalogue system that 
includes the museum catalogue number, the 
species’ scientific names, and their 
provenance, if the details are available.  The 
“power of the grid,” therefore, erases the 
sentient lives of these birds into “virtual bodies” 
present in the museum records management 
databases, divorcing the birds from their 
natural habitats, relationships with other 
organisms, and migratory natures prior to their  

death in the Mediterranean.[xlv]  The avian 
remnants in museum collections “will forever 
be in abstraction from the life context,” and 
information about the natural environment, in 
the form of notes, is often isolated from 
specimens although they remain referentially 
linked through an elaborate system of 
labelling and indexing.[xlvi]  Likewise, the 
museum grid delimits the subjective 
experiences of the British military officers as 
they collected these birds in colonies abroad 
“forming the empirical base of natural history 
study.”[xlvii] 

My natural history museum and 
archival visits allowed me to form a network of 
knowledgeable curators, archivists, and 
naturalists who helped me to negotiate the 
various “grids” during my research travels.  
Each museum and archives had its own set 
of procedures and ways in which to find 
specimens: from tracing the collections to the 
original donation books, to retrieving the 
specimens from the collections room, to the 
online catalogue systems of the museums.  I 
would not have been able to conduct my 
research without their guidance and 
expertise.[xlviii]  Dr Robert Prys Jones, Head of 
Bird Group, Natural History Museum at Tring, 
showed me a nest of a Dartford Warbler 
(Sylvia undata), which Irby collected for the 
“Nesting-Series of British Birds” at South 
Kensington.  The new exhibition in 1882 was 
based on the collection of groups of birds, 
nests, and eggs from England, Scotland, and 
Ireland, and was aimed to teach the British 
public about their national birdlife.[xlix]  As 
Haraway states, this is all about “collective 
work, of one person not being able to make 
all the patterns alone.”[l] Such an 
acknowledgement also illustrates how the 
avian imperial archive was a “traffic in 
objects”[li] and knowledges, involving patrons, 
assistants, young boys, poulterers (especially 
at the Valletta, Tangier, Seville, and Gibraltar 
markets), friendship, and family networks.  

When viewing the actual specimens, 
one uncovers the various naming and 
documenting practices used by the different 
collectors throughout the object’s “life.”  For 
example, Andrew Leith Adams’s collection of 
birds at the World Liverpool Museum indicates 
labels with his own personal numbering  
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practices, which he used to organize his 
private collections in Malta.  Another label 
includes Sir William Jardine’s numbering 
practices, and then Canon Tristram’s.  What is 
revealed is how natural history museums 
themselves are developing their own unique 
storage organizations according to 
practicality, as well as taxonomy.  While 
natural history museums use particular 
taxonomic schemes to organize their 
respective bird collections (e.g. Moroney, 
Bock, and Farrand; Peters; Sibley and 
Monroe), many collections cater to the needs 
of the museum and their curators.[lii]  One 
curator stated that type, endangered, and 
extinct specimens are stored separately from 
the other birds in order to keep an eye on 
them.  Many extinct specimens, such as the 
Great Auk, are worth thousands of dollars in 
today’s market. 

I attempted to analyze the material 
practices that helped produce the bird skins’ 
meaning and epistemic authority as scientific 
facts, especially through taxidermy.  As I was 
not allowed to take the bird skins apart, I could 
deduce some of the procedures from popular 
manuals of the time period, including William 
Swainson’s “treatise on taxidermy” from 
1840.[liii]  Swainson, an official with the Army 
Commissariat in Malta, noted that a collector 
should travel with two light fowling pieces -- 
such as Nos. 6 and 8 -- dust shot, arsenic 
soap, scissors, and cotton or tow.[liv]  A “little 
arsenic or corrosive sublimate,” stated 
Swainson, would help keep insects away, 
“especially in tropical environments where ants 
feed upon skins.”[lv]  Adams’s patron and 
friend, Sir William Jardine, published “Hints for 
the preparing and transmitting ornithological 
specimens from foreign countries” (1849), 
which provided instructions on how to cool 
specimens before commencing a skin, and 
the necessity of cleaning all blood from the 
body, using cotton and paris plaster or fuller’s 
earth.  He stated that the brains should be 
removed “at the occipital hole,” as well as the 
eyes.[lvi]  All flesh and grease from the legs, 
wings, and tail should be discarded and, 
“[t]hese being done, the bird is ready either to 
be set up and mounted or made into a 
‘skin.”[lvii]  For the latter, he concluded, it only 
remains to fill the skin with soft materials such 
as cotton, wool, or tow.  Once a skin, a label  

 
(species name, date, locality, and collector) 
should be attached to the leg, with details on 
habitat, vernacular names, breeding habits, 
and weather conditions all entered into a field 
journal. 

One surprising outcome of my 
research involved my own visceral connection 
to the bird specimens, eggs, and nests that I 
examined for my study (Figure 4).  As “sensible 
objects,” [lviii] their capture entailed multiple 
forms of sensory perception and their effect 
on people and their memories.  When 
handling the original bird skins, I imagined 
what it might have been like to be a British 
military collector yearning for “rational 
recreation” in garrison stations across the 
globe.  I could understand the appeal of 
documenting and collecting the various birds 
of passage in order to expand my collection, 
for understanding the differences between 
species in different locales.  How exciting it 
must have been to acquire rare or almost 
extinct species in the quest for knowledge.  
However, my feelings quickly turned to 
ambivalence as I reflected on my own 
sadness in thinking of the thousands of birds 
killed as a result of the Victorian natural history 
trade.    

Histor ical-Geographical F ie ldwork “ in S i tu” 
 

Ferdinand Braudel once wrote: “How could I 
move from one set of archives to another in 
search of some revealing document without 
having my eyes opened to [the 
Mediterranean’s] rich and active life?”[lix]  
According to Carl Sauer, historical and cultural 
geographical research involves reading the 
landscape as a “text” to see traces of past 
lives, practices, and the productions of a 
particular culture in time.  Researchers are 
therefore encouraged to physically visit the 
sites in their study in order to enrich their 
understanding of the diversity of environments  
and the possibility of finding material evidence 
of past activities.  This approach is 
supplemented by readings of a variety of 
“texts” (maps, photographs, books) to 
deconstruct representations of landscapes to 
reveal the cultural practices of place-making  
and identity formation.[lx]  However, rather 
than reading “the field” as text, one should 
also “sense it too: archived, in situ and in- 
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 Fig.4:  Author with Andrew Leith Adams’s specimens, New Brunswick Museum, Saint John, NB, 28 May 2011, photo by Sinead Earley 
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between,” to incorporate “text, context and 
embodied practice.”[lxi]       

Here, historical-geographical   
fieldwork of the avian imperial archive involved 
visiting the sites of where the birds were 
collected in the first place.  My research 
encounters with the British Mediterranean 
resulted in pleasant surprises as I traced the 
trajectories of British military men, avian lives, 
and my own fieldwork experiences.   I 
recorded my first impressions of these sites 
much like the British military officers did in my 
study when visiting different locales.  In 
Gibraltar, I found the territory small and 
confining, but was struck by the physical 
presence of the “Rock” overlooking the 
Mediterranean Sea.  Thanks to the staff with 
the Gibraltar Natural History Society, I had the 
opportunity to lodge at Bruce’s Farm on the 
Upper Rock of the Gibraltar Nature Reserve, 
which overlooked the Mediterranean Sea and 
the North African Coast (Figure 5).  My 
sensuous engagement with place included 
the smell of the sea, the sounds of the birds, 
and sensing of the warm winds on my body.   

In Britain, I visited a number of 
nineteenth-century military and naval sites at 
Aldershot, Woolwich, Portsmouth, and Collin’s 
Barracks in Dublin, Ireland, which were all 
connected to the British Mediterranean.  When 
touring Aldershot, “home of the British army,” I 
understood why officers perceived the military 
site as a “desert” in Hampshire County.  To my 
surprise, I found the original trees planted by 
Royal Engineer officer Laffan in the North 
Camp.  I decided to collect oak, elm, and 
linden-tree leaves, as well as cones from a 
Douglas fir tree, which I use as “travelling 
objects,” much in the same way as my British 
military officers used their bird specimens as a 
means to “reassemble memories, practices, 
and even landscapes” of their overseas 
travels.[lxii]  

I could, in part, understand my 
officers’ longing for home and family in foreign 
lands.  Like some of my officers, I sought 
comfort in encounters with my “home” birds 
from North America in the collections of the 
natural history museums.  I even rejoiced in 
meeting up with the locally much-reviled 
Canada Goose at Regent’s Park in London, at 
Trinity College, Cambridge, and at Lymington, 
Hampshire, each of which made me long for  

 
“home.”  These affective relations with people, 
places, objects, and birds, speak to the 
multiple actants involved in the formation of 
my historical-cultural geographical analysis of 
the intersection between nineteenth-century 
British military culture and ideas and practices 
of ornithology.    
  
Conclusion 

  
Little brother, would I could 

Make it so far, the whole globe 
Curling to the quick of your wing. 

 
You leave our minds lagging 
With no word for this gallant 

Fly-by-night, blind flight. 
 

But ah, the shot: you clot 
In a cloud of feathers, drop 

Dead in a nest of text-books. 
 

Now seasons migration without you 
Flying south.  At the gunman’s door 

The sea-grapes plump and darken.[lxiii] 
  
This paper introduces a 

methodological approach to using the “avian 
imperial archive” as a means to understand 
the practices of military field ornithology in the 
nineteenth-century British Empire.  Territoriality 
was enacted in the bodies of dead and live 
birds as British military officers produced bird 
lists, collected “type localities,” and published 
“on-the-spot” narratives as a means to 
naturalize their masculine, imperial presence 
in the region.  In so doing, the network of British 
military ornithologists stationed in the 
Mediterranean helped to determine the 
zoological boundaries of Europe and Africa, 
extending British imperial networks into North 
Africa.  The military performances of 
ornithological fieldwork also produced bird 
skins as scientific trophies of war, memories of 
homeland,” and national emblems of Britain.  
I also reflected on how I might account for 
myself in these networks of relations, past and 
present.  It speaks to the agency of the 
archives - from private journals to dead bird 
specimens – but also recognizes the influence 
of varying field sites –  from the formal archives 
to the colonial garrisons -  in shaping different 
interpretations of the primary source materials,  
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as well as the relationships with curators, 
archivists, nature reserve employees, and 
descendants of historical subjects.  As 
demonstrated in this paper, the avian imperial 
archive is not situated in one institution or 
archive, but is fragmented, partial, and 
incomplete -- a fantasy of mastery.  The 
collection of avian specimens by British military 
officers can therefore be read as multiple and 
overlapping systems of knowledge – through 
labels, lists, fieldnotes, visual culture, travel-
writing, and the researcher’s own 
interpretations of the materials.  There is work 
to be done to reconnect material specimens 
to biographies of living birds, people, and 
places.  
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hiteman’s work considers the ways 
these institutions classify animal 
bodies according to  

physiognomic structure. While the 
contemporary paradigm of scientific 
research on animals is founded on genetics, 
neurology and behavior, Whiteman traces 
the history of the zoological sciences to the 
study taxonomy and anatomy. What does 
the historical practice of preserving and 
classifying animal bodies tell us about the 
ways science mediates our philosophical 
understanding of animal life? Her recent 
series, In Storage, takes the viewer through 
the ornithology section of the zoology lab at 
the University of Alberta, Edmonton, 
Canada.  
 
Amanda Boetzkes:  Perhaps we should 
start by talking about your approach to your 
artistic practice. It seems to me that one of 
your central concerns is to create a collision 
between different visual régimes with 
regards to the representation of animals, 
and in the case of this series of 
photographs, the representation of birds in 
particular. So you are engaging the visual 
and aesthetic dimensions of the preserved 
specimens at this zoology lab. Clearly you’re 
concerned with historic ways of looking at 

animals and how these measure against our 
contemporary gaze, with all the political, 
ethical and libidinal charge that this entails.      

 
Maria Whiteman: As an artist, I am 
compelled by the ways in which animals are 
visualized in contemporary culture in general, 
and by how distinct techniques of 
representation afford them differing degrees 
of cultural significance. As soon as one 
begins investigating animal representation, 
one moves quickly from art and culture to the 
role played by systems and institutions of 
knowledge in the production and 
perpetuation of specific views of what 
constitutes the animal and our relationship to 
it. Laboratories, museums, and scientific 
archives are sites that legitimate knowledge 
about animals; they are also sites and 
institutions whose verdict on the animals is 
infrequently challenged. This is why I feel 
drawn to them: both to understand what 
happens in these spaces and to expose the 
mechanisms at work within them.           
xxxxxxxxxIn zoology labs, natural history 
museums, and other places where animals 
are on display, knowledge is generated 
through viewing. The relationship between the 
gaze and knowledge is a long-established 
one in the West. As someone  

W 

BIRD THANATOLOGY 

Photographer and video artist, Maria Whiteman, addresses the relationship between the visualization of animals and 
the production of scientific knowledge through an exploration of the collections of preserved specimens in biology 
laboratories, colleges of veterinary medicine, and natural history museums across Europe and North America.  
In conversation between AAmanda Boetzekes and Maria Whiteman 
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who produces images for viewing, my 
interest in these spaces is to see what 
connects and separates the gaze in art, 
philosophy, and science. The gaze in the 
institutional spaces of knowledge that I 
explore is deeply connected to animal 
captivity. Just as in Jacques Derrida’s essay, 
“The Animal That Therefore I Am,” having 
animals – in this case, dead ones – look 
back at me as they availed themselves to 
my gaze couldn’t help but generate 
questions about my relationship to them. 
What relationship did I have towards the 
animal when I returned their gaze?  
  In natural history museums and 
zoology labs, animals are frozen in the 
eternal captivity of time. They exist in these 
spaces as objects of science and no longer 
as subjects in their own existence. They are 
placed in environments that statically 
represent the natural world, and aim to do 
so with as much veracity as possible, but 
which – unlike that world – can never 
change or transform. In both cases, the lack 
of change is not only in how the animal’s are 
displayed, but in physical environments of  
the institutions themselves: they are  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

organized and arranged in much the same 
manner as they would have been a century 
ago. 

 
Boetzkes: It’s interesting to think that these 
images show the underlying presumption that 
a system of organizing the natural world 
transitions into a knowledge of that world (the 
presumption that to see is to know). The 
fallacy is that this transition can occur without 
ambiguity. So here we have drawers that 
appear to lay the bodies bare, as though 
when one opens them and looks, the birds 
are exposed to the viewer and this exposure is 
tantamount to a more profound knowledge 
of that specimen. Yet, what your photographs 
do so well is problematize this assumption of 
scientific transparency. 

I’m struck by the way the birds are 
stored, all of them bound up, put on sticks, 
and then stacked in the cabinet. We can see 
that each drawer identifies a certain group, 
and each specimen has a tag with a number 
and a written description. But the way their 
legs are gathered, crossed, tied and tagged 
comes forward more pointedly. While it is to 
be expected that a laboratory would identify  
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and catalog its specimens, your 
photographs unsettle this scientific 
organization and bring alternative readings 
of the bodies. As a viewer, I don’t read these 
birds simply as specimens; I read them as 
“the dead.” There is something uncannily 
familiar about the crossing of the feet. The 
deliberate arrangement of the body 
doubles the way we humans place the 
hands of the dead in a casket. For an 
ornithologist, this positioning of the bird 
allows for a clear view of the shape, color 
and size of its feet. But your photographs 
recover a different dimension to the bodies. 
They recall our human conventions of 
posing, looking at, and paying last respects 
to the dead.  

