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Szabolcs Kókay

Szabolcs Kókay was born in Hungary in 1976 and has been 
interested in nature, especially birds, since childhood. Although he 
has been drawing for as long as he can remember, it was only around 
the age of 20, when these two interests merged.

After finishing his education, he began working in nature 
conservation, which helped broaden his reputation as a young 
illustrator. With increasing amounts of time being taken up by 
commissioned work, in 2001 Kókay took the plunge and opted to 
work full time as an artist and illustrator. While many of his initial 
commissions came from Hungarian NGOs, National Parks, and the 
Ministry for the Environment, his work is now also recognized by 
a wider audience, thanks in no small part to success he has had in 
several international art competitions, including the former British 
Birds ‘Bird Illustrator of the Year’ award, and Birdwatch ‘Artist of the 
Year’.

Over the years, Kókay’s technique when painting wildlife has 
radically changed, as he used to work solely from photographs. He 
realized over time the importance of working directly from life, and 
in recent years he has tried to spend as much time in the field as 

possible, sketching plein air. He uses watercolors in the field, making 
loose sketches and studies. His larger gallery paintings are almost 
exclusively painted in oils on canvas board.

Receiving more and more commissions through the years, he 
eventually had to expand his portfolio, and thus began illustrating 
other animals. It was a fantastic way of instinctively learning about 
anatomy and identification of non-birds subjects. Snakes always 
gave him a lot of challenge and headache. He had always found it 
very difficult to understand and illustrate the strict and complicated 
system of the scales following the curves of their body. So, it was an 
immense task when he had to paint 100+ species for Indraneil Das’s 
A Field Guide to the Reptiles of South-East Asia (2010, New Holland 
Publishers; see sample plate).

Some years ago, during a family holiday, he found a ditch with 
shallow water full of Edible Frogs (Rana esculenta). Several Grass 
Snakes (Natrix natrix) were on a constant patrol, and he observed 
a few successful captures within a few hours. He was able to film 
and photograph one of these predator-prey interactions from the 
beginning, when the snake grabbed only the hind leg of the frog, until 

Fig. 1. Example of some of the many snake species painted for A Field 
Guide to the Reptiles of South-East Asia by Indraneil Das.
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the end, when the frog disappeared down the snake. The watercolor 
study here is based on the reference material from that day.

European Pond Terrapins (Emys orbicularis) are one of Kókay’s 
favorite subjects to sketch in the field. They are very cooperative 
models, not moving much. Kókay lives on an island in the Danube, 
and luckily the smaller branch of this river is full of them, providing 
plenty of opportunities. The best period for observing and sketching 
them is early spring, when the turtles emerge from hibernation, 
enjoying the first days warm sunlight, as depicted in the sketch here.

More of Kókay’s work can be viewed or purchased on his website: 
www.kokay.hu.

Awards:
2000 British Birds ‘Bird Illustrator of the Year’, PJC Award
2001 British Birds ‘Bird Illustrator of the Year’, 3rd place
2002 British Birds ‘Bird Illustrator of the Year’, 3rd place
2002 Birdwatch Artist of the Year, identification category winner
2008 Birdwatch Artist of the Year, 1st place
2010 Don Eckelberry Scholarship Award from the Society of  

  Animal Artists
2014 Langford Press Field Sketches Award
2015 Sociedad Gaditana de Historia Natural illustration   

  competition, 2nd place

Fig. 2. Watercolor study of a Grass Snake (Natrix natrix) consuming an Edible 
Frog (Rana esculenta).

Fig. 3. Watercolor sketch of a European Pond Terrapin (Emys orbicularis).


