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FOREWORD
In a chapter “Concerning Eyes” in his 1893 Idle Days in 

Patagonia, the naturalist William Henry Hudson describes 

the beauty he had seen in the eyes of birds. He writes: “White, 

crimson, emerald green, shining golden yellow, are amongst 

the colors seen in the eyes of birds. In owls, herons, cormorants, 

and many other tribes, the brightly-tinted eye is incomparably 

the finest feature and chief glory. It fixes the attention at once, 

appearing like a splendid gem, for which the airy bird-body, 

with its graceful curves and soft tints, forms an appropriate 

setting. When the eye closes in death, the bird... becomes a 

mere bundle of dead feathers.” Quoting Coleridge, he concludes 

that “the ‘passion and the fire whose fountains are within’ have 

vanished.” Although Hudson shot and stuffed a great many birds 

as part of his own ornithological studies, his thoughts always 

returned to the stunning aliveness of the birds he observed 

wherever he was. Having arrived in England from the American 

tropics, for example, he stood in melancholy, he tells us, as John 

Gould showed him his remarkable collection of the stuffed 

hummingbirds Hudson described as “pellets of dead feathers, 

which had long ceased to sparkle and shine.”

In the formality of his prose, Hudson can seem remote, and yet 

we recognise his thoughts about birds in the same way as we do 

Milton’s in his description of a nightingale from a century-and-

a-half earlier: 

Sweet Bird that shunn’st the noise of folly,  

Most musicall, most melancholy!  

Thee Chauntress oft the Woods among,  

I woo to hear thy eeven-Song;

If it can be difficult to connect in any way to a photograph taken 

in the late nineteenth century of one of our family ancestors, 

we seem to feel much closer to the person when he or she is 

shown near an animal. Somehow, animals bridge time; we 

recognise them, their smell, movement, and feel, and through 

that recognition, we recognise the people around them. When a 

naturalist in the nineteenth century or an artist in the twenty-first 

describes a bird, we recognise, too, the gestures, the desires, the 

need to understand.

As Dr Yvette Watt shows, the artists whose work is represented 

in this exhibition are part of both very old and quite recent 

quests to grapple with the importance, the significance of the 

bird-life around us. The ancient quest can be found in images 

of swallows in classical mosaics; the more recent quest can be 

found in the increasing attention paid by contemporary artists 

to the presence of animals in our lives. The work curated here 

by Helen Hopcroft and Caelli Jo Brooker in Year of the Bird is a 

welcome addition to an international conversation about the 

place of animals in our cultures, a conversation that stretches 

to Hudson and beyond, a conversation that will take us into the 

decades ahead as the birds around us inevitably face increasing 

challenges of environmental change.

There’s no doubt about it: birds are in. Indeed, when I asked Helen Hopcroft, one of the exhibition curators, where the 

title for the exhibition came from (wondering if 2013 was an ”official” Year of the Bird), she told me that it was “Just a title, 

nothing official. It started with a joke: Tim Burns looked at some of Helen Wright’s paintings and quipped ‘everyone’s 

painting birds now: it must be year of the bird!’”

 So what is it about birds that so captures our imagination?

Of course birds appeal because many are so beautiful, with their often extraordinary plumage, complex songs and lovely 

forms, and it is these kind of birds we tend to see rendered into the rather ubiquitous and too-often twee creatures that 

inhabit so many gift shops and art/craft markets. However, while not so popular as decorative motifs, the not-so-cute birds, 

such as crows and ravens, also inspire artists and writers. But regardless of their type, as primarily creatures of the sky, 

perhaps it is the other-worldliness about birds that is so compelling, as we envy their apparent freedom that comes of being 

able to defy gravity so readily. It is then an ultimate irony that we all too often clip their wings or confine birds in cages so 

that they cannot fly, thus depriving them of the very ability we admire so much. It is almost as if we are punishing them for 

daring to do something we humans cannot (at least not without the benefit of technology). We like to use birds as symbols 

of freedom, and yet we lock them away, often by themselves for our own selfish pleasure.

At a recent visit to a local designers/makers market I was amazed at the variety of items decorated with birds. It reminded 

me of the satirical sketch from the Portlandia TV comedy series1, where the main characters “spruce up and make pretty” all 

sorts of objects in a gift shop where “nothing has birds on it” by stencilling, embroidering and painting birds on all manner 

of things, going so far as to paint one bird on another. 

The ”Put a Bird on It!” sketch ends with the store owner opening the doors for business, only to have a pigeon fly in. 

The live bird creates havoc, as it flies around in a panic, smashing things, and horrifying the store owner and her bird-

embellishing assistants, who find the real bird a disgusting, allergy inducing creature. The pigeon’s eventual fate is not 

pretty, and the “designers” are just as disgusted at the dead bird on the shop floor as they were when it was alive. 