Perhaps you can comment on 
exactly how and why these birds are 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

preserved the way they are. This is a 
laboratory, so the preservation of the birds is 
visually different from that of the tradition of 
taxidermy. While the technical procedures of 
preservation may be the same, the visual 
context and effects are different. Taxidermy is 
traditionally for hunting trophies or natural 
history museums. It can range from the kitschy 
to the educational. How would you 
characterize the space that you were working 
in, and the ways you first confronted these 
birds? 
 
Whiteman: As you point out, the birds are 
stored in drawers in a manner that, at one 
level, makes one think of a vast bureaucratic 
apparatus: information is catalogued and 
arranged less so that it can be easily 
accessed (even if this is the initial impression  
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of this system), but because the sheer 
weight and scale of number domesticates 
and controls the contents of the drawers, 
thus ensuring that they need not ever be 
accessed: the medium is the message… 
But there are other visual resonances in this 
lab, too. The drawers are set so they can be 
easily taken out and just as easily hidden 
away. Instead of animals mounted to be 
proudly displayed as hunting trophies, the 
drawers render these birds well and truly 
dead: the cabinets and drawers are nothing 
if not caskets. In some respects, this is 
actually the right conclusion to draw. Time is 
indecipherable in the zoology lab; birds that 
are not mounted don’t necessarily last as 
long. Their feathers get very dry with flakes of 
skin breaking down. What a visitor is 
engaged in is thus a wake—a place to see 
their loved ones before their bodies 
transform into dust.  

One of the strange and appealing 
curiosities of the University of Alberta’s 
Zoology Lab is its entrance and exit. The lab  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
consists of three floors, which are connected 
by a set of miniature stairs, which, as you 
move up and down on them, gives the visual 
impression of being in an Escher print.  It took 
years for me to get comfortable with the 
different floors and to remember which lab 
was where. The first floor is a working lab, 
where all the birds are stored and where other 
mammals of various species are sitting 
around in the open. It used to be that you 
could visit with your art students, so that they 
could draw specimens—much more 
interesting than staring at a still-life in an art 
studio! We were once allowed to take out any 
animal we might be interested in and placed 
them on trays to draw and study, but we no 
longer have access to the lab. The second 
room (middle floor) is the bone floor, where 
an inordinately huge amount of bones from 
various mammals are stored in a refrigerator. 
It is an extremely claustrophobic space with 
dim lights and not a lot of room to move 
around in, and it must be kept at a controlled 
temperature. Finally, the third floor is where all  
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the pickled animals (both vertebrates and 
invertebrates) are held. This room is long, 
large, creepy and outlandishly beautiful, 
especially the way in which all the species 
are arranged on long narrow shelving units 
similar to a library crammed with books. This 
room has an insipid smell of old wet skin 
lingering in the air. The thousands of pickled 
creatures cover the range from of every 
(once) living creature imaginable. The first 
floor is where I took the photographs of the 
birds. The room is overwhelming at first, since 
you can’t really imagine how many birds 
and other animals are actually 
stored/archived/classified in the room. There 
appears to be logic to the organization and 
system, but only sensible to the technician 
who has overlooked the space for forty 
years. The room is large and open with old 
books, magazines, boxes and paper piled 
up high with many lists and names of 
creatures I’ve never heard of. There are lots 
of notes, empty bowls, and plastic 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

containers, all just sitting around collecting 
dust and becoming more brittle over time. 
The lights are white fluorescent and bright 
keeping with the laboratory aseptic aesthetic 
along with a musty odor—an odor that 
reminds us that this all belongs to another 
time. I’ve witnessed students having allergic 
reactions to the powder or dust that one 
could only imagine to be decades old. Each 
type of bird in the lab is classified by its known 
identity and stored away in groups. The 
cabinets in which the birds are tucked away 
are what you see in the photographs. As you 
mentioned their eyes are empty with cotton 
bulging through small sockets and their feet 
are tied and tagged. 
 
Boetzkes: You are attentive to the birds’ 
talons in many of the photographs. We see 
their intricacy and power, and it’s easy to 
imagine the force of the bird’s grip. At the 
same time, here they are bound up and 
lifeless. More than anything, these talons carry  
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the weight of a larger sense of loss. In fact, 
while the series shows laboratory as a 
bureaucratic system, it finds a palpable 
melancholy at the heart of it. Do you think 
that your photographs undertake a process 
of mourning?  

 
Whiteman: Yes, I think all my work has 
something to do with mourning. What I 
mean is that I don’t try to capture mourning 
when I work; rather, it’s the content that I am 
attracted to that has something to do with 
mourning in the images. The art work, or 
practice itself, make something visible that 
isn’t quite there in the moment when I am 
taking the pictures. The photographs bring 
us very close to the animals: I realize I can 
only think of them in their death, and in their 
death that I mourn, not knowing them in 
their life. These animals have a history of 
their own and then a transformation takes 
place, which transcends their existence into 
another kind of history, our history. I am  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

hoping that through my artwork we can sense 
a history, their loss, their resistance. I want the 
images to capture a past and present, and 
offer an additional reality to the dead 
animals. 

I am attracted to subjects that 
symbolize a place and time that has passed, 
or is going to pass, and so for me, mourning 
gets drawn out in the images I create, i.e., 
how they are taken, their angle, perspective 
and focus, etc., especially with dead 
animals. For example, the taxidermy animals 
whose bodies remain but whose life is gone 
have survived for a certain amount of time 
until that life was taken from them; they are 
captured and rearticulated into an object 
that looks as if they have returned to their 
environment, but sadly had to be removed in 
order to replicate exactly where they came 
from. There is something in the disavowal of 
that very act that is a cause for mourning. 
Knowledge about these animals tends to be 
primarily scientific, never a story about their  
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existence. The process of mourning might fail 
to reanimate their existence, but it does 
highlight the complex mechanisms at work in 
the operations of animal bodies in scientific 
knowledge. 
 
Boetzkes: One of the shifts that I see 
occurring through the mediation of the 
photograph is something like a re-
mystification of the laboratory. By that I mean 
that through the politicization of the birds’ 
bodies—because they are positioned as 
dead, as capable of a death, and not simply 
an extinction—the laboratory is reset as a 
mortuary, or even an ancient embalming 
chamber. In other words, the fact that the 
birds are dead individuals, and not inert 
objects, is undeniable. The falcon in the 
photograph entitled Alone, for example, 
registers as a specific individual. In this image, 
you don’t focus on a particular body part, or 
aspect of the laboratory arrangement. Here, 
we look down at a solitary creature, rigid, and 
flat on its back. This changes the scientific 
framing of the bird’s body so it raises the visual 
language of funerary rites.  In other 
photographs, the calligraphic handwriting 
that identifies the species (for example, 
Baltimore Oriole), as well as the tags that note 
the gender, date, season of the feathers, and 
location where the bird was found. All this 
identification information looks like a sacred 
declaration, or naming of the body, as in the 
case of the ancient Egyptians, for whom the 
process of mummification involved 
symbolically cloaking the body in spells and 
incantations, and for whom the body needed 
to be accompanied with scrolls of text. While 
the identifying tags here do not inculcate the 
birds into a religious cosmology per se, they 
do show how the scientific study of animal 
bodies is ritualized and aestheticized.   
 
Whiteman: The re-mystification process into 
a mortuary is exactly what it feels like—a 
collection of dead birds, the archive centre 
for dead animals. This practice is so old that it 
doesn’t really make any sense at the present 
time. One of the things that is important to 
note is that the there is an ever-increasing 
lack of attention and attendance to the 
zoology lab these days. The old practice in 
which information is gathered from species  

 
through visualizing them has been fast 
coming to an end, as science shifts from eyes 
to the invisibility of the double helix of DNA. 
What we see in place of genus and species, 
traced out through shifts of color of fur or 
marking of the skin, are more and more 
sequences of the nucleic acids that make up 
DNA. Students are now more likely to confront 
these animals via changes of genetic codes 
on computers rather than their physical 
bodies in these labs. 

The mummification process of 
preserving animals is very much ritualized. I 
video taped a zoologist skinning a songbird 
and a squirrel and talked to him about the 
process as he proceeded to rip the insides of 
the animals out in a methodical and diligent 
manner. It was rather impressive to witness his 
skills in the treatment of the animal. His 
knowledge of the animal was so intricate and 
informative that I realized how little most 
people know about any animal that we live 
so close to. His knowledge of their bodies, 
environment, habits, survival modes, 
markings, etc. was extensive. 
 
Boetzkes: It’s interesting how your work 
contrasts the increasing “genohype” in the art 
world. There is a lot of excitation about art 
dealing with everything from genetic splicing 
and cloning, to the visualization of cellular 
activity, and the status of “life” (the liminal 
zone between living tissue and a nonliving 
entity). While gene-based art is certainly a 
lively avenue into questions of biopolitics, the 
discourse has the tendency to revolve around 
issues of technological manipulation, the 
moral responsibilities of science, and often 
enough, the simple description of the 
mechanics of new media. What get left 
behind are philosophical questions of what 
and how we can know animal consciousness, 
how this leads us to reconceive our own 
existence, and the implications of a 
politicization of animals. What you do so well 
is pose these questions through an 
engagement with a historical framing of 
animal bodies. I think we often forget that 
genetics is also a frame of knowledge that 
has limits. It can no more give us “the truth” of 
animals, in an existential sense, than the 
natural sciences of the previous three 
centuries could through taxonomy. Not only  
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that, but, as you point out, the totality of the 
animal’s body has been jettisoned from our 
practices of scientific research, and with it, 
the question of its political and ontological 
status.  

What you’re doing, it seems to me, is a 
kind of thanatology. You’re not just 
interrogating the visual structures at the basis 
of scientific claims about animals, you’re 
doing so through the dead animal body.  
Thanatology is a fascinating area in that it 
confronts the dead body itself (historical and 
cultural beliefs about when a “soul” leaves a 
body, for example), the way societies deal 
with the dead, and the medical study of the 
bodily process of death. In thinking about our 
relationship to animals through their bodies, 
you’re taking an opposite approach to 
genetic art, which often seeks to locate the 
political and ethical sites of “life.” By contrast, 
you’re finding the animal’s political and 
ethical status through its death.  
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ccGwire’s wishbone pieces also 
involve a superabundance of 
animal parts. Tens of thousands of  

 bones are collected from restaurants, 
cleaned, and then patterned into an 
exquisite visual lace. But unlike feathers, 
wishbones evince animal death. Yet despite 
-- or perhaps because of -- the horrifying 
excess of animal death, MccGwire’s 
wishbone pieces achieve a near spiritual 
lightness, which offers a dramatic 
counterpoint to the ominous vitality of her 
feather sculptures.  
  In this interview, MccGwire talks about 
the intimacy of her lifelong relationships with 
birds, the relentless task of creating her 
works, and the tension between the primal 
beauty and repulsion of discarded animal  
 parts.    
  Kate MccGwire has an MA in 
Sculpture from the Royal College of Art in 
London. She has exhibited her work 
internationally in locations as diverse as 
London’s iconic Waterloo Station and the 
Museum of Art & Design in New York.  Her 
work is in public and private collections 
around the world, including the Saatchi 

 
Collection and Shenghua Art Centre in 
Nanjing, China. She lives and works in London.  
 
Rachel Pol iquin: What inspired you to 
work with birds? 
 
Kate MccGwire: There's no single event I 
can point to. I guess birds have always been 
important to me. I grew up on the Norfolk 
Broads, a relatively remote area of England, 
famous for its wetlands and bird life, and as a 
child spent many happy hours boating on its 
waters. You're surrounded there by flocks of 
native and migrating birds, by owls swooping 
overhead at dusk, and you can't help but be 
moved as they wheel around you. 
 That connection with nature has stayed 
with me, and it's no coincidence that I've 
chosen to make my studio on a barge 
moored on an island on the River Thames. 
The river may look placid, but I'm only too 
aware that lying beneath is a treacherous 
undercurrent that would quickly pull you under 
if you fell in. This darker side of nature is 
something I can't escape. As I've got older, 
I've become much more aware of it  
 

M 

WHEN FEATHERS 
COME TO LIFE 

Much of Kate MccGwire’s recent work has involved collecting hundreds of thousands of moulted feathers, and 
composing them, feather by feather, into darkly sinuous organic forms. Oozing from cracks in walls and coiling in display 
cabinets, the sculptures well up like repressed anxieties or avenging forces of nature that can no longer be ignored.  
Questions by RRachel Pol iquin  
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and the way it permeates my work.  
           Not far from my barge is a 
dilapidated-looking warehouse, empty 
except for a colony of incredibly vocal 
pigeons – the sound of their cooing 
reverberates through the building and their 
feathers litter the island. There’s no escaping 
their presence. The initial catalyst for using 
feathers came from the fact that wherever I 
went on my morning walks I'd find myself 
picking feathers up and marveling at their 
appearance; though their underside is 
distinctly unremarkable, their upper side is 
made for show, with their iridescent and 
jewel-like colours. This material “duality” 
seems to be a fitting visual metaphor for the 
duplicity of nature, a theme that sits at the 
core of my work.   
           Working directly on the water also 
enables me to observe nature in the raw. 
Last Spring I was mesmerized by a nest a 
swan built on the slipway immediately 
behind the boat. One of the five eggs 
hatched, and a cygnet waddled down the  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
slope to the water's edge, where it was 
immediately pounced on by a passing crow. 
I tried to fight it off with an oar, and the crow 
dropped the bird, which, being careful not to 
touch the bird, I placed safely back in its nest. 
So, yes, birds are with me from dawn to dusk. 
and have been since I was a child. It’s no 
surprise, perhaps, that they’ve become such 
an integral part of my work.  
 
Pol iquin: You use feathers from many 
species of birds. Do you have a 
special relat ionship with any species 
in part icular? 
 
MccGwire: Yes, with pigeons – they'll always 
have a special hold over me. When I first 
started experimenting with feathers it was the 
support of the pigeon-racing network that 
provided the momentum my work needed to 
grow. I enjoy the fact that the materials can't 
be bought; they're not a commodity. It makes 
them feel miraculous, and preserves their 
uniqueness, their  

 

 

Prostrate, Kate MccGwire, chicken wishbone installation, dimensions variable, 2005  Kate MccGwire 

 



82 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ephemerality; I'm conserving something 
others consider disposable. To collect the 
volumes needed for each piece of work I 
have to first convince others of my vision, 
people for whom “art” is not a priority – their 
pigeons are.  
           Pigeon feathers also have this 
wonderful dichotomy; they're considered 
dirty, the cast-offs of “rats with wings,” but 
individually they're rather sculptural and 
beautiful. To the birds' keepers, the moulted 
feathers are little more than rubbish, littering 
the floor of the loft; to me they're precious, 
and I appreciate every donation.  
 
Pol iquin: Bi rds are surrounded by a 
vast range of associations, but I  
have never seen a correlation 
between birds and sl i thering, 
creeping things. This fusion in your 
feather sculptures is inspired.  How 
did i t come about? 
 
MccGwire: It comes from a combination  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

of natural experimentation with my materials 
and a fascination with classical sculpture and 
the way in which marble can be used to 
convey both plasticity and a muscular kind of 
strength. I often find myself homing in on 
sections of figurative sculpture, and effectively 
reframing them in my mind’s eye as abstract 
works; if you look at them in isolation you'll find 
that a “cropped” set of intertwined limbs 
quickly starts to look abstract, almost 
serpentine, and in so doing blurs the line 
between man and beast, which is of course 
an idea rooted in classical mythology. That 
blurring of lines is something that carries 
through into the hybrids I make in my studio.  
            I've always photographed statues but 
it was when I was visiting the Pergamon Altar 
in Berlin in 2008 that I realized all my interests 
had come together. It has a base decorated 
with a frieze showing a battle between the 
giants and Olympian gods. The overriding 
impression is of a seething mass of living 
things, human and animal – a  
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fusion of man, bird and beast. Another thing 
that struck me was the way the Altar is the 
bearer of so much dissent, of war and strife, 
and all this expressed in a relatively slight 
marble frieze. There is confusion and power 
in classical sculpture – a disturbing tension 
between the unblemished perfection of the 
marble surface and the treacherous events 
it depicts. This is also true of nature and, I 
hope, of my work.  
 
