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Why do people want field guides?

ÅThere were already 4 current Field guides to 

Australian birds (Slater, Pizzey and Knight, 

Simpson and Day and Morecombe) and all 

have sold in at least tens of thousands. So 

ǘƘŜ ŘŜƳŀƴŘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜǊŜΣ ōǳǘ ǿƘȅΚ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘΩǎ 

about:

ïEnjoyment ςa way to connect

ïά/ƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƴƎέ ςgetting to see everything

ïKnowledge ςidentification is part of understanding.



The sum of all knowledge

ÅAs birders get more knowledgeable, they 
demand more information

ÅNot easy with a compact field guide

ÅTHE HANDBOOK approach: the steaming pile 
of data.



Handbook of Australian, New Zealand 
and Antarctic Birds (HANZAB)

ÅSeven volumes in nine parts, first published 1990, 
last 2006

ÅPioneering: attempt to define and summarise
existing knowledge

Åbirds often not well known and described, fewer 
photos available

ÅDrawings often based on measurements from 
specimens, colour standards.



The full HANZAB (7 volumes, 9 parts)



HANZAB text with colour notes



32 Colours for one bird (Red-capped 
Parrot)



Specimen skins

ÅMainly from Australian-based collections, 
especially the National Wildlife collection 
(over 60,000 specimens)

ÅSkins provide good information on colour and 
pattern, less so for structure and shape

ÅDuring preparation, all soft tissue and most 
bones are removed

ÅResulting shape of body and especially head 
are not realistic (most of skull removed). 



Specimen skins

ÅThe following photo shows a tray of specimens of 
[ŜǿƛƴΩǎ IƻƴŜȅŜŀǘŜǊǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ /{LwhΩǎ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀƴ 
National Wildlife Collection in Canberra.

ÅThe writers of the  Handbook of Australian New 
Zealand and Antarctic Birds (7 volumes, finished 
in 2005) studied most of the skins available in 
Australia and some overseas collections to come 
up with plumage descriptions, colour standards 
and measurements for well over 700 species, so 
this is resource birders and artists can still use to 
confirm details.





HANZAB drawings from measurements



Handbook into Field Guide?



Aims of bird identification guides

ÅIdentification

ïProvide the right detail

ïAllow comparison

ÅExplanation

ïBuild knowledge and understanding (and 
enjoyment)



Photo: next slide

Å(North east India, looking for an extremely rare bird, 
the BugunLiocichla, fewer than 20 individuals)

ÅIncreasingly birders use cameras in the field; 
sometimes they only see the bird via the camera. 

ÅPhotography is now part of birding, and it makes a big 
contribution.

ÅFor me a camera can easily get in the way of looking ςI 
immediately start to think about taking a photo, often 
before I really look. Observing with an eye for what 
interests you is very different ςnot just the bird, but 
the setting, the light, movement ςall the things that 
make up an experience you want to hold onto.



Why not photos?



Photos: good and bad

pros

ÅInstant

ÅDetailed

ÅStop action

ÅObjective (maybe)

ÅSubstitute for study

cons

ÅUnique, specific

ÅMisleading

ÅSubjective (maybe)

ÅSubstitute for study



Good I.D. photos are rare! 
(female Speckled Warbler taken by an expert photographer)

© Simon Bennett



More limitations of photos

ÅIt is often difficult to find exactly the right photo to sum 
up a bird: is the posture right to allow comparison of 
size and shape, is the lighting right for showing colour? 

ÅEven if you get the perfect picture of, say, an adult male 
Superb Fairy-wren in breeding plumage (top R in the 
next slide), you should also have comparable pictures 
of non-breeding male, adult female and juvenile. 

ÅThen you need the same series for Splendid Fairy-
wren, only they also show regional variation, and then 
there are other Fairy-wrens to worry about. Getting a 
full set of comparable photos across a species, let 
ŀƭƻƴŜ ŀ ǿƘƻƭŜ ƎǊƻǳǇΣ Ƨǳǎǘ ƛǎƴΩǘ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜΦ





What illustration can do

Show just what the user needs in order to:

Å avoid confusion

Å unpick and understand complexity

Å identify (and appreciate!)