The Portlandia team capture perfectly the irony of our conflicted relationship with nonhuman animals2. We use them to 

decorate our homes in a myriad of ways, we laugh at their funny antics on Facebook and YouTube, we marvel at them 

on wildlife documentaries, we adore them as much-loved family pets and we are appalled at the idea of animal cruelty 
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and support the work of animal protection organisations. Yet many of us sit down to eat them on a daily basis giving 

nary a thought to the life and death of the individual whose body part we choose to consume, we curse and trap and 

poison the “vermin” that dare intrude in places we don’t want them to be, we test all kinds of drugs, procedures, and 

household products on them, we allow our pets to breed and choose to buy purebred animals rather than adopt a stray, 

thus condemning thousands upon thousands of dogs, cats and other unwanted pets to an early death. We admire, love 

and even idolise some animals, and we abuse, torture and demonise others. Not uncommonly animals of the same species 

can straddle this arbitrary divide. We prefer it when animals are where we think they should be, doing what we think 

they should do. And we definitely prefer them when they’re cute and funny. In fact, perhaps, as with the characters in the 

Portlandia sketch, we are often happier with the idealised representations of animals than the messy, unpredictable real thing.

These complex, inconsistent and at times highly problematic attitudes we hold toward nonhuman animals have been 

increasingly under the spotlight, especially since the publication in the mid 1970s of Peter Singer’s seminal book, Animal 

Liberation. Over the past decades a range of animal protection/advocacy organisations have drawn attention to the many 

abuses animals face at the hands of humans, urging us to change the way we treat our fellow creatures. The voices of those 

campaigning for animals have become louder and more numerous, and in recent years the issues have become a growing 

concern for academics across a broad range of disciplines, from the humanities through to the sciences. This rapidly 

growing field of intellectual inquiry, known variously as Human-Animal Studies, Critical Animal Studies, and just Animal 

Studies, has become increasingly politicised, going through a similar transition in academia that post-colonial studies 

and gender studies have done. The visual arts are playing a very important part in this re-thinking of our relationship with 

animals, and art exhibitions are a regular inclusion in academic conference programs within the field. 

Looking at images of birds (or indeed any animal), most people will not stop to give much serious thought to the choice of 

species depicted, or the manner in which they are represented, or what these matters might tell us about our attitudes to 

birds, much less give consideration to whether the way we depict them might actually affect how we think about and treat 

them. But as British cultural theorist Steve Baker has outlined, the relationship between depiction and understanding is 

crucially important. He points out that:

…the stakes in representing animals can be very high. Who controls that representation and to what ends it will be 

used will be of profound importance in coming years as arguments over global climate change, disappearing and 

disfigured frogs, razed rainforests, hunting rights, fishing stocks and the precedence of human needs continues to build.3

We may consider the flocks of cute birds that inhabit various artworks and objects in markets and gift shops and the like 

to be no more than a slightly irritating decorative cliché. However, if we accept that how we depict animals can tell us a lot 

about what we think about them, as well as affect the way we think about them, then perhaps we might think again about 

what is behind this penchant for “putting a bird on it”. Perhaps these cute birds that are so freely used as decoration hide a 

much more sinister relationship between humans and the creatures who share this world with us. As Baker has written:

No rethinking of human or animal identity is likely to emerge, it is clear, if art and philosophy choose to 

present the animal primarily as matter for human ‘solace and pleasure’. 4

This is the heart of the matter. Birds are all too often used in precisely this way: to cheer us up and to add a superficial 

prettiness to our domestic spaces while outside, in the world the birds inhabit, life is increasingly hard thanks to the impact 

of humans on the environment.

1  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iHmLljk2t8M
2  Because the term “nonhuman animal” is so long and rather clunky, I will for the sake of  

brevity use the term “animal” which should of course be understood to include humans,  
but is more commonly used to refer only to nonhuman animals.

3  Steve Baker, Picturing the Beast, (Champaign University of Illinois Press, 1993), ix.
4  Steve Baker, The Postmodern Animal, Reaktion, London,  2000, p 19
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Thank you to Dr Rod Bennison, CEO, Minding Animals 

International, for opening the exhibition.

Pamela See appears courtesy of Boutwell Draper Gallery and Andrew Baker Art Dealer

Emma van Leest appears courtesy of Tim Olsen Gallery

Marian Drew appears courtesy of Dianne Tanzer Gallery and Michael Reid

Helen Wright appears courtesy of Bett Gallery and Niagara Galleries

Trevor Weekes appears courtesy of Stella Downer Fine Art

This issue brought to mind a comment Helen Hopcroft made in an email she sent me in response to my question about 

what work she would be contributing to the exhibition, and Hopcroft responded:

I’m painting an old wardrobe with Hieronymus Bosch/Japanese style birds. It’s supposed to be weird, hyper 

decorative and OTT. I’m trying to make strange some of the conventions around the use of birds as decorative 

motifs. Kate Foster said something to me about how we plaster birds all over our homes and decorative 

furnishings, our environments, but have little or no regard for theirs. My wardrobe is partly a comment  

on this observation.