Pol iquin: Compared to this dark 
sensuous organism of your feather 
sculptures, your wishbone pieces 
display an almost reverential ly 
patterned sparseness. How do you 
understand the relationship between 
these bodies of work? 
 
MccGwire: There are all sorts of 
connections I'm aware of, but these aren't 
worked out at a conscious level. One of the 
“default settings” for my work, both for 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

individual works and as a whole, is the 
interplay of opposites, which runs like a 
leitmotif through everything I do. It's as if the 
work needs that tension to create its own 
internal equilibrium. It's an expression for me 
of the duality I see all around me; and the 
materials I choose need to be able to 
physically embody this dichotomy. 
             The other point to make here is that 
everything I do happens organically. I let my 
materials guide me – whether it's a wishbone 
or a feather, all my materials require me to 
go through a painstaking process of 
accumulation, and it can take months, if not 
years, to build up enough for a single 
sculpture. Once the materials are in, they 
then need to be prepared, cleaned and 
sorted. Meanwhile, I'm experimenting, 
immersing myself in the physical act of 
making, which has an almost meditative 
quality to it. So you could say that whatever 
the materials, there's often a similar method  
underlying their use.  
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Pol iquin: The textural patterning in 
your works reminds me of qui l t ing, 
knitt ing, embroidery, and other 
tradit ional women's occupations.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Do you see your work responding to 
the history of such crafts? 
 
MccGwire: I think traditional crafts are  
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hugely relevant to much contemporary art; 
there are certain values in craft disciplines 
that are deeply embedded in much of 
today's art, such as the use of the 
overlooked object, the transformation of 
basic materials into something utterly 
unexpected and meticulous attention to 
detail. I don't see my work as having any 
overt dialogue with the history of craft per se, 
but I've always had a love of handmade 
things, whether it's my grandmother's 1920’s 
silk embroidered wedding dress, or an 
intricately hand-sewn cushion cover. It’s 
something to do with the authenticity of the 
handmade thing.  
           What I do now in my work builds on 
techniques I learnt as a child, such as 
weaving, crochet and embroidery. By 
applying them, I've been able to develop 
my own processes as well as experience the 
immersive ritual of making that is a hallmark 
of many crafts. It's also quite simply that I 
have a love of making things and am 
constantly alert to the beauty of the 
handmade object. It’s there, wherever I am. 
I remember in 2006 I did a residency in 
China; I'd see prostitutes sitting in their 
windows knitting between clients so they had 
something to sell at market the next 
morning. It's an image that's stayed with me 
– two of the oldest professions in the world, 
merchant and prostitute, side by side. It was 
timeless.  
 
Pol iquin: Many of your pieces are 
constructed from a superabundance 
of one animal part. The feathers 
might be moulted from l iv ing birds, 
but the wishbones can only be from 
dead birds. Are you ever chal lenged 
– ethical ly, emotional ly, or physical ly 
– by the sheer excess of your 
materials? 
 
MccGwire: You're right; my materials 
present all kinds of challenges. Because of 
the small size of the materials relative to the 
scale of the work, the sheer physical 
challenge of preparing them can really take 
its toll. In 2004 I made a piece called 
“Brood” using 23,000 chicken wishbones – 
the vast number a comment on battery 
farming. (In my earlier work I used the  

 
power of repetition for more political ends; 
later works have a deeper, more personal 
motivation.) I collected the bones from a 
catering company that supplies restaurants 
with prepared meat. As battery birds only live 
about 36 days from “hatch to dispatch,” the 
supply was relentless, and every week I'd go 
and pick up a huge box of around 7,000 
fleshy bones. I'd then have to boil, clean and 
dry them ready for gluing. It was a mammoth 
and unpleasant operation, with vast pans 
constantly on the stove. My hands were raw 
from all the work. What struck me most, 
though, wasn’t the scale of the process, but 
the uniformity of the bones themselves; each 
one was exactly the same shape, size and 
colour. It's this regularity that gives “Brood” its 
aesthetic power, as well as its ethical 
dimension. By contrast, I've looked at the 
bones of organically farmed birds and they're 
quite different – every one a different size, 
colour and shape. They haven't had their 
uniqueness farmed out of them. Patterning in 
nature is a beautiful thing; however, the 
overwhelming uniformity of patterning, as 
seen in “Brood,” can be deeply unsettling.  
 
Pol iquin: Your pieces exhibit an 
extraordinary amount of meticulous 
physical labour. Can you talk a bit 
more about this repetit ive and 
int imate relationship with your 
materials? 
 
MccGwire: I think being so in touch with my 
materials enables me to understand them at 
a more intimate, instinctual level. As a result, I 
feel physically connected to the work I'm 
about to make and the actual construction of 
the work follows organically on from the 
preparation stage. It means I understand 
what my materials are capable of at a point 
in the process where I'm often not ready to 
verbalize what I'm doing. It means this is work 
created and conceived not just in my head 
but with my body, too. Doing repetitive work 
has a very meditative effect; you can lose 
yourself in the act. I love it; its “immersiveness” 
is somehow very primal – and it's central to 
my work.  
             I frequently have more than one work 
on the go at any one time. It's an  

 



86 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
endlessly cyclical process, and as a result 
has a rather calming effect on me and my 
assistants. I often look back at a finished  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
sculpture and think: “Did I make that?” 
Sometimes it feels as if they've made 
themselves. 
 

 

Lure, Kate MccGwire, 2011 photo: Tessa Angus. Courtesy of All Visual Arts  Kate MccGwire  
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Pol iquin: Where do you get your   
materials? 
 
MccGwire: It depends. The pigeon 
feathers come from a network of pigeon-
fanciers I've been building up over the last 
five years. By necessity I've had to immerse 
myself in the pigeon-racing world and I can't 
tell you how supportive they've been. It's full 
of enthusiasts, who live for their birds, and, 
incredibly, they've been only too willing to 
send me envelopes of feathers in exchange 
for a thank you, regularly updating them with 
images of what I’ve created and an 
occasional box of chocolates. I once took a 
stand at one of the annual pigeon-racing 
shows in the far North-East of England; 
people were asked to bring along bags of 
feathers from their pigeon lofts and in return 
got their names put into a hat to win a work. 
It all felt a bit incongruous but I was made to 
feel very welcome – the fanciers seem to 
love the fact that I'm making something 
beautiful out of their precious birds' 
moultings. The birds shed their feathers twice 
a year, in April and October, so there are just 
two windows of time in which to gather in as 
many feathers as they can send me. 
          The crow, jackdaw and magpie 
feathers come from local game-keepers; 
the birds themselves may not be cherished 
by the farmers whose crops they destroy, but 
their feathers are – at least by me. The 
business of collecting the materials and 
creating the works feels satisfyingly 
intertwined and creates a kind of virtuous 
circle all of its own. Relying on the goodwill 
of all these individuals gives a human 
dimension to the collection process, which is 
mirrored in the many hands required to 
actually make the work.  
 
Pol iquin: Vex (2008) exhibits a 
twisted serpent- l ike creature in a 
tradit ional Victor ian display case. 
The creature has such powerful 
organic energy – almost as i f i t  were 
actual ly s l i thering and twist ing. I t is 
s inister but also fragi le and 
vulnerable. What is the source of i ts 
unnerving vital i ty? 
 
 

 
MccGwire: I think it's partly the sense of “not 
knowing” what this “creature” is; is it dead, 
dormant or alive –have I just seen it move? 
There's no head, so it defies our idea of what 
a creature is. It has creases and crevices that 
remind us of our own bodies but at the same 
time it is totally alien.  
            It's also the tension that's generated by 
encasing a serpent-like shape in feathers 
instead of reptilian-like scales; the 
juxtaposition of different species creates a 
neat push-me/pull-you effect that keeps us 
guessing, keeps the work “vital.” We're not sure 
what world we're inhabiting here.  
            There’s an inherent tension, too, 
between the creature’s containment in the 
case, which makes it look vulnerable, and the 
self-evident strength of its coiled torso. The 
body of the sculpture – I like to think of it as a 
kind of “eyeless Moebius strip” – is designed to 
fit tightly within so that it appears to press up 
against the glass, its movement restricted, its 
air supply limited. It’s these kinds of contrasts 
that give the piece its vitality.  
 
Pol iquin: In “Retch” (2007) a torrent of 
pigeon feathers spews from a sewer-
l ike opening in a brick wall. In 
“Evacuate” (2010) a serpent of 
feathers creeps from an oven and 
oozes over a kitchen f loor. Both are 
overwhelmingly ominous. Are we 
meant to see these works as warnings? 
 
MccGwire: I see them more as visual 
prompts, as reminders, rather than warnings. 
They're designed to unsettle, to unseat old 
certainties; it's about the unseen brought 
visibly to the surface or walking that line 
between beauty and dread or repulsion. It's 
also about taking a material that's apparently 
ordinary, everyday, and making it 
extraordinary. Or, in Freudian terms, it’s 
exposing “das Unheimliche” (the ‘uncanny’) 
within “das Heimliche” (the “homely” or 
familiar).   
           Both “Retch” and “Evacuate” were site-
specific works, so were made to respond to 
their environments. “Retch” was inspired by a 
sewer-like opening in the wall of a crypt that 
runs beneath St. Pancras Church, London. It's 
quite a chilling place to start  
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Retch, Kate MccGwire, installation, 2007  Kate MccGwire 
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with, all dank, dark tunnels and tombstones 
propped against walls. Add the feathers 
streaming out of a brick orifice and the result 
is something that takes the viewer beyond 
his usual frame of reference. It's one of those 
works that seems to have an almost visceral 
effect on its viewers – people tell me that just 
looking at it makes them retch or shudder. I 
like the idea of that reflex reaction, of 
something unstoppable that creates its own 
movement.  
          Similarly, “Evacuate” was made to 
spew forth from a huge cast-iron oven in the 
kitchens of Tatton Park, a stately home in 
Cheshire, which would once have served 
fine dinners of locally shot pheasant, 
partridge and duck to its wealthy owners 
and their guests. Creating a grand  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

spectacle of this kind in this “below-stairs” 
environment, not usually given to show, 
reminds us of the sheer scale of indulgence 
and consumption that went on in these 
houses, and the huge numbers of staff 
required to keep them going. Hundreds of 
birds would have passed through these 
kitchens, plucked for the pot, their feathers 
discarded in the name of food. This work is in 
some respects a tribute to the beauty of 
those birds, and its painstaking execution a 
reminder of those who spent their lives toiling 
for others.  
           Making site-specific works like this 
means you can play with ideas of time and 
space. In spite of all the work required, they 
only exist as long as the exhibition does. They 
create a kind of window into a moment in  

Slick, Kate MccGwire, 2010 photo: Tessa Angus. Courtesy of All Visual Arts  Kate MccGwire 
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time and generate this vortex of feelings 
and thoughts that only occur because of 
the complex interplay of the work with its 
environment.   
 
Pol iquin: Why do you think so many 
contemporary art ists are using 
taxidermied animals and animal parts 
in their art? Do you think some genres 
of animal art are more successful 
than others? 
 
MccGwire: I think some artists have a 
rather morbid fascination with taxidermy; 
they enjoy playing with ideas around – and 
squeamish attitudes toward – death. 
Taxidermy, as it was practised by the 
Victorians, was about display and the skillful, 
Lazarus-like subterfuge of returning to life a 
creature that had often been killed in the 
pursuit of sport. To some extent they were 
using their illusionist skills as taxidermists to 
cheat death in an era in which death was 
ever present. But it was also a way of 
preserving for show animals that people 
wouldn't otherwise come into contact with, 
of bringing the exotic into their daily orbit, 
whether in the context of their local museum 
or living room. I think much of the 
contemporary fascination with taxidermy 
stems less from a fascination with death  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

than from an awareness of the division that 
exists – and which prevailed in the Victorian 
era, too – between man and nature; animals 
barely feature in many people's lives. Where 
they do, they are fetishized, bought as 
commodities, as fashion accessories and 
status symbols. I don't see my own work as 
taxidermy – that would imply some attempt to 
resurrect life. For me, the urge to use 
materials provided by the natural world is 
rooted in the basic allure and beauty of the 
natural object and its capacity to be the 
bearer of all sorts of embedded ideas and 
thoughts. 
             And yes, I definitely think some kinds 
of animal art are less successful than others; 
my particular bête noire is when artists use 
taxidermied animals in a sentimental or overly 
anthropomorphic way. To me, that’s when it 
tips over into the tacky realm of the “cute.”  
 
Pol iquin: What are you currently 
working on? 
 
MccGwire: I'm getting ready for my first 
solo show at All Visual Arts in November next 
year. The gallery's in an old bus depot – a 
huge space – so I'm busy exploring new 
media such as video and projections. 
 
 

  

Kate MccGwire in her studio, 2011, photo: Tessa Angus. Courtesy of All Visual Arts  Kate MccGwire 
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Rachel Poliquin is a writer and curator engaged with the cultural and poetic history of the natural world. She 
curated exhibits for the Museum of Vancouver and the Beaty Biodiversity Museum at the University of 
British Columbia and is the author of www.ravishingbeasts.com, a website dedicated to exploring the 
strange allure of taxidermy in contemporary art and popular culture.  Her cultural history of taxidermy, The 
Breathless Zoo: Taxidermy and the Cultures of Longing, is due out in July 2012. 
 
Kate MccGwire is an installation artist based in the UK, She completed an MA in sculpture at the Royal 
College of Art in 2004. Her MA work, Brood, made of 23,000 chicken wishbones, was acquired by Charles 
Saatchi. Since 2007 she has been using bird feathers as sculptural material and creates elaborate large-scale, 
site-specific work in unexpected venues, such as Evacuate, made for the kitchen at Tatton Park from 
thousands of locally sourced game-bird feathers. Her work also includes animation, film and drawings. 
Kate is represented by All Visual Arts, London and has been in numerous international shows including: 
Dead or Alive at the Museum of Arts and Design, New York (2010), Eleventh Plateau at the Archaeological 
Association of Athens, Greece (2011), and Memories of the Future: The Thomas Olbricht Collection, 
Maison Rouge, Paris (2012). She is currently preparing for her first solo shows at AVA in London and also la 
Galerie Particulière in Paris in 2012 
 
 

 

Vex, Kate MccGwire, 2008 photo: Like Evans courtesy of Attingham Park  Kate MccGwire 
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SONGS FROM 
BEFORE  

Like many a tale of modern life, this one stirs in a parallel universe. To find out what’s under the hammer at eBay.co.uk, 
the internet-based auction site – and at the same time convince myself that I’m still working productively – I have a 
system.  
Text by Hayden Lor imer  
 

 

 
 

Fig 1.: Songs of Wild Birds. Cover lable of box set 
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run searches according to a series of 
naturalists’ names, published book titles 
and keyword strings. Mostly these trawls 
are to do with on-going biographical  

research. For each lot item, illustrative 
photographs and an instantaneously 
updating “bid history” can have tantalizing 
effect. The possibility of snapping up a first 
edition, long sought after, only slightly foxed 
and under-priced is ever-present. But the 
search system sometimes gives way (all too 
easily in my experience) to more speculative 
guesswork and a freer kind of associational 
surfing that can lead to the obscure, 
overlooked and the out-of-the-way. And 
that’s how I came across the box-set of 
birdsongs.  