ΧŀƴŘ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ



The natural world is complex ςwhere to begin? 
(Breeding male Superb Fairy-wren on a lichen-encrusted log on a 
sunny day ςthis is about an experience of nature as a whole: the 

bird, the foliage, the light)



Imagine you are illustrating a field 
guide to life on Earth for ŀƭƛŜƴǎΧΦΦ

ΧΧŀƴŘ your challenge is to illustrate the adult 
male human in breeding condition.

Which photo below would you choose? People 
are varied, and just one species! The field guide 
artist has to look at the variety and decide what 
is typical, what to include, what to leave out 
(Usain Bolt, Clive Palmer)



Identification:  Human, adult male



The new way: Australian Bird Guide

ÅModeled on revolutionary guides for Europe and 
US
ÅApproach based much more on field observation 

and information ςageing, sexing, regional 
variation etc
ÅMANY more reference photos available
ÅMeasurements and descriptions from HANZAB 

still valuable
ÅThe ABG has over 4500 painted images; to 

prepare these, Jeff Davies pulled together over 
half a million reference photos for the artists to 
use.



Australian Bird Guide artwork

ÅProposed 5-ȅŜŀǊ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ŦƻǊ ǘǿƻ ŀǊǘƛǎǘǎΧ
ÅTurned into 9-year project for three artists
ÅWith three artists there are three distinct styles, 
ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǿŜ ǘǊƛŜŘ ǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ ǘƻ ŀ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜƴǘ ΨƭƻƻƪΩΥ 
accurate, as detailed as necessary, and lifelike ς
ǎƻƳŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŘŜǇŜƴŘ ƘŜŀǾƛƭȅ ƻƴ ŀ ōƛǊŘΩǎ 
character and behaviour. All birds facing out of 
the spine on the RH page, soft light from top [Χ
ÅAll three artists had been involved in other 

publications focusing on bird identification, and 
all had worked on HANZAB.



ABG artist: Jeff Davies 
(focused on seabirds and larger parrots)



ABG artist: Kim Franklin 
(painted the raptors , smaller parrots, 

waterbirds, some passerines, especially vagrants)



ABG artist: Peter Marsack
(painted most of the passerines, nearly all of the little 
brown jobs, including Ƴŀƴȅ ƘŜΩŘ painted for HANZAB)



Bird illustration: the basics

ÅBirds have properties of 

ïSize 

ïShape 

ïColour 

ïCharacter

So how hard can it be to describe a bird? VERY.

The job is simple to describe, harder to achieve!



Sample field guide ǘŜȄǘΧǿƻǊŘǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ŘƻƴΩǘ 
work by themselves

Å tŀƭƭŀǎΩǎ DǊŀǎǎƘƻǇǇŜǊ ²ŀǊōƭŜǊ LocustellacerthiolaVag
Å Wing 60-70 mm Bill 14-16 mm Wt 11-19 g 
Å Elongate, rusty-rumpedwarbler with prominent dark dorsal streakingand 

longish, broad based, graduated tail and long deep-based undertailcoverts. 
Averages slightly smaller than aƛŘŘŜƴŘƻǊŦŦΩǎGW but with similar horizontal 
carriage and skulking, terrestrial, behaviour; differs  by darker more richly 
rufous upperparts and presence of prominent dorsal streaking. Equally or even 
more cryptic. LanceolatedWarbler L. lanceolata(not yet record in Aus) is 
ǎƳŀƭƭŜǊΣ ǎƘƻǊǘŜǊ ǘŀƛƭŜŘΣ ƳƻǊŜ ΨŘǳƳǇȅΩΣ ƳƻǊŜ ƻƭƛǾŜ-brown and shows prominent 
streaking on breast, flanks and undertailcoverts, lacks pale tips to rectrices. 
Behaviour very similar to aƛŘŘŜƴŘƻǊŦŦΩǎGW (which see). Ad certhiola/minor
(sspthat winter s of Thailand) with thin blackish streaks on crown, bordered 
by narrow pale cream superciliumbecoming diffuse behind eye. Rufous-brown 
feathers of mantle, upper back, and wing coverts all with broad black centres. 
Lower back often unmarked, extent of streaking on rich rufous-brown rump 
variable but uppertailcoverts always with broad dark streaks. Obvious pale 
(usually white) tips to all but central rectrices. Unmarked buff and rusty-buff-
brown below. Juvsimilar to Ad but slightly darker with less conspicuous 
superciliumand more diffuse edges to dark streaking of dorsum; underparts
with yellowish washnot seen in ads and short dark streaks on lower throat. 