Foster’s observation is pointed and astute. Despite the prevalence of birds as decorative forms, we have relatively little time 

or concern for human impact on the living creatures themselves. 

The devastating impact humans have had on birdlife has a long history, peppered with extinctions. The most well known of 

these is perhaps that of the Dodo, a large, flightless pigeon that was endemic to the island of Mauritius, and which became 

extinct in the 17th century due to a combination of direct human predation, habitat destruction and the introduction of 

animals such as dogs, pigs and rats. The impact of humans on animal life in this “age of exploration” was enormous. The 

discovery of a new lands and invention of new technologies came at a heavy cost to a variety of ecosystems. This is a 

matter of central concern to the work of David Hampton, whose images juxtapose the might of industrial engineering  

with the birds that were used and abused in the name of advancement. 

Similarly, European exploration and its calamitous impacts on the colonised lands and inhabitants is a driving theme in 

the work of Emma van Leest. The inclusion in her work of the Short Tailed Shearwater, commonly know as Muttonbird, 

speaks of both the impact of the colonisers on indigenous plants, humans and animals, as well as the ongoing slaughter of 

these birds for their flesh in Tasmania, both in a commercial, indigenous industry, as well as a non-indigenous recreation 

kill. Defended due to the large numbers of Muttonbirds which nest around the Tasmanian coastline, we may well heed the 

lesson of the once numerous Passenger Pigeon, where a threshold population was lost, leading to species collapse. With 

the impact of fishing a potentially devastating factor for the Muttonbird, van Leest’s work reminds us that we may find the 

population threshold is lower than we had thought, but by then it may be too late.

Interestingly, considering the ubiquity of birds in “craft” markets, both van Leest and Pamela See use papercutting, 

traditionally a “craft” technique, to create their works. However the birds in their works are far from superficial decorations. 

Based on her observations on the different interactions between the bird species she and her daughter feed, depending on 

the amount of food and number and type of birds present, See’s works refer to the environmental impact of scarce resources, as 

well as the ability of different cultural groups, both human and non-human, to coexist peacefully when times get tough.

A number of the artists in Year of the Bird have made work in response to the intertwined issues of the beauty of birds, 

the study of birds in the field and the collection of specimens for museums, and the impact of humans on birds both as 

individuals and as species. The collaborative works of Kate Foster and Merle Patchett refer to the plumage trade of the 19th 

and early 20th centuries, as well as to the collection of birds for museums and private collections. The works they have 

produced for Year of the Bird respond to our treacherous admiration of lustrous bird plumage. This lust for beauteous 

plumage saw millions of birds killed so that their feathers could be used to adorn the hats and coats of fashionable women, 

while the jewel-like beauty of hummingbirds so enraptured a Victorian collector that dozens were killed to create what has 

become know as “The Hummingbird Case” in London Museum of Natural History.

In the 19th century the passion for collecting birds and animals was rife, and there was a fine line at times between 

collecting examples for scientific study and a competitive greed for collecting the best specimens and creating the most 

extravagant displays. Caelli Jo Brooker’s drawings allude to the broad range of reasons we “study” birds by taking the images 

from a variety of second-hand sources, both visual and literary, and representing them in the form of observational field studies. 

A love of birds in all their forms, and a deep concern at their death and destruction at the hands of humans, informs the 

work of both Helen Wright and Trevor Weekes. Both artists consider our treatment of birds to be a kind of “canary in a 

coalmine” scenario for humans’ destructive impact on the environment in general. However, bird death is at its most 

literal in the works of Vanessa Barbay and Marian Drew, both of whom incorporate the bodies of birds found dead in urban 

areas, often the victims of that great killer of animals and birds: the car. Drew directly references traditional European still 

life painting, emphasising the poignant out-of-placeness of these once wild-living dead birds by placing them within the 

context of the confined and controlled domestic space. In Barbay’s works we see the traces of the dead bird, as its decaying 

body is left to the stain the canvas, making permanent the residue of a life now gone. 

Artists are the great mediators of culture and as such they reflect, question and eventually even alter the way that societies 

think about themselves and the world they inhabit. Thus the cultural representation of animals as mediated through 

artists is a good indicator of the way that a society is thinking about these animals. It is then of significance that there are 

few maligned birds here – the pigeons, seagulls, chickens and turkeys for example, who are for the most part overlooked 

because they are too numerous, too annoying, too successful, or perhaps not “natural” enough. Nonetheless, the artists 

in Year of the Bird have gone a long way beyond simply “putting a bird on it”. They present us with works which unpack 

and challenge our attitudes toward and treatment of birds, calling upon us to think of them as much more than twee 

decoration. The rest is up to you, the viewer, to not only admire and feel concern for the lost, the rare and the beautiful 

birds, but also for the ubiquitous, the numerous, and the plain, for they are all amazing in their own unique way.
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