First on sale in 1937, Songs of Wild 
Birds originally retailed at fifteen shillings. 
Hardboard, stained robin’s breast red, 
measuring 12” x 12”, the box contained a 
bird-lovers’ manual, two accompanying 
gramophone ebonite records, and the 
promise on purchase of transport to an 
unexplored sound world populated by the 
nightingale, song-thrush, robin, blackbird 
and cuckoo. Latterly, the birds in the box 
seemed to have endured a strange kind of 
captivity. Their keeper’s on-line sales listing 
was otherwise given over entirely to spare 
parts for Kawasaki motorbikes. A him, I 
imagined. He was based in Newport, South 
Wales. Most likely a “petrol-head”, finally 
getting shot of a family hand-me-down; 
gathering dust and occupying precious 
storage space in a suburban garage. A 
bird’s eye view of the address (courtesy of 
Google Earth) gave the fantasy some 
foundation. No competitor bids surfaced in 
cyberspace. I simply met the reserve price 
of £4.00; packaging and first-class post 
costing double that. Safely re-settled in my 
attic study, the bird box has taken pride of 
place.   

The box was the brainchild of a 
naturalist pairing, Ludwig Koch and Max 
Nicholson. Though Koch and Nicholson were 
characters of very different stripe they 
shared an interest in the business of shaping 
an educated public attitude and ear for 
nature. The emergence of the gramophone 
player as a popular source of household 

 
  

entertainment offered them a new medium 
of communication, and it pointed up the 
need for greater understanding of exactly 
how natural sounds were captured and the 
ambient conditions necessary for their proper 
appreciation in recorded form. Thus, 
electrical and sonic technologies were 
figured an experimental means to commune 
with nature.  

         Songs of Wild Birds realized was the first 
audiovisual book to be mass-produced for a 
British market. More personally, it was a 
positive outcome of troubling geopolitical 
circumstance. An outspoken critic of the Nazi 
regime, in the winter of 1935 Ludwig Koch 
was paid an unwelcome visit by the Gestapo. 
Their actions had the desired effect. Shaken 
up, he left his native Germany. Soon after 
having found refuge in England, the BBC 
made him an all-together friendlier 
approach. The Corporation’s offered their 
sound department as safe house for Koch’s 
internationally renowned collection of 
recorded birdsong. Alas, he had been 
unable to arrange safe passage for the bulky 
wax cylinders and discs. Greater dismay was 
to follow. The German authorities had 
destroyed almost everything. On learning of 
Koch’s plight, Max Nicholson was among the 
first to offer support. Bird watcher, nature 
conservationist, prolific author and socio-
political advisor, Nicholson was prominent in a 
rising generation committed to the serious 
popularisation of natural history. He proposed 
a collaborative venture to revive the 
pioneering soundwork that Koch feared exile 
might force him to abort.  

Koch’s first musical career was as an 
opera singer and recording artist. Gifted with 
a fine tenor voice, his talents flowered among 
the Wagnerian circle at Bayreuth until chronic 
bronchitis caused irreparable damage to his 
vocal chords. Later, as a promoter of music 
festivals in Weimar Germany he received 
different notice, especially in the flourishing 
gramophone industry. Appointed head of the 
new cultural and educational wing of EMI 
Germany, he experimented with technologies 
for field recording, documenting wildlife 
sounds and composing ‘sound pictures’ of 
metropolitan life. With company backing, 
Koch launched the ‘Sound-Book’ concept; a  

I 
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novel merchandising format boasting the 
integration of ‘TEXT – PICTURES – SOUND’. A 
number were designed around recordings 
of birdsong, their pursuit having been his 
passion since childhood. In Memoirs of a 
Birdman (1955) Koch recounted with pride 
how, in 1889 aged only eight, he produced 
the world’s very first recording of birdsong, or 
‘sound autograph’. The eventual transition 
from private pastime to public project was 
effected by mounting commercial success. 
However, professional practice, 
technological advances and emerging 
specialist knowledge of sound created new 
challenges for the workings of the outer and 
inner ear. 

To record in the open air, every effort 
was directed towards securing a 
paradoxical kind of authenticity. Achieving 
the desired level of fidelity meant isolating 
birdsong from its surrounding sonic textures. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Practical measures could be taken to ensure 
only the soloist’s presence, although the calls 
of another bird in the vicinity might be 
tolerable, sometimes even a welcome 
addition. That sound carried on the wind 
could be a blessing, but just as often it was 
the recordist’s natural enemy. The presence, 
and the effect, of background ambience 
were difficult to gauge whilst in situ, but nor 
could recordings be reviewed critically on 
site. Landscapes full of noise – the din of a 
passing goods train or the drone of distant 
traffic – were unhelpful and unacceptable. 
Koch and Nicholson (1937: 186) were 
prescriptive about those environmental 
elements that allowed for the proper 
appreciation of birdsong:  
 

‘…it belongs by nature to places 
where it forms almost the only 
pattern of continuous sound, and  

  
 

Fig 2.: Mobile recording unit. Source: Songs of Wild Birds. 
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where there is only perhaps the 
noise of a light breeze, the ripple of 
running water, the mechanical 
music of insects, and occasional 
mammalian grunts, squeaks or roars 
to serve as a foil to its freshness and 
exuberance.’ 

 
In a chapter entitled ‘How I Collect 

Bird-Songs’ Koch explained his protocols for 
fieldwork based around the mobile 
recording studio. This custom-built truck (side 
panels emblazoned with striking Parlophone 
Company signwriting) trundled the Home 
Counties’ backroads and byways in search 
of song. Staffed by five engineers, 
electricians and a trusty driver (Mr Harry 
Hands) it required a strengthened 
undercarriage. During recording sessions, it 
needed to be parked and jacked up on 
level ground so as not to disturb the sensitive 
machinery inside. Unfortunately, the 
preferred singing stands of avian subjects 
would sometimes be at some remove from  

          the nearest convenient road, or track.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Connecting cables (up to a mile in length) 
were laid out across a variety of terrain, until 
the microphone post was in range of thebird’s 
performance. Exacting in his demand for 
discipline, precision and well-drilled 
technique, Koch choreographed and 
monitored field logistics. A standardized 
signaling system for indicating the onset of 
song was all-important.  

Inside the truck, heating racks were 
installed to keep the wax discs at the ideal 
temperature. To obtain optimal sound quality, 
the recording process would begin in 
anticipation of birdsong; but as a 
consequence might document only ‘dead 
air’. None of this came cheap. Koch and 
Nicholson were protective of trade secrets in 
sound. Limited technical information was 
offered on the inner workings of the mobile 
unit, or the studio-based treatment and 
editing of recorded sound (itself an emerging 
field of bio-acoustic science explored in the 
“transfer rooms” at Parlophone HQ on 
London’s Abbey Road).  

In combination, the sound-book and  

 
 

Fig 3.: Inner workings of recording unit. Source: Songs of Wild Birds. 
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the gramophone player brought sonorous 
birdsong into the sobriety of the British 
drawing room, whisking the imaginative 
listener to inner soundscapes elsewhere. But 
listening at home could be a troubling 
business too. Encounters with foreign sounds 
in domestic space led some to fear the 
uncanny. Others needed to be made 
observant of certain technical rudiments. 
Playing the record at the standard speed 
was essential for synchronization with the 
sequenced and timed commentary in print: 
‘After the robin’s seventh song-phrase is 
completed we leave him, and change over 
to the wren, who beings singing at 39 
second and goes on for five seconds, with 
his characteristic song taking on a new 
lease of life just as it seems to come to an 
end. Towards its close a woodpigeon is 
cooing in the background, and at 45 
seconds a blackbird interrupts with a mellow 
song phrase.’ (Koch and Nicholson 1937: 
201) 

Instruction extended to readying the 
room for the sound-event. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The dusk hour was perfect, said to produce in 
the listener a gathering sense of enclosure. 
Artificial illumination overhead should be 
turned off, table lamps heavily shaded, but 
sufficient natural light remains for the face of 
a timepiece to remain visible. Seating 
arrangements should allow a relaxed but 
attentive posture, for it was just as necessary 
to ready the self. Although static and 
sedentary, the physical experience of listening 
was considered demanding enough to be 
undertaken only when distractions were few 
and attentions undivided. 

The male listener and his sound-scene 
pictured on the box’s cover label suggest a 
suburban form of evensong; non-elitist, 
secular, trim, brilliantined, starched and neck-
tied. Thus the act of listening was figured as a 
private, pure, and quite probably solitary, 
pleasure. By giving ‘your whole attention to 
the singer’ (1937: 186) and listening 
repeatedly, Nicholson predicted that 
diagnostic skills would be quickly attained. 
With confidence mounting, the studious 
listener was encouraged to self-test, breaking  

 

 
 

Fig 4.: Ludwig Koch. Source: Songs of Wild Birds. 
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the known sequence of songs by gently 
dropping the gramophone needle onto the 
open bands separating the grooved 
sections of the disc. So galvanized, listeners 
were encouraged to put on records at the 
same time as allowing natural birdsong from 
the garden to drift through an open window. 
With advanced powers of recognition and 
discrimination, the sound-book would 
function as a new kind of portraiture. Julian 
Huxley’s (1937: xiii) product endorsement – 
‘To hear [these] records is to obtain a true 
picture of the birds’ voices’ – suggested 
phenomena best apprehended by hybrid 
faculties, the hearing-eye and seeing-ear. 
Listeners alive to possibilities for aural 
experimentation, and in possession of a 
wind-up “picnic” gramophone could plan a 
motoring trip to take reproduced birdsong 
from the indoors back out. Woodland 
glades, and the known territories of singing 
males, were recommended as the most 
promising settings to tempt retorts from wild 
birds.  

Happily casting himself the enigmatic 
adventurer, in print Ludwig Koch transported 
readers to the scenes behind-the-sounds, 
chronicling his chill vigils awaiting the dawn 
chorus and precious moments alone as an 
audience of one, telling tales of the ones-
that-got-away and edgy escapades on the 
narrowest of cliff ledges. On air, a long 
association with BBC broadcasting 
confirmed him status as a wireless 
personality. His foreignness of voice was to 
become an unmistakable sound for nature 
loving listeners. It was heavily accented, and 
consistently at odds with English diction. 
Koch’s habit of transposing pronunciation of 
words beginning with a ‘V’ and ‘W’ made 
him an obvious target for Peter Sellers’ 
affectionate lampooning of the non-native 
speaker. In photographs, wearing his 
signature black beret, woolen sweater and 
heavy trenchcoat, Koch seems to have 
stilled himself for the sensational moment, 
already listening hard well before the shutter 
closed to fix the pose. His ear tilted, 
downward to the loudspeaker, or cupped 
inside a headphone set. His face lined by a 
beatific smile. His stare always elsewhere, in 
a far away look, set upward to the skies. He 
was a man most adept, and at ease, when  

 
listening intently.  
           If Ludwig Koch was a fanatical song 
chaser, Max Nicholson’s interest was more 
rounded and analytical. He considered song 
a promising medium for learning more of 
relationships between birds and humans, their 
shared ecologies and changing habitats. 
Preferences accepted, both men agreed on 
the possibility that birds’ take joy in utterance 
and delivery. And both were well versed in 
human odes to birdsong, noting how for 
poets and philosophers alike, birds’ voices 
exceed systematic, technical or 
musicological appreciation. How nature’s 
voices and songs were heard was thus an 
intensely personal matter. While reviewing his 
own life on the BBC radio program Desert 
Island Discs, Nicholson conceded himself ‘not 
a musical person’. His appraisal of Koch’s 
ornithological knowledge was similarly frank: 
‘he didn’t really know much about birds’. This 
neat asymmetry of expertise – one man 
biologically-minded, the other boasting a 
classically trained ear – was the foundation 
for sound conduct and collaboration in the 
field and recording studio. Among his choice 
of seven discs as island castaway, Nicholson 
included Koch’s favourite piece of music, 
Mozart’s Der Vogel Wenger ban ish Jahr. The 
BBC’s relationship with birdsong is ongoing. 
When the bells of “Big Ben” fell silent for a spell 
of repairs, a replacement sound was sought 
to herald the evening news bulletin on Radio 
4. Different archive recordings of birdsong 
were chosen daily for the fanfare; to mixed 
reception.  
            Before his death in 1971, Koch’s 
earliest nature recordings were re-issued on 
vinyl for the hi-fi owning audience. Those 
sounds can now be digitized with ease, and 
transferred to formats suitable for modern 
listening on the move (to say nothing of 
diagnostic self-testing).  But the original 
instructional guidelines retain considerable 
appeal. To the non-specialist, eBay offers a 
broad range of gramophones, with prices to 
suit any shoppers’ pocket: electrical or 
clockwork; in very different states of repair, 
from those ‘in need of TLC’ to boutique 
models lovingly buffed up by antique dealers. 
I’m choosey and am holding out for what 
seems right and proper: a 1930s Parlophone 
“picnic” model. And time is on my side, since  
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spring is the season best suited to outdoor 
experiment. But wild bursts of feedback are 
no longer guaranteed. Today’s naturalists 
are tracking shifts in the seasonality of birds’ 
behaviour, and the associated calendar of 
song, citing climate change as the likeliest 
cause. There are related fears of shifting 
populations, and the diminution – even ‘the 
strange death’ – of a recognised geography 
of British birdsong.   
            One audible song line remains. 
Since beginning work on this essay, I’ve 
become more familiar with the exhilarating 
repertory of one bird. Our paths cross on the 
days when I walk to work early. For its song-
stage the thrush has chosen an exposed 
branch, one of several overhanging the 
perimeter fence of Glasgow’s botanical 
gardens. Directly opposite, across the road 
and behind a strip of shrubs, are the old BBC 
studios, vacated a few years back, in favour 
of a flash new riverfront complex. In the murk 
of dawn, before the traffic begins to build, 
it’s possible to stand silently, on the 
pavement beneath the tree, ears cocked, 
listening to songs from before.    
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From 2007 to 2008 Perdita Phillips visited the Broome Bird Observatory (BBO) in northern Western Australia working 
on the art and science project Green, Grey or Dull Silver: art and the behavioural ecology of the Great Bowerbird, 
Chlamydera Nuchalis. It involved observing and interacting with the common and largely sedentary Great Bowerbirds 
that live in the surrounding pindan savannah.  
Text by Perdita Phi l l ips 

 

FIELDWORK WITH 
BOWERBIRDS  

 
 
Fig 1.: Above: Houdini (Bower 1) repairing his bower after a rival male damaged it. Photographed here in 2007, Houdini was first banded as an 
adult about 12 years earlier and his bower is much photographed by visitors to the Broome Bird Observatory.  
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ale birds build bowers and collect 
small display objects. Different types 
of objects are grouped in specific 

areas of the bower and the male spends 
time each day arranging and re-arranging 
his collection, renovating his bower, and 
even stealing from or wrecking the bowers of 
his rivals. Each bowerbird species prefers 
different coloured materials; the Great 
Bowerbird prefers green, grey or dull silver. 
An interested female will enter the avenue of 
twigs. The male then performs for the female 
by posturing and dancing and by taking up 
the collected objects in its beak and waving 
them rhythmically at the female. At the same 
time he calls and fans out his pinky-mauve 
nuchal crest. The male makes a spectacular 
variety of noises including mimicry. The 
female visits a number of bowers before 
choosing a mate and then raising her young 
alone. 

My art/science project explored the 
dual questions: ‘how far can a conversation 
with these nonhumans proceed, in an 
endeavour to be more fully attuned to the 
Umwelt of the bowerbird?’ and ‘how can 
behavioural ecology be challenged or 
refashioned by artistic practices?’ 

For the former, I worked in a 
conversational mode, as a way of 
transforming the position of the artist from 
potentially voyeur and protagonist, to 
conversationalist or participant in the “ebb 
and flow” of field art. Geographer Steve 
Hinchliffe notes that ‘any form of bird 
watching is about more or less subtle 
movements and making oneself available... 
in order to find appropriate responses to the 
world of the bird’ (2010, p. 34). Throughout 
the project I endeavoured to remain open to 
dialogue and to the unknown territories of 
exchange. 