ΧŀƴŘ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ōƛǊŘΧ



¢ƘŜ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘƻǊΩǎ Ƨƻō

ÅWork with references

ÅDecide on the essentials

ÅRender the artwork

ƎǳƛŘŜŘ ōȅΧ

ÅTexts and measurements

ÅObservation and field sketching

ÅSpecimens

ÅPhotographs



¢ƘŜ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘƻǊΩǎ Ƨƻō

ÅEven with all the available photos and 
ǎǇŜŎƛƳŜƴǎΣ ƛǘΩǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǾŜǊȅ ƘŜƭǇŦǳƭ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ȅƻǳǊ 
subject in the wild. 

ÅEven better if it sits long enough to study, 
draw and make ƴƻǘŜǎΧ 

ÅHere are drawings I made of a Red-backed 
kingfisher, which I could use almost directly as 
the basis for an identification painting (no. 6 
on plate).





¢ƘŜ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘƻǊΩǎ Ƨƻō

ÅHere is a page from a current European field 
guide with artwork and text by Lars Jonsson: 
wonderful drawing and rendering and still 
conveying character and life. This is the sort of 
work other artists aspire to.

ÅHowever, there is only one Lars Jonsson, so 
back to the basics: what are you trying to 
show, and how can you get the information?



Birds of Europe with 
North Africa and the 
Middle East

Phylloscopuswarblers

Lars Jonsson1992



Birds in the hand

ÅLŦ ȅƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ŀ ƎƻƻŘ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ōƛǊŘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŜƭŘΣ 
you can hang around with bird banders and take 
a close look at birds caught for banding (ringing). I 
was lucky to be able to visit two cooperative 
banding sites near Canberra (Charcoal Tank ς
Mark Clayton and WeddinMountain ςRichard 
Allen).
ÅSeeing birds in the hand is very helpful for getting 

a feel for the character of the living bird, details 
of things like soft part colours, and the way 
plumage changes with age.



Eastern 
Yellow 
Robin

Showing where 
the wing stripe 
sits on the 
spread wing; you 
can see that this 
particular bird 
has some 
retained juvenile 
feathers in the 
inner wing.



Juvenile 
Willie Wagtail

We found that juvenile plumages 
are one of the things that seem 
to trip up beginning birders; 
often they look quite unlike the 
adults. Many juvenile passerines 
have buffy tips to the covert 
feathers, like this Willie Wagtail.



Crested Shrike-tit

!ƴŘ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ƛǘΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ Ŧǳƴ ǘƻ 
get a close look at a 
spectacular bird - this is an 
adult  female Crested Shrike-
Tit. And this is an unusual 
view because it would 
normally be tearing bits off 
ǘƘŜ ōŀƴŘŜǊΩǎ finger.

This ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ǘƛƳŜ LΩŘ 
recommend taking photos ς
ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǎǘǊŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ 
birds by holding them any 
longer than necessary.



Key dimensions

Å̧ ƻǳ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜ ǎƛȊŜ ƻŦ ŀ ōƛǊŘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŀƴ 
issue. The ABG team decided to use different 
measurements from the other Australian 
guides: wing and bill length.

ÅThe feeling was that an overall length could be 
misleading ςthis was controversial and some 
ōƛǊŘŜǊǎ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƭƛƪŜ ƛǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ƳŀŘŜ ǎƛȊŜ 
comparisons difficult between different guides  
(other guides tend to give overall length).



Key dimensions



Key dimensions

ÅOne of the text authors, Danny Rogers, put this next 
slide together to explain the thinking ςthree very 
different birds all with the same overall length (King 
Quail, MalleeEmu-wren, Gouldian Finch).

ÅThe size of the bird determines how much detail you 
can show at the printed stage; we always painted as 
much detail as possible because there will be a digital 
version of the Bird Guide some day, and that will allow 
you to pull up the images to the full painted size.