My interaction with the birds included 
providing ‘gifts’ in the form of differently 
coloured or shaped objects to see what kind 
of preferences they had. Using a scientific 
protocol, identically weighted green 
coloured cylinders, cubes and rectangular 
prisms were placed near bowers. Birds could 
choose to accept or discard. From a small 
series of experiments I discovered that there 
were distinct preferences for rounder objects, 

but also that individual birds had subtly 
differing preferences. The individuality of birds 
was also reflected in their bowers. Some birds 
preferred bones to shells; some preferred 
lumps of grey mud and others collected 
quantities of green leaves. 

When scientists aggregate data, they 
do so to minimise variation so as to achieve 
meaningful results. I pondered whether it was 
possible to retain the individuality of the birds 
without falling into the trap of explaining the 
variation in merely anthropomorphic terms. 
This is where it was important to portray the 
bowerbirds as vital entities and for myself to 
act as a conduit for their active natures. I 
tried to capture this in the field drawings and 
photography that I did (see overleaf). I left 
arrays of objects at the bowers and waited to 
see how they would be moved around, 
hoping to receive in return spatial poems, as 
the objects were re-patterned in ways outside 
of human control. 

The Great Bowerbird is a proficient 
vocal mimic of other birds and mammals 
such as cats and humans. Birds at BBO have 
been known to mimic footsteps on gravel, 
cricket commentary on the radio, someone’s 
sneeze or a creaking weather vane. I was 
interested in their mimicry and wanted to see 
if I could record an example, or provide a 
distinctive sound that could be absorbed 
back into their vocabulary. What then could 
be made from relating this to the attendant 
notions of acting, impersonation, doubling 
and re-presentation? 

The Great Bowerbird is a species that 
has fared well in urban areas. Raised as a 
concern in the university ethics procedure 
was whether my ‘conversations’ were going 
to have long-term effects on bowerbird 
behaviour. Fortunately the birds are a 
gregarious species and the males returned 
to their original behaviour within minutes of 
my departure from their bowers. As individual 
organisms they carry around a relatively 
flexible perceptual world. Bowerbirds are 
adaptable and readily appropriate human 
items including spoons, toys, nails, glass, golf 
balls, light globes and aluminium foil from 
abandoned campfires. When I offered my 
green objects they acted as ‘conversations’ 
with the male bowerbirds. There was a to-ing  

M
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Fig 2: Commando bower (bower 8) showing small toy soldier and other material gathered from a house nearby and numbered green glass 
nuggets as part of my interactions with the birds. Fig 3: bower 1 (Houdini Bower). Fig: 4 is bower 2 (Spoon with a view). Birds compete by 
stealing objects from neighbouring bowers. Given a choice of cubes, rectangular prisms and cylinders of equal weight and colour, the occupant(s) 
preferentially retrieve cylinders and transferred them to high status locations. 
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Fig 5.: Commando bower (bower 8) showing asthma inhaler and other materials gathered from a house nearby.  
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and fro-ing and a listening as well as a 
speaking in the relationship between 
bowerbirds and humans. 

Returning to the second question of 
how artistic practices might challenge or 
even modify behavioural ecology, one of my 
original objectives was to put enough 
information together to publish a field note 
about the object preference tests, as part of 
interacting with the science of bowerbirds. I 
worked on the experimental design with a 
behavioural ecologist. I also worked with the 
BBO Warden and staff to initiate colour 
banding of bowerbirds so that they could be 
individually identified at their bowers. Visiting 
birdwatchers and ornithologists were inviting 
to contribute to an observation book for the 
banded birds. I envisaged my role then as a 
conversational intermediary between 
bowerbirds and scientists and birdwatchers, 
in the sense that I was working to generate 
interest in bowerbirds as well as putting 
potential scenarios in place for future 
conversations. 

The process of bird banding has been 
developed and refined over the last century 
so that it is a skilled procedure that 
minimising distress and injury to the bird. As a 
beginner my role was to assist by handing 
equipment over and recording results. I took 
photographs of the process. It could be said  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

that these photographs were reinforcing a 
distanced, objectified vision of the birds, but I 
tried to focus in on the energy of the bird, 
shown in their scaly feet or strong beaks or 
documented the rare times I touched their 
bodies prior to their release. 

The relationship between science and 
nonhumans was also examined in the sound 
installation The world has no shortage of 
things (the world of the Great Bowerbird) (see 
overleaf). The work featured two stereo 
soundtracks and two opposing shelves. The 
different classificatory systems of bowerbirds 
and humans were contrasted. One shelf 
showed typical objects collected from a 
bower. One of the lesser-known aspects of 
Carolus Linnaeus’s works was his attempt to 
extend his system of biological classification 
to the mineral kingdom. Linnaeus classified 
crystals depending upon their external angles 
and the model objects on one of the shelves 
related to this work. 

A stereo soundtrack could be heard 
above two shelves. It featured ornithological 
notes read by a human on one side with the 
rich oration of a male bird in full recital 
(including mimicry of a Black-Faced Cuckoo-
Shrike) on the other. Drifting through the entire 
gallery space was a layered soundscape of 
the BBO. Whilst conveying the full Umwelt of  

 

 
 
Fig 6 and 7.: Bowerbird thoughts 
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Fig 8 and 9.: Top: Mango, a young juvenile with fluffy new covert feathers was caught stealing fruit. Just below: when birds are banded they are 
measured and their statistics are recorded and the size of the nuchal crest is noted. Held firmly and safely in the hands of a Class A bird bander, 
this is one of the few occasions where I was able to touch a bird. 
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Fig 10 and 11.: The world has no shortage of things (the world of the Great Bowerbird) 2007 Mixed media sound installation with found 
objects: 30 minute ambient sound installation over gallery speakers and 7 minute stereo looped track from speakers above the two shelf 
works. Opposing shelves held taxidermy specimen, objects exchanged from actual bowers, and mineralogical crystal system teaching 
models. 
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the bowerbird might ultimately be an 
impossible task, overall the artwork explored 
this space of complexity and uncertainty 
between the human and the nonhuman. 

Working with wild animal behaviour in 
the field as either a scientist or artist takes 
considerable time and resources and there is 
much more that could be done with Green, 
Grey or Dull Silver. Nevertheless the project 
has led to further discussions with researchers 
on bird vision and artistic perspective (Great 
Bowerbirds use forced perspective at their 
bowers). My impact on behavioural ecology 
or on research at Broome Bird Observatory 
has been most effective at the level of 
individual engagement and much potential 
still remains. I would see the effect of this 
project as being a persistent tugging at how 
the human-nonhuman boundary is thought 
of in society, via the affective dimension of 
socially based pieces and gallery-based 
artworks. 
 
 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Perdita Phillips is a contemporary artist from Western Australia. Working across the media of drawing, installation, video and 
sound, she has investigated feral rabbits, termites, salinisation and salmon gum trees, cane toads and bowerbirds. Her current 
spatial sound project, The Sixth Shore, involves exploring the environment at scales from microbes to waders to landscapes, 
including human histories and environmental problems, developing further her ideas about ecosystemic thinking and 
connecting ecological theories of complexity and resilience with art as social action. Phillips’ work explores the gathering of 
living and nonliving interests, particularly around the field sciences (such as ecology). Her artworks are featured in the recent 
art/poetry/text publication birdlife (Lethologica Press, 2011). Her interest in where human and nonhuman collide sets the 
scene for artworks that work with hearing, taking heed of and conveying all the voices that will play a role in shaping the 
coming environmental futures. www.perditaphillips.com 
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he images from this period are evidence 
of the interactivity between human and 
bird worlds, which resulted in the 

production of pictorial spaces that reveal 
artistic imagination while also concealing 
traces of violent encounters. While it is 
tempting to write a survey of birds in art, this 
article aims to get at the intricacies of 
approach. Located within this murky 
enterprise, there are the imaginary spaces 
constructed by artists and ornithologists alike 
that require further investigation. By 
examining the larder or cantarero images of 
the seventeenth century, eighteenth century 
works by George Edwards, and those by 
nineteenth century naturalist James 
Audubon, it becomes clear that a pictorial 
history of birds is very much a human history. 
Within this particular human history is a 
narrative about touch and the tactile 
interventions that produced visually haptic 
spaces. 

Paintings with titles like Still life with 
Dead Bird are numerous and, aside from the 
absurdity of their shared title, reveal a great 
deal about the social history of hunting and 
corresponding cultural attitudes. However 
these paintings also show something else 
more personal and proximal. The images 
contain the possibility of a historical window  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

into the sensory relationship between humans 
and birds. The close distance created 
between viewer and dead partridge in 
Weenix’s Dead Partridge raises cause for a 
different line of inquiry that moves away from 
symbolic and representational issues and 
engages with histories of the senses. While it 
has been argued that these still life paintings 
fit into the seventeenth century world of 
Dutch symbolisms found in emblem books 
from the same time period, it has also been 
stated that this genre of painting was, in part, 
created to appeal to the senses of smell and 
touch (Schneider 52). That these works were 
produced to evoke an olfactory and tactile 
response is of significance as the scenes 
combine true to life hunting practices with a 
heightened and fleeting sense of haptic 
interaction.   

Dead Partridge reveals a bird that is 
physically strung up with a seemingly natural 
splayed pose. This notion of the suspended 
bird is also doubled through the idea that it is 
stuck in time between the states of wild 
animal and food. This partridge is shown at 
the end of its living life, while also unplucked 
and unbutchered, existing in between. The 
intimacy or close proximity constructed by 
Weenix creates a space that is inhabited by 
the bird-object. The plaster is chipped away  

 

T 

NATURAL HISTORY AND 
HAPTIC IMAGES 

Attempts at reproducing the complexities of avian appearance and behaviour have been an artistic pastime for 
centuries. Images that portray this fascination gained particular popularity in the seventeenth century and continued 
with great success into the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries within the field of ornithology.  
Text by LLiz Gomez  
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and there is a light source entering the frame 
from the left-hand side. The artist also cleverly 
signed the work in the shadow of the bird’s 
body. This pause given to the bird permits an 
examination of the feathers and imagined 
weight of the body. While it cannot be said 
with any certainty to what degree the artist 
painted from an actual scene and what  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

modifications were made, the effect is 
admittedly one of an unusual splendour, as 
the body is upside down and the feathers 
are on display.  

Indeed, the French name for the 
genre of still life is nature morte, which is 
perhaps a more apt description of ‘dead 
bird’ images. Still Life with Dead Birds (1679),  

  
 
Fig 1.: Jan Baptist Weenix. Dead Partridge. c. 1650. 
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by Hendrik de Fromantiou (Figure 2), reflects 
a trend in seventeenth-century Dutch 
painting. The larder scene was made 
popular by Spanish artist Juan Cotán in the 
early 1600’s, and by the 1640’s, the ‘game 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
genre’ had gained significant appeal. The 
compositional elements of this genre were 
firmly established, largely without deviation, 
to satisfy an art market that suited the 
merchant class.  Within these works, similar  

 

 
 
Fig 2.: Hendrik de Fromantiou, Still Life with Birds, 1679. Philadelphia Museum of Art. Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, USA. John G. Johnson Collection, 1917  
Cat. 645 
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elements were consistently repeated in order 
to render a scene from everyday life, while 
also referring to an unreal space. As a 
practical part of cooking, the hanging of 
vegetables and game from strings was done 
to prolong the shelf life of perishable items. 
However, the artificial light and blackened 
area is removed from any actual domestic 
setting. It constructs a fictive space that is 
detached from the notion of food, while it 
conceals the human intervention that tied 
the strings. In 1990 Norman Bryson 
commented that within Cotán’s paintings 
“having none of the familiarity that comes 
from touch, and divorced from the idea of 
consumption, the objects take on a value 
that is nothing to do with their role as 
nourishment” (Bryson 66). While this statement 
may make a significant observation about 
how food can be objectified, it also raises 
two additional points. First, it can also be 
asserted that these images covertly indicate 
touch and tactile manipulation. The 
‘familiarity that comes from touch’ is, from 
my standpoint, at the heart of why these 
dead birds captured in ‘still life’ are so 
compelling. Second, the images evoke a 
handling and manipulation of the birds 
resulting in spatial constructions that produce 
hapticities reliant on the texture of feathers 
and the shape of bird bodies. 

The touch of the artist, although 
difficult to measure, is also connected to 
practices of display. Knowledge and display 
were very much inseparable during the 
seventeenth century, as various types of 
collecting were established during this era. 
The reasons for collecting ranged from 
genuine interest in knowledge acquisition to 
the aristocratic desire of public image 
enhancement. One issue that arises, when 
finding a critical frame to put around the 
practice of collecting, stems from how 
collections are known to contemporary 
researchers. The collections themselves 
(Museum Wormarien, Museum Calcolarium, 
Museum Richterianum, etc…) no longer exist 
and cannot serve as reference points. 
However, the catalogues and engraved 
images of these spaces can be used to 
conceptually reconstruct these historical 
spaces. The Frontispiece images of 
catalogues serve not as literal interpretations  

 
 

of the places that the catalogue entries 
occupied, but instead provide information 
about how people interacted with these 
displays of knowledge and materiality. The 
baroque theatrically of the seventeenth 
century was deftly applied to all spaces of 
viewing, and the relationship between 
museum, exhibit, image and viewer 
fundamentally changed.  The nature morte 
larder paintings fit into this move towards 
theatricality with their dramatic poses and 
supernatural light, conflating real and unreal 
to produce an altered and enhanced 
version of daily life. 

These relationships then developed 
into performative pictorial spaces as pointed 
out by Robert Felfe when he stated that “[t]he 
image and the surface now become a 
predetermined place in which the 
relationship between man as a subject of the 
gaze and of knowledge – the object and 
order of knowledge – is renegotiated (Felfe 
247). These negotiations, concerning the 
place man occupies as subject of 
knowledge and gaze in the catalogue 
frontispiece, also apply to George Edwards’ 
(1694 -1773) Ornithologica Nova (Figure 3). 
Edwards was born wealthy and pursued his 
own interests in natural history. He was the 
librarian at the Royal College of Surgeons 
and Physicians. He got the attention of Sir 
Hans Sloane and was placed in charge of 
painting and illustrating the specimens from 
his museum.  

The allegorical frontispiece features 
the British ornithologist seated and drawing 
the bird specimens that are catalogued in 
the book’s pages. Here, Edwards is as much 
on display as his practice and the 
contribution his work made to knowledge. 
The space of this image is also telling in terms 
of how inapplicable contemporary 
disciplinary boundaries are when thinking 
about branches of knowledge. In the 
eighteenth century, the display of objects 
was based on an overt theatricality, to the 
extent the frontispiece engravings 
demonstrate how an exhibitionary order was 
established through the selective partitioning 
of space. The layered space in the Edward’s 
frontispiece contains figures of the muses, 
cherubs, various non-European bird species 
(including three species of parrots), a rainbow  
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and gilded frame. The image combines the 
ambitions of the ornithologist with classical 
antiquity, within a frame within a frame. The 
frame of the page is given the theatrical 
frame creating a boundary between interior 
and exterior, a glimpse into an imaginary 
world that would have bolstered the 
credibility of the rest of the book. Ultimately, 
his work shows how different fields of 
knowledge could be folded into one another 
within the space of a page. 

Similarly, Alexandre Isidore Leroy de 
Barde’s painting, Réunion d’oiseaux étrangers 
places dans différentes caisses (Figure 4), 
gives us a glimpse into an imposing space 
where bird specimens are 
compartmentalized. Leroy de Barde (1777-
1828) was a French aristocrat who was 
fortunate to have his own privileged position 
of viewing the world around him. His family 
fled to England in 1792 and escaped the 
guillotine. His work, depicting exotic birds, 
was part of a larger series of watercolours 
rendering animal, vegetable and mineral 
specimens at the Bullock Museum in London. 
This catalogue was published in 1814. This 
series of watercolours was exhibited at the  

 
 

Salon of 1817 and subsequently purchased 
by Louis XVIII.  Leroy de Barde’s paintings 
have been studied on a small scale and are 
placed into an art historical discourse about 
how the viewer’s perception becomes 
muddled when looking at these works, as the 
object being depicted (the bird cabinet) 
consumes the canvas and enters into one’s 
own perception of the object in the visual 
field (Allen 24). However, while the painted 
image can easily be removed from its 
specific context, it is nonetheless tied to 
ideas about museology, collecting and an 
impulse to control nature.  

The careful arrangement of each 
taxidermied specimen is an overt statement 
about natural history collecting, and despite 
the dazzling array of birds that can be seen, 
it is also a conflation of art, science, and 
display. The birds in this scene serve those 
outside of the frame in that they are not 
labelled, but create a kind of compositional 
magic that is the result of various 
enhancements to colour and shape. Like 
many similar images, this one lies 
somewhere between truth and fiction, as it 
can be interpreted as a historical evidence 
for the practices of natural history display. But 
it can also be interpreted as much about 
optics and illusion, philosophies of looking 
that accompany this type of trompe l’oeil. 
The type of bird cabinet depicted was 
popular in the eighteenth century and would 
have been an accompaniment to the 
George Edwards’ catalogue of foreign birds. 
However, what is depicted may or may not 
be evidence of what existed, and debating 
the accuracy of the image is not the main 
point here. This bird cabinet is yet another 
framed space – an attempt at framing and 
ordering a natural history, which is, of course, 
a human history.  

The de Barde painting is also unusual 
in that it represents taxidermied bird 
specimens and is not an attempt at 
capturing the birds’ likeness in nature. The 
artificiality of the scene drives home the idea 
that the birds’ states of life here are beyond 
death and a kind of petrifaction. Each shelve 
contains a specimen that is mounted and 
posed. Human interference with the birds is 
maximized as they are situated in seemingly  

 

Fig 3.: G. Edwards. Georgii Eduardi; Ornithologica Nova. 1743 
Hill Ornithology Collection, Cornell University Library.  
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Fig 4.: Alexandre Isidore Leroy de Barde  Réunion d’oiseaux étrangers places dans différentes caisses. 1810. 
Image taken from: Valerie Chansigaud. All About Birds: A Short Illustrated History of Ornithology. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2010. p. 62. 
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life-look poses. Again, this image is about the 
human history of intervention on animal 
species, in particular how to kill, render lifelike, 
and place in a box (both conceptually and 
physically).  

Continuing on with this vein of 
rendering birds in various states of life, 
discussion necessarily arrives at John James 
Audubon (1785-1851). Audubon was a 
French-American naturalist who made his 
career from detailed bird illustrations. 
Audubon was an auto-didact and his most 
famous work, The Birds of North America, was 
published in Britain in 1827. This book is 
considered one of the best quality historical 
ornithological references from North 
America. Aside from the elaborate 
illustrations, Audubon also identified a 
number of new bird species that were not yet 
known in the first half of the nineteenth 
century. For the purposes of this analysis, it is 
not Audubon’s identifications that are of the 
most interest, as his ‘scientific’ process has 
already been attributed to other naturalists 
such Georges-Louis Leclerc Comte de Buffon 
(1707-1788) (Partridge 270). It is the 
illustrations and his well-documented 
practice that are the culmination of all 
themes introduced throughout this article. 
Audubon’s images are situated within the 
duality of ornithology, and an artistic practice 
that he developed in isolation. Because of 
this situatedness, his illustrations again bring 
into focus the barriers that arise when 
particular genres of images are historicized. 
Rather it is the complex human-avian history 
that should be brought to light and explored 
through various visual cultures. This brief 
history of bird imagery, if nothing else, 
teaches that formal knowledge in previous 
centuries was a supple category. 

Audubon’s drawings were dramatically 
different than those of his ornithological 
predecessors, as by comparison, they were 
much more dynamic. His attempt to create 
a sense of movement natural to the each 
bird species resulted in an end product that 
filled the space of a page with convincing 
veracity. The Golden Eagle (Figure 5) is one 
of his most reproduced images, most likely 
due to the bird’s emblematic usage and 
symbolism. A comparison between the 
Golden Eagles of Audubon and Edwards, is  

 
quite striking, as there is a clear difference of 
ferocity and action between the works.  

The North American White Tailed Eagle 
(also named Golden Eagle in some sources) 
drawn by Edwards was imported to England 
by an employee of the Hudson’s Bay 
Company, as was the case with several of his 
North American specimens. The bird was 
then kept at a friend’s house. Edwards 
commented on his encounter with the bird: 
“[Dr.R.M. Maffey] kept it many years at his 
house at Stepney, near London, where I 
made the drawing from which the print was 
taken” (Edwards 1). Edwards could not 
observe the bird in its natural habitat and 
although he used a live Eagle as a model, 
his drawing could have easily referred to a 
stuffed bird. The bird is not in flight and 
conveys its status as a living trophy quite 
effectively. 
 While Edwards’ drawings used live 
subjects with an inanimate effect, Audubon’s 
artistic practice was the antithesis. While 
Audubon’s own account of his interactions 
with birds is one of intense admiration and 
enthusiasm, his method of portraying them 
was incredibly grim. He patented a method 
of drawing that involved positioning the body 
of a freshly killed bird on a gridded 
background. The birds were secured with pins 
and wires and their bodies manipulated into 
poses that Audubon felt portrayed the 
highest level of naturalistic excitement. 
Audubon’s own ease with the shooting and 
posing of birds can be seen in some of his 
illustrations, which not surprisingly, are 
anatomically incorrect. His own written 
documentation of his interactions with his 
illustrated birds is incredibly complex, as 
each account reads as his own personal 
appreciation of the animal, as well as an 
enthusiastic tale of its passing. This idea is 
perhaps most vividly articulated in his 
account of the Golden Eagle. Audubon 
recounts the capture of the bird and his 
overseeing of its torturous demise. While the 
following excerpt is long, it is a highly 
engaging look into the violent practices of 
one of the world’s most recognized bird 
enthusiasts. 
 

“Accordingly the bird was removed 
in his prison into a very small room 
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Fig 5.: John James Audubon. Golden Eagle.; Falco chryseatos. From: John James Audubon. The Birds of America. Published by the author 1827. 
Hill Ornithology Collection (Cornell University Library)  
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and closely covered with blankets, into 
which was introduced a pan of lighted 
charcoal, when the windows and door 
were fastened, and the blankets 
tucked beneath the cage. I waited, 
expecting every moment to hear him 
fall down from his perch; but after 
listening for hours, I opened the door, 
raised the blankets, and peeped under 
them amidst a mass of suffocating 
fumes. There stood the Eagle on his 
perch, with his bright unflinching eye 
turned towards me, and as lively and 
vigorous as ever! Instantly reclosing 
every aperture, I resumed my station at 
the door, and towards midnight, not 
having heard the least noise, I again 
took a peep at my victim. He was still 
injured, although the of closet was 
insupportable to my son and myself, 
and that of the adjoining apartment 
began to feel unpleasant. I 
persevered, however, for ten hours in 
all, when finding that the charcoal 
fumes would not produce the desired 
effect, I retired to rest wearied and 
disappointed. 

Early next morning I tried the 
charcoal anew, adding to it a quantity 
of sulphur, but we were nearly driven 
from our home in a few hours by the 
stifling vapours, while the noble bird 
continued to stand erect, and to look 
defiance at us whenever we 
approached his post of martyrdom. His 
fierce demeanour precluded all 
internal application, and at last I was 
compelled to resort to a method 
always used as the last expedient, and 
a most effectual one. I thrust a long 
pointed piece of steel through his 
heart, when my proud prisoner instantly 
fell dead, without even ruffling a 
feather” (Audubon II 31).  

 
The narrative continues with Audubon 
providing an account of how the bird’s death 
affected both his physical and mental states. 
He describes how after staying up for a night 
to draw the bird he was affected by 
‘spasmodic affection,’ which caused him to 
take several sick days. However, after he was  
 

 
restored to health he spent fourteen days 
drawing his ‘proud prisoner.’ This story of man 
versus bird quite bizarrely contains nearly one 
day’s worth of suffocating charcoal and 
sulphur fumes that nearly kill both 
combatants. There is an unusual relationship 
between this practice as written and the 
illustrated final product. The detail and effort 
put into ending the bird’s natural life 
(although not mentioned, its suffering could 
not have escaped Audubon) and the 
flagrant embellishment of the bird in its 
pictorial life are seemingly chasms apart. 
Audubon admired the manner in which the 
Eagle died at the same level that he 
admired it alive in nature. Additionally, it can 
be noted that many of Audubon’s bird 
images contain a high level of violence, as 
can be seen in how the Eagle clutches its 
prey (Irmscher). The violence of the image 
and its counterpart, violence of practice, 
then are perhaps also indicative of 
Audubon’s practical concerns of how to 
represent the most natural state or ‘birdness’ 
of his subjects. Taxidermied specimens and 
bird skins would have been limiting in the 
range of motion and opportunity for physical 
manipulation and repositioning of the wings 
and neck. Audubon’s process was a way of 
resolving this issue.  

The image then becomes a surface 
for the imagination of the illustrator, and it 
contains the unnatural poses created 
through the violent manipulation of freshly 
killed birds whose bodies were pinned and 
wired to a grid likely prior to rigor mortis. The 
pitiable Golden Eagle that was a source of 
reverence for the artist, emerges in the 
image with its body shaped to fill the page. 
Unlike Still Life with Dead Birds, Audubon 
attempts to repurpose the ‘dead bird’ 
through tactile intervention and pose it in 
quite a direct manner that belies any formal 
artistic training. The fact that Audubon 
thoroughly documented all facets of his work 
allows for an unusually thorough examination 
into the behind the scenes life of the 
illustrator. The publication of these 
documents marks out the relevance of 
examining what is obscured within the frame 
of the images, as well as the affect of the 
image itself.  Beneath the surface, images 
reveal a tension between violence and  
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touch, as well as the human actions of 
imagination and reanimation. The images 
discussed here are haptic. They are also 
ambiguous in that they conceal and reveal 
the human hand that necessarily intervened 
in the lives of animals and constructed the 
imaginary spaces for viewing.  

The nature morte paintings and 
ornithological illustrations predominantly 
reside in the discursive spaces of art and 
science, and it is this discursivity that causes 
their separation. One hopeful outcome of 
this brief exploration is that it becomes clear 
that it is the non-discursive aspects of the 
work that require further attention. Examining 
these works as representations (the images) 
of representations (the posed bird bodies) 
lends itself to a kind of circularity that elides 
their captivating appeal. It is the texture of 
feathers, the weight of the birds’ bodies and 
their physical presence within the space of 
the frame that the eye and the imagination 
effectively touch when confronted with each 
image. It is also this visual space that creates 
a bridge between the image world and the 
lived experience of human avian 
relationships. 
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rologue: just the thing, i tself  
 
Even in her reduced state – and before 
other words intrude – she remains a 

thing of the severest beauty. Breast: a fine-
weave swatch of caramel and crème. Wing 
feathers: close-plated, clean edged with 
arching white strips. Eyes: emptied, yet 
defined by a pale-coloured patch, tapering 
to a hooked-V. Primaries, when fanned as if 
for flight: ring-tailed with dark bars of sober 
brown, alternating with blocks of white. By 
their very nature, bird skins are feather-light; 
husky, and dry to the touch. Though long 
since ruffled, they still offer whispers of the airy 
life. For the pure love of aerobatics, these 
wings dipped, baffled, arrowed, buffeted 
and flexed. Once, she threw caution to the 
wind.      
           The hen harrier’s story is one of a fate 
sealed as soon as its name was conferred. 
Commonly known by countrymen of 
sixteenth-century shires as the Hen Harrier, or 
“harroer,” this was a bird nominated  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
according to habits and tastes rather than 
looks. The sworn enemy of free-ranging 
poultry, and by association their keepers, its ill 
repute for butchery overruled any aesthetic 
appeal. A penny bounty was placed on its 
head. So it is that harriers must only have 
enjoyed true prelapsarian freedoms of the 
skies before man domesticated animals. 
Unloved for centuries. A breeding population 
harried back to westernmost isles, only 
recently recovering proper footholds on 
mainland Scotland. And to this day, in spite 
of more widespread distribution: red-listed in 
status.      

Given this troubled history, it is hard to 
offer a behavioural description of the hen 
harrier apart from humans. To begin to know 
just the thing itself, the briefest notes of 
introduction must suffice. The harrier is a 
ground-nesting bird. The female is renowned 
as ‘an exceptionally tight-sitter,’ and the 
doughtiest defender of her fledgling brood. 
Nests, built in long heather and rank ground 
vegetation, are subject to predation by the  

PP 

DISPOSIT ION: A HOLLOWE-EYED 
HARRIER, DISPLACED AND  
OUT OF TIME 

In this article, a prologue and postcript by Hayden Lorimer act as bookends for a description of Disposition, an artwork 
by Kate Foster. Work on this ‘Biogeography’ began in 2003, when a museum specimen was taken to its place of origin 
and re-presented in the context of the Hunterian Zoological Museum in Glasgow. The initial investigation combined 
drawing, travel, dialogue and photography. Themes have been developed in other publications through geographical 
research by Merle Patchett and Hayden Lorimer: here you will see drawings and texts describing a creative enquiry that 
used the specimen and its label as departure points, with photographs documenting the exhibition in the museum. 
Text by Kate Foster and Hayden Lor imer 
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Red Fox. Hunting in search of small 
mammals and birds, harriers favour open 
country, spying hillsides and working clear-
felled ground. During spring come rituals of 
courtship, the male’s tumbling and toying 
skydance, a spectacular signature in which 
he is sometimes joined by the female. During 
winter, outside the breeding season, they are 
known to congregate, using communal 
roosts. These few things we know. 
 
Zool. Col l . Univ., Glasgow. 
 

A question to myself, what might the 
specimen have been like in life? See Harriers 
of the world, their behaviour and ecology. In 
this book - which has plentiful drawings - 
Eddie Balfour is quoted as he caught ‘some 
of the energy and sheer abandon of the 
birds’ performances on spring days in 
Northern Scotland: “ 

 
The Hen Harrier exhibits flying 

powers which combine great 
vigour with an airmastery of the first 
order. Generally after a bout of 
undulating flight he appears to 
abandon himself in mid-air and 
hurtles earthwards, seemingly out 
of control, wings threshing, 
sometimes spiralling, until he 
seems destined to crash to the 
ground. He is, however, in perfect 
control for when near the ground 
he sweeps upwards and ascends 
with vigorous strokes to regain 
height. When at the top of the 
ascent he may execute a half-roll, 
or turn a somersault to fling himself 
into the next headlong dive 
(1962)”. 

  
The Hunterian Zoology Museum 

Collections has systematically stored birds, 
dedicated to studious scrutiny. As ‘cabinet 
skins’ they are tubular - re-arrangements of 
feathers and skin, set on sticks and bagged. 
Other skins have been ‘mounted’ into lifelike 
poses through the skill of taxidermy. Artists 
also use this zoological archive - my attention 
was directed to hen harriers, absent birds of 
moorland, Britian’s rarest bird of prey. One 
particular specimen, a female, has a clutch  
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of labels declaring her provenance. The 
sparse information on this label gave leads to 
develop this specimen’s afterlife. She was an 
acquisition from 1926, when Zoological 
Science in Glasgow was settling into state-of-
the-art premises. I looked also at Red Grouse 
and imagined the transitions from corpse to 
specimen: strange patterns of who is 
predator and what is prey, of persecution 
and resurrection.  
 
Circus Cyaneus (Hen Harr ier)  
 

Circus cyaneus, Harrier of Hens. 
Chicken-thief in Dutch. No longer officially 
classed as vermin, but still accused of 
poaching Red Grouse – birds reserved for 
table and trophy. Described for science by 
Linnaeus in 1766, now a persecuted species 
with unnoccupied haunts, habitat but no 
subject. It is illegal to kill them, but there 
remain suspicions of blue-blooded collusion 
with this wildlife crime.  

 
Sex: Female  

 
An adult female – perhaps once 

paired, won by its sky-dancing white mate. 
Her plumage a blend of moorland colours. 
Reared in a nest of sticks on the ground, the  

 
 

youngsters then need to search for their own 
territory and food. With these ‘ringtails’, the 
female can easily be confused for a young 
male. Check the streaks on its chest, the 
pale areas creamier than chestnut. 
Compare this with Westminster Glencheck.  
 
Loc: Reay Forest  
 
‘Deer forest’ – preserves of red deer, treeless 
vastnesses of mountainous moorland. Reay 
Forest, in the far north-west of Scotland, 
bought in 1921 by the Duke of Westminster 
from the Duke of Sutherland. Westminster 
Tweed, manufactured by Hunters of Brora, a 
livery of camouflage for ghillies. Estate 
tweeds: unique weaves designed to allow 
the disappearance of hunter into particular 
ground. Some sections of the stalking 
grounds were planted in the 1950s, 
celebrated as bringing economic 
regeneration and employment. As they 
grow, these spruce trees become 
impenetrable to harriers, and also 
considered unprofitable to humans. 

Purchased in 1926 from Macphersons, 
Inverness: Sports Suppliers and Taxidermist of 
the Northern Highlands. Falling out of 
business in the 1970’s, Macphersons’ 
workaday material legacy was acquired by 
Inverness Museum. The workshop contents 
are no longer on public view but stored: 
photographs of the chief taxidermist, John 
MacDonald, in his deerskin apron, alongside 
the tools of his trade. Craftsman’s choice - 
japanese gut, wire gimp, a handbook of 
Chemical Magic,  “FLIT” flyspray. Tools of the 
trade, animals passing through turned inside 
out and back again, bound into shape and 
groomed - fit for the best collections, the 
most superior walls. These remnants are now 
dislodged to the perimeters of interest, with 
skins strewn empire-wide.  Stuffing Books 
offering a complete record. 

I returned with the specimen to Reay 
Forest - part of the Duke of Westminster’s 
Scottish Estate. I met people living in the 
estate village, and learned about how the 
land has been shaped for hunting - no 
wilderness this. The story emerged that after it 
had been killed in the far north-west of 
Scotland in the 1920s, the hen harrier would 
have travelled somehow to Glasgow via the  
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Above: detail of Disposition 1 © Kate Foster / Hunterian Museums and Art Gallery (2003). The first part of a public artwork, displayed as a 
photograph in the University of Glasgow Biology Department’s research boards.   
Below:  detail of Disposition 1 © Kate Foster / Hunterian Museums and Art Gallery (2003). The first part of a public artwork, displayed as a 
photograph in the University of Glasgow Biology Department’s research boards.  
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taxidermist in Inverness. Who would have shot 
it?  Well, a ‘Gun’ most likely, otherwise the 
incident would persist in living memory. And 
what would this gentleman, the Gun, have 
done with it? Ah, taken it to Macphersons on 
his way south, but abandoned it as a trophy 
on learning the cost. So, it would have been 
entered into Macphersons annual sale, and 
been acquired by the Museum. We also 
talked about how there is ongoing 
persecution of hen harriers in some places, 
though other landowners allow space for 
birds of prey. While they wished to see hen 
harriers, the estate staff said there were still no 
live birds in Reay Forest. Returning to the 
museum, I redisplayed the hen harrier in 
combination with elements from Reay 
Forest,as Disposition 1 and Disposition 2.  
 
Postscr ipt: Two down, thi rd in l ine 
 
As a news item, it flat-lined almost the very 
same moment it flared. Newspaper reports 
were suggestive, throwing out tit-bits to 
tantalise readers, Royalist or Republican. Two 
unexplained deaths, but no bodies to speak 
of. And two suspects for a crime punishable 
with a spell behind bars. The story merited 
cartoonist Steve Bell’s attentions. His portrait 
depicts a pair in flight, their label: ‘Protected 
Species.’  Above, Harry the Gun, on the wing, 
rifle trained on some prey unseen, signature 
plumage fiery red, jacket and wellingtons, 
Barbour green. Hovering below, identically 
clad, William van Cutsem, close family 
friend, a ruddy-cheeked son of England.  
“They couldn’t have? Could they?”   

Two hen harriers plucked out of the sky 
as they quartered their hunting ground, 
running the border where the Dersingham 
Nature Reserve backs onto the Sandringham 
Estate. The reserve warden spoke of hearing 
the shotgun’s muffled retort, then another 
soon after. With each sound, a bird fell 
instantly. Expert work.  The local constabulary 
came knocking with questions that 
demanded answers. The Prince, his shooting 
chum and their gamekeeper-consort had 
the same story. It was straight. Duck hunters 
only, duck hunters all. No ballistic evidence. 
No forensics. And no eye-witnesses. So no 
charges to be brought. The police decision 
to terminate inquiries dropped the whole  

 
thing stone dead. Gallows humour, it seems, 
is all that’s left when the Establishment closes 
ranks.  

The sorry tale and its satirical treatment 
are, truth to tell, as old as the hills of the 
Highlands, far north of Norfolk. In those days, 
when it is said that the Cabinet might 
reasonably have met in Inverness, rather than 
Whitehall, Punch enjoyed making fun of 
rotund men who love hunting game, and of 
the silly games that they play. Politics and 
power, prestige and privilege, have annually 
convened in places where animals and birds 
are plentiful, and know when to take flight in 
sporting fashion. But if the plunder of 
protected species continues unabated and 
goes unpunished, all the poking and 
pointing, all that conspiratorial nudging and 
winking, troubles this social scene not one jot.  

Pray silence a moment for the fallen. 
By certain countryside economies, the hen 
harriers’ greatest value is neither as study skin, 
cabinet trophy or living treasure, but rather as 
anonymous dead thing. The gamey’s secret 
cache. Poisoned, bagged up or burned. 
Best dealt with behind the back shed. The 
most discreet of disposals, leaving behind no 
mortal remains. Thus, persecution is the 
troublesome fact wherein lies a difficult truth. 
Knowing just one of the birds’ number as well 
as we do – which by many a biographer’s 
measure is not well at all – is in some 
respects miraculous. The killing of hen harriers 
is something done so as to leave the 
investigator policeman, artist or geographer 
with absolutely nothing to go on. And long 
after the inquisitors have gone, so it goes on, 
and on. Spelling out the continuance of 
stewardship, and the associated indulgence 
of boyish adventure, by older and long 
outlawed means. 
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… among wonders we are born and placed 
and surrounded on all sides, so that to 
whatever thing we first turn our eyes, it is a 
wonder and full of wonders, if only we 
examine it for a little.[i] The thirteenth-
century writer Albertus Magnus described 
wonder as “‘shocked surprise’ … before the 
sensible appearance of a great prodigy, 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
so that the heart experiences systole. Thus 
wonder is somewhat similar to fear…” But 
fear cannot dominate if enchantment is to be, 
for the latter requires active engagement with 
objects of sensuous experience; it is a state of 
interactive fascination, not fall to your knees 
awe.[ii]  
 
 

 

ndrea Roe drew my attention to the 
delicate and sensual pleasures that 
can be experienced through close 

observation of taxidermy practice. Kate 
Foster, who was working as artist-in-residence 
in the geography department where I was 
based, had invited Andrea to the 
department to give a demonstration in 
taxidermy to a select group known, only by 
those who were members, as “Stuff Club.” 
“Stuff Club” had emerged as an informal 
support group around research I was 
conducting into the history of taxidermy and 
natural history collections, and was 
comprised of, aside from myself, a zoology 
curator (Maggie Reilly of the Hunterian 
Museum), a taxidermist and museum 

preparator (Dick Hendry formerly of the 
Kelvingrove Museum), an environmental artist 
(Kate Foster then artist-in-residence at the 
University of Glasgow’s Geography 
Department), and a geographer (Hayden 
Lorimer – my supervisor at the time).  
  Before Andrea’s arrival at the 
department, my knowledge of taxidermy 
practice consisted of what I had 
experienced through close archival study of 
Dick Hendry’s extensive personal collection of 
19th and 20th century taxidermy manuals. 
While the descriptions of practice to be 
found in these manuals were instructive, and 
their illustrative plates illuminating, they did 
not offer any suggestion of the sensate 
aspects of taxidermy practice I was so keen  

A 

ANDREA ROE: 
REVISIT ING WONDER 

Andrea Roe's work explores animal behaviour research and communication, and is designed to awaken experiences 
of wonder in nature, science and folklore. This interview by Merle Patchett encompasses a revisit in three senses. 
Firstly, and most importantly, the interview explores how Roe’s work provokes audiences to revisit experiences of 
wonder in the natural world. Secondly, it is a revisit in the sense of acting as a catch-up between Roe and Patchett, 
who were first introduced when Roe offered to give Patchett a demonstration in the arts of taxidermy back in 2005. 
Thirdly, it also works as a revisit and review of Roes’ work for Antennae readers since her first Antennae interview in 
2008. 
Questions by MMerle Patchett  
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“Skin of Bird Turned Ready for Severance from Body,” Montagu Brpwne, from Practical Taxidermy by Montagu Brown 1878. 
Illustration Courtesy Gutenberg Press 2008. 
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to familiarize myself with. 

Aware of this, Kate had invited Andrea 
to give us a demonstration in taxidermy 
practice, as Andrea was then artist-in-
residence in the Natural Science Department 
of the National Museums of Scotland where, 
among other projects, she was learning the 
art of taxidermy under the tutelage of 
specialist bird-taxidermist Peter Summers. 
Happy to share her developing skills with an 
enthusiastic audience, Andrea agreed to the 
Stuff Club invitation. 

Andrea had brought along a 
greenfinch to demonstrate the setting up of 
a study skin, and we were using Kate’s then 
office as a makeshift “demonstration lab.” 
Although there were those in our company 
who were extremely at ease in close 
proximity to dead animal bodies (Maggie 
and Dick), Kate, Hayden and I were less 
familiar, and therefore a little more intrepid, 
as Andrea took the greenfinch out of the 
plastic bag she had encased it within for 
travel between Edinburgh to Glasgow. I, for 
one, was surprised that, apart from a not 
unpleasant musky sent, the greenfinch gave 
off no strong odor. As someone who 
previously suffered from a fear of birds I 
surprised even myself by asking if I could hold 
the dead bird body. On reflection, I think my 
curiosity to feel the weight of the dead bird in 
my hand had been sparked by Andrea’s 
delicate cupping of the bird’s body in her 
own. In her hands, the bird’s body appeared 
feather-light, a morphology of almost there-
ness. Rather than the old axiom “seeing is 
believing” Andrea had turned me on to a 
new one: “sensing is understanding.”      
  Taxidermy practice could easily be 
perceived as a wholly revolting sensory 
experience, yet the disgusting, as Aurel 
Kolnai argues, can also exert a certain 
“macabre attraction” over the subject.[iii] 
While Kolnai is a phenomenologist, and 
rejects what he terms the “reductionism” of 
psychoanalysis, he still appreciates the 
psychoanalytic recognition of what he calls 
the “eroticism of disgust,” a breed of aversion 
which is superimposed “upon the shadow of 
a desire for union with the object.”[iv] The 
magnetism that I experienced when 
observing Andrea skinning and preparing the  
 

 
 
greenfinch body into a study-skin is illustrative 
of this phenomenon. 
  While I certainly approached 
observing Andrea skinning the greenfinch 
with trepidation, the prospect also aroused a 
certain amount of excitement. There was 
something oddly erotic about the first incision 
cut: the wetting and parting of feathers, the 
delicacy of the skin which only needed the 
slightest prick by the tip of the scalpel to slice 
open the body cavity, revealing the ruby-red 
jewel of the belly beneath. The intimacy of 
the demonstration and Roe’s almost ritualistic 
preparation and manipulation of the bird’s 
body gave the event the air of a 
performance, one that perhaps you should 
not be witnessing, which of course 
contradictorily added to the exhilaration of 
the experience. 
  Although aspects of taxidermy, like 
skinning and cleaning out the brain from the 
skull, can be thoroughly revolting to witness 
up close by all the senses, they too were 
strangely compelling. As someone relatively 
new to the craft at the time, it was clear Roe 
enjoyed demonstrating to others the 
wondering pleasure practicing taxidermy 
could elicit. She communicated to us that 
each new bird skin offered new discoveries 
to be had, from the form and colour palette 
of feathers, to attempting to sex the bird (not 
always a straight forward task, especially in a 
young bird), to exploring the stomach 
contents to see what the bird had been 
eating: 
  

... in preparing a bird skin, the 
surprise of opening up a belly and 
finding its prey inside or seeds giving 
some clue to its flight path is a detail 
rarely related to the viewer. It seems 
that the exciting, investigative work in 
the research laboratory is not on 
offer to the general public except 
perhaps in a diluted form. Hopefully 
the work I'm doing will provide an 
alternative viewpoint.[v] 

  
Roe’s ability to communicate the wondering 
pleasure of taxidermy practice, and her own 
capturing of the “critical moments” of 
taxidermy practice through video, inspired 
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me to undertake an ethnographic approach 
to the study of taxidermy for my PhD. What 
has struck me as special about Roe’s work is 
her ability to extend or share her experience 
of wonder in the natural world with others, 
something as a modern society we all too 
easily dismiss, which is why her work is so 
important. 
   
Merle Patchett: Through several 
residencies, like at the Crichton Psychiatric 
Hospital, the Wellcome Trust and the National 
Museums of Scotland, you have produced 
artworks responding to research and 
collections in these institutions. Many of the 
works which have emerged in response to 
these residencies (e.g. Cat Whisker Corridor, 
Dream Rabbits) seem to be driven by an 
intent to make specialist knowledge and 
“behind-the-scenes” practices and research 
accessible and approachable to a general 
audience. Can you elaborate on how you 
approached your role and practice as an 
artist-in-residence in these institutions and 
how this has impacted the types of works 
which have emerged/resulted? 
  
Andrea Roe: At the Crichton Hospital I was 
given an entire ward as a studio, my remit 
being to develop new work and to organise 
art classes for the resident patients. In order 
to change the feel of the ward environment, 
I borrowed natural history objects from 
Dumfries Museum as potential inspiration for 
the drawing class. Amongst these objects 
were two taxidermied rabbits, which I used in 
the work Vantage Point. Soon after the 
patients were calling me “the rabbit woman.” 
Vantage Point was a series of tree stumps 
that were laminated with green Formica, 
creating official high points in the landscape 
where the local rabbit population would 
gather. I had noticed that at 5:00 pm, when 
the nursing staff left, rabbits would start to 
appear. My intent was to draw attention to 
these other inhabitants of the hospital 
grounds. In the evenings, from the upstairs  
windows of the ward, I witnessed this daily 
changeover of shift and species. 

Two years later in the library at the 
Wellcome Trust, I typed in “rabbit woman” 
and discovered the remarkable story of Mary 
Toft.[vi] In 1726 Toft, “The Pretended Rabbit  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Breeder,” duped the medical profession into 
believing she had given birth to seventeen 
rabbits. She was listed under incredulous 
births, of which there were several stories 
involving women and turtles, and a woman 
with four toads. I was drawn to these stories 
and interested in how they caused fear 
through threatening the dividing line between 
man and animal. Historically, the animal 
laboratories at the Wellcome Trust occupied 
the top three floors of the Euston Road 
building, with cockerels living on the roof to 
provide a supply of plasma.[vii] The sanitized 
office environment where I was based 
showed no trace of this contribution to 
science, and I was keen to reconnect the 
workforce with this animal history. During the 
residency, I made works where I introduced 
animals onto Sir Henry Wellcome’s models 
and into underground corridor spaces. 
  At the NMS, I was keen to learn 
taxidermy so that I could reveal particular 
aspects of the process, and deviate from the 
procedure necessary for producing cabinet 
skins. When an animal had to be defrosted 
quickly, it was put in a microwave, and the 
sensation of holding a slightly warmed body 
was always a little unnerving, as if the animal  
was on the brink of life and about to revive. I 
was fascinated by the process and felt very 
privileged to see and hold so many different 
birds. I learnt that birds smell different from 
one another depending on what they eat; 
an owl for instance, smells incredibly mousey  

 
 
 
Vantage Point, (one of six), Andrea Roe, Formica clad tree 
stumps with taxidermied rabbits, Crichton Hospital, 
Dumfries, photo credit: Allan Devlin, 1999 © Andrea Roe 
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and the smell lingers on your fingers. And I 
remember feeling cheered if the bird laid out 
in front of me had a full crop of seed before 
it flew into a window, was caught by a cat, or 
otherwise met its death. The information on 
stomach contents and the cause of death 
were kept on file and offered clues to the 
bird’s individual story. I became intrigued by 
the stories and was keen to put these and 
my experimentations out into the public 
realm. 
  
Patchett: With the Enlightenment, the 
wonders of the living world became subject 
to systematic, scientific enquiry, and 
something that strikes me about your work is 
that it encourages audiences to tap into 
experiencing wonder in the natural world 
again. As children, we are more open to 
experiencing wonder, for discovering beauty 
and mystery. Research indicates that nature  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
for a open to experiencing wonder, for 
discovering beauty and mystery. Research 
indicates that nature for a child is “sheer 
sensory experience,"[viii] but that this tends to 
disappear as we begin to categorize and 
codify the world. Something your work seems 
particularly adept at is translating complex 
scientific research on animal behavior and 
communication into wonder inducing 
sensory encounters. (I am thinking here 
particularly of Vitalism Reimagined and 
Butterfly Book). Would you say that 
encouraging others to experience wonder (or 
to share in your experience of wonder) is an 
intent of your work? 
 
Roe: Yes definitely so. I aim to produce work 
that is recognized and experienced through 
all the senses, as I imagine it will then be 
more intensely felt. With Butterfly Book, which 
uses the BBC book Incredible Journeys as a  

 

 
 
Still from Frozen Bird, Andrea Roe, filmed at NMS with Richard Brown, 2006 © Andrea Roe 
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starting point, the Monarch butterflies 
compete for the electrical energy supply 
which runs through hair-like muscle wires 
allowing the wings to pulse. This creates an 
erratic rhythm of wing beats, which gives a 
semblance of life and makes us believe that 
the cut-outs are about to lift off and migrate 
across the page. I think this work relates back 
to a childish desire to see all the natural 
wonders, and when it’s not possible to fly off 
to a forest in Mexico to view the 
phenomenon of the Monarchs, to make a 
substitute. 
 
Patchett: The theme of collections and 
collecting is prevalent in your work. Your 
Butterfly works, in particular, seem to explore 
the nature of collecting, the impulse to 
collect, and the psyche of those who do it. 
Can you expand upon your interest in the  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
figure of the collector? 
 
Roe: At the NMS, in conversation with the 
Curator of Birds, I was privy to many stories of 
people who devote their lives to collecting 
Natural History objects. The research 
collection of birds’ eggs at the museum 
includes a number of privately donated 
historical collections, and is particularly 
interesting as it reveals much about the 
aesthetic and scientific preferences of the 
individual collector. Some of the eggs have 
paper labels attached to them, while others 
have their identity inscribed directly onto the 
shell. Some are in organised clutches on 
deep layers of cotton wool in purpose built 
wooden cabinets, while a few are held, 
loosely, in an assortment of modified boxes. 

The museum also holds the collection, 
diaries and notebooks of an ornithologist and  

 
 
Still from Butterfly Book, Andrea Roe, an interactive work, adapting the book Incredible Journeys, 2007. Video can be watched 
here: http://vimeo.com/11210203'  © Andrea Roe 
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collector, J.H. McNeile, which include his 
highly detailed field notes, drawings and lists 
of supplies for the journeys he made to 
Poland, Cyprus and Turkey. They offer a 
comprehensive and amusing insight into his 
views on collecting and collectors, and 
reveal much about his privileged lifestyle 
throughout his extended (legitimate) 
collecting period of 1921 to the 1970’s. 
              In the work Every Butterfly Ever 
Observed, I was interested to explore what I 
think is a kind of moral duality regarding 
collecting and collectors. I was thinking how I 
would love to have my own butterfly 
collection, but I didn’t want to kill anything to 
achieve this. So I began to search for, and 
repair, dead butterflies, but was disappointed 
in their condition. I moved on to cutting out 
the life-size images from an Observer’s Book 
of Butterflies. Whilst doing this, I sliced off 
several antennae and had to buy another 
copy of the book to retry and realized how 
the representation of the butterflies changed 
when the book was reprinted. As the books 
were reprinted twenty-seven times between 
1938 and 1985, there were noticeable 
differences in the colour and print quality of 
the butterflies. I was curious to see them all, 
and in trying to source the books, I found that 
there are collectors of the Observer’s Books 
themselves. After this discovery, I decided to 
focus attention on the collector, and I use 
the books as a substitute for a butterfly 
collection. The twenty-seven print runs are 
presented on an oval table of which they 
follow the curve. Hidden behind them are 
more than 3000 black entomological pins, 
inserted directly into the table top. 
       
Patchett: Birds are often either the subject 
and/or the actual material of your artworks. 
Can you explain what inspired you to explore 
the lives (and deaths) of birds in your art 
practice?   
 
Roe: Working at the museum gave me the 
opportunity and the time to become 
fascinated with birds and, through taxidermy, 
to be involved in their afterlives. It felt like a 
grave responsibility to be allowed to prepare 
the animal skins, and I was keen to learn to 
do it well. It offered a way of showing some 
final respect to the animal by cleaning the 

 
 skin and composing the body into a relaxed 
position. If the bird had been poisoned or 
was a casualty of netting or road kill, it would 
seem particularly important to do a good job 
in repairing tears and reorganizing distressed 
feathers, imagining that somehow you were 
assisting the bird in representing itself at its 
best. 

As bird skins are simpler to prepare 
than other animal skins, and relatively easy to 
source (as they live and die around us), it 
makes them ideal for beginner taxidermists. 
Although equally for the accomplished 
taxidermist, they also offer the complex 
challenge of capturing the jizz, or bodily 
expression, of that particular bird. 

 
Patchett: You cite Len Howard’s book “Birds 
as Individuals” as a reference.[x] Can you 
elaborate on how her ideas have shaped 
your approach/artwork? 
   
Roe: Len Howard was a naturalist and 
musicologist who studied and wrote about 
the birds in her garden and established a co-
habitational relationship with those that 
roosted in her cottage. She lived as a recluse 
and so was able to control the environment 
and provide a regular food supply for the 
birds she studied. Up to sixty birds would roost 
in her cottage each evening, settling in small 
boxes above her bed, and she tuned her life 
to theirs; rising when they did, and fully 
involving herself with their lives. She regarded 
the great tit as the most intelligent of the 
species and wrote a series of bird 
biographies examining and describing their 
individual intelligence, and challenging what 
was previously thought of as instinctive 
behavior. 

I’m interested in her approach and 
how her focused observation allowed her to 
move closer to understanding how a bird 
might think. She gains the trust of the birds 
she studies, and perhaps because they lack 
fear, she witnesses them at play and as 
characterful individuals. The birds accept her 
presence, and she describes instances when 
they communicate with her, as in the case of 
Star, a great tit with whom she developed a 
shared language. I think it’s quite common 
for artists to work in a similar way to Howard 
and to temporarily lose sense of self  
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through focusing intensely on a subject. She 
extended her research so it became her life 
and was able to contribute new knowledge 
on the habits, preferences and relative 
intelligence of particular species. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Patchett: Your interest in Len Howard more 
broadly reflects a wider interest in what some 
might call “folk biology” or “amateur” 
scientific enquiry - what draws you to these 
non-establishment figures? 

 
 
Every Butterfly Ever Observed, A copy of every print run of The Observer’s Book of Butterflies, Andrea Roe, entomological pins, table, 2011, 
photo: Michael Wolchover © Andrea Roe 
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Roe: I’m interested in the stories of people 
that are compelled to go beyond the normal 
expectations of research or scientific enquiry, 
and perhaps become, or at least align 
themselves closely, with the thing they study. 
It brings up the question of what we consider 
to be normal behaviour and if we might 
correctly use the term “animalized human” to 
describe someone who commits their time 
to understanding and communicating with 
another species. 
 
Patchett: Many of your bird works are 
related to your residency at the NMS and 
your apprenticeship in taxidermy. The 
anthropologist, Tim Ingold, has observed that 
the essence of skill “has come to lie in the 
improvisational ability of practitioners to 
disassemble the constructions of technology 
and creatively to incorporate the pieces in 
their own walks of life.”[xi] I would suggest this 
is something you have done effectively with 
your “animatronic taxidermy” works like 
Paddling Gull, where you have evolved and 
updated aspects of the craft of taxidermy 
(crossing the traditional mimetic crafts of 
taxidermy with mechanical and electronic 
design), making it relevant to present 
concerns and audiences. Would you agree 
with this understanding? 
 
Roe: I think all artists do this to some extent, 
making their own rules, remixing and 
reforming ideas and methodologies in an 
attempt to ask new questions. 

For Paddling Gull, which was 
developed at the NMS during my residency, I 
wanted to isolate and then mimic foot-
paddling in order to understand the 
complexity of the behaviour. As a project, 
itcame about through discussion with many 
individuals and through the combined skills of 
clockmaker Darren Cox and taxidermist Peter 
Summers. My role was primarily to remind 
one about the needs and requirements of 
the other! 
 
Patchett: You have stated your rationale for 
developing works of “animatronic taxidermy,” 
like Paddling Gull, is to produce visual and 
sensory means for revealing the usually 
hidden moments of nature to a museum 
public. Paddling Gull, for example,  

 
demonstrates foot-paddling, an activity 
particular to birds where they paddle the 
ground to imitate rain and bring worms to the 
surface to eat. However, Blackbird 
Menagerie, another animatronic taxidermy 
work, has a more sinister edge. In this work 
you perch a taxidermied blackbird on an art-
nouveau wooden stool, where it appears to 
be watching a video-monitor depicting the 
same bird being prepared for the first incision 
cut that brought it to its present taxidermied 
form. In the video, a closed shot of just the 
bird-body and your hands, we see your 
hands dislocate the wing and leg joints, part 
and wet the belly feathers to expose the belly 
skin to which you then take up a scalpel to 
make the incision. However, just before you 
make the incision, the blackbird on the table 
springs to life and, flicking its tail, opens its 
beak and cries out a warning call. It is to no 
avail, of course, and the incision that brought 
the bird to its present state on the table 
inevitably goes ahead 

Blackbird Menagerie seems to tread a 
fine line between provoking horror and 
wonder. This piece for me relates to what I 
said earlier about Kolnai’s notion of the 
“eroticisim of disgust,” as the video asserts a 
kind of “macabre attraction” over the 
audience, which is at once exhilarating and 
unsettling. It seems a little sadistic to make 
the bird watch itself about to be cut open 
and then to also animate it to cry out in futile 
alarm. At the same time, as a viewer, you 
end up mimicking the bird’s viewing of the 
video, as its gaze, the music and zooming in 
of the camera lens hypnotically draw and 
hold your attention. This is a very clever move 
as the audience is put in the position of the 
bird, enabling them to empathize with its 
impending and inevitable meeting with the 
scalpel blade.  To me, it’s a darkly poetic 
piece, as it seems as though you asked 
yourself while skinning the blackbird, what 
would the bird do if it saw itself in this 
position? How would you respond to this 
interpretation? 
 
Roe: Spot on. I wanted to express both the 
horror and fascination that I experienced 
when I first opened up a bird skin. But mainly, 
I wanted to give the bird a voice, as I think, in 
taxidermy, the consent is what is missing, and  
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that’s what bothers me most. 

I intended that the work be chilling, 
and for the bird to be viewed at first as an 
object, or an ornament, and for this to 
change, and for it to be given the status of 
an active subject when it comes to life and 
protests. It’s important that the viewer sees 
the video from the position of the bird, and 
then we anticipate the climax and share the 
bird’s shock at seeing the interior exposed. 
  
Patchett: It seems that unlike Paddling Gull, 
which was made primarily for an educational 
museum setting, Blackbird Menagerie was 
intended more for an art gallery setting. Can 
you comment on how context plays a role in 
the work you produce or decide to show? 
 
Roe: Paddling Gull wasn’t, in fact, made 
specifically for the Hunterian Zoological 
Museum, although I agree it would have a 
different emphasis if shown in a gallery 
setting.  I’m open to my work being read 
differently each time it’s exhibited, and I 
would still love the opportunity to present  

 
 
Paddling Gull directly on a gallery floor and 
spotlit. With Blackbird Menagerie, I hope it 
might, at some point, be appropriate to 
show the piece in the natural history galleries 
at the NMS, as it evolved from experiments 
done during my residency, and in this 
context, I think it would challenge the 
museum visitor, and perhaps alter their 
experience of viewing the animal displays. 

                                    
Patchett: Cats seem to be another 
theme/subject in your work. I was particularly 
taken with your recent work Defining Wildness. 
Despite the cat in Defining Wildness’s “wild-
eyes,” this cat is no wildcat - the slipper of its 
human companion gives it away as a 
domestic cat. How do you distinguish/define 
“wildness?” 
 
Roe: I made the work to consider what it is 
to be determined wild. I am interested in how 
we use the word and its associations, and 
how it might change our interpretation of an 
image. In Defining Wildness, I’m asking if an 
animal can be both wild and domestic 
simultaneously. My interest in definitions of 
wildness came from reading about the 
endangered Scottish wildcat, and learning 
that because it is very difficult to differentiate 
the purebred wildcat from feral and 
domestic cats, by its pelage alone, they are 
almost impossible to protect. 
                      
Patchett: I always find the “Ideas” page on 
your website delightfully intriguing. Could you 
tell me a little more about the works Last 
Stand and Last Song that appear there? 
 
Roe: The two works were made for a fund-
raising exhibition called Ghosts of Gone Birds, 
held at Rochelle School London, and 
curated by Ceri Levy, whose aim was to raise 
money and awareness for Bird Life 
International's Preventing Extinctions 
programme. Invited artists were asked to 
adopt a different extinct species of bird and 
breathe life back into it through their art. My 
chosen bird, the Grand Cayman thrush, was 
described as grayish with reddish eyes and 
red legs, and was last seen and heard from 
in 1938. I was thinking about the last song 
and the person who heard it, and how you 
probably wouldn’t know that you were  

 

 
 
Paddling Gull, Andrea Roe, an animatronic, taxidermied herring 
gull, a collaborative project at the NMS, supported by the 
Leverhulme Trust, photo credit: John K McGregor, eca © Andrea 
Roe 
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Last Stand, Andrea Roe, liquid plastic cast, bird legs, plinth, 2011© Andrea Roe 
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hearing the very last song, and you might not 
even be listening very carefully. I wanted to 
think about this sound visually, and I decided 
to copper electroplate a thrush tongue to 
represent it as an exquisite tool. This is then 
shown in a display case with a sonogram. 
           The companion piece, Last Stand, is a 
cast of a bird body sprayed grey. Its legs are 
brilliant red and suggest that they might still 
have life and potency even though the rest 
of the body is denuded of feathers and 
clearly dead. I wanted to show the bird still 
somehow resisting the label “extinct.” 
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