Å¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ƻƴŜ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǎƛȊŜΣ ƴƻǿ ƭŜǘΩǎ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ŘǊŀǿƛƴƎ ǳǇ 
an image for  identification.



1BoLeLength 13.5 cm?ngth13.5 
cm?3.5 cm?

We present wing and bill measurements, weight and a scale on the illustrations to 
give a better impression of size



Key dimensions

ÅThe next slide shows the key measurements 
LΩŘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ǿƘŜƴ L ǎŜǘ ƻǳǘ ǘƻ ŘǊŀǿ ŀ ōƛǊŘ 
from scratch, using published information on 
size and shape. These make up the framework 
to show the bird side-on, to allow its size and 
shape to be compared to other species.

ÅThis is sometimes the best place to start if 
other references are limited.



Building a bird from key measurements



Key dimensions

ÅThe next slide shows one of the few Australian 
ǇƘƻǘƻǎ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ŦƻǊ tŀƭƭŀǎΩ DǊŀǎǎƘƻǇǇŜǊ 
warbler, recorded very occasionally on 
Ashmore Reef. 

ÅStill has useful information, but need to look 
for other ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭΧ

ÅSo sometimes the artist has to construct a bird 
the old-fashioned way, from a few key 
measurements.









Layout
ÅOnce you have your finished batch of drawings of a 

species, the next step is to arrange them together on 
the plate layout. The aim is to come up with a design 
that lets you compare images, is not confusing and is 
still pleasing to look at.

ÅAt this draft stage (on [ ōŜƭƻǿύΣ ƛǘΩǎ simplest to have 
ŜŀŎƘ ŘǊŀǿƛƴƎ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜ ǎƻ ƛǘΩǎ Ŝŀǎȅ ǘƻ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǘƘŜ 
ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ŎƻǊǊŜŎǘ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻΦ LǘΩǎ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ 
handmade process: pencil, tracing paper and tape. 
Then you get comments from the text authors to make 
sure you are showing what needs to be shown and 
have the structures right.

ÅOnce you have made any corrections, you copy the 
whole layout down onto a cover sheet which will be 
traced down onto watercolourpaper to guide the 
painting (see R below).





Blocking in
ÅThe next stage is to start blocking in the 

images in watercolour(gouache), to get the 
colours and tones right before you start 
detailing. At this point the individual paintings 
look dreadful. But if there are major problems 
in the drawing they will show up now and are 
easier to correct early.
ÅThe slide below is a plate showing two species 

of Reed warbler (Australian and Oriental), plus 
Little Grassbirdand Spinifexbird.
ÅThe next layer will add detail to the under-

painting and bring the whole plate to life.





Detail of finished plate (Australian and Oriental 

Reed warblers: size most obvious difference)



Examples showing the variety of 
Australian passerines

ÅBirds of Paradise ς4 Ausspp:
ïParadise

ï±ƛŎǘƻǊƛŀΩǎ

ïMagnificent Riflebirds

ïTrumpet Manucode

ÅThornbills: 
ïYellow-rumped

ïBuff-rumped

ïSlender-billed

ïWestern





Rare birds

ÅOne of the aims of the Australian Bird Guide 
was to cover all the species ever recorded in 
Australia, which meant illustrating some birds 
that had only occurred very rarely and in 
remote locations. 

ÅThis was a challenge: here is part of a plate of 
vagrant warblers included in the Guide. All 
very rare in Australia, all small and a bit drab, 
often very similar to each other, often very 
worn and tatty by the time they get here.





Below is a large watercolourof Pink-eared duck 
at dawn ςthis is more about the whole 
experience, the place and the ƭƛƎƘǘΧ

ΧƭŜǎǎ about detail and accuracy.





The ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ŀŎŎǳǊŀŎȅ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǘŀƛƭ ƛǎƴΩǘ ƴŜǿΧΦ

ÅHere is the Portrait of Sir Robert Chesemanby Hans 
Holbein the younger, an oil painted in 1533. Holbein 
was known as an extraordinary portraitist, with a talent 
for accuracy and rendering of detail and texture.

ÅLike all the other detail and texture in this painting, the 
bird is beautifully rendered ςŜǾŜƴ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƛǘΩǎ ǿŜŀǊƛƴƎ 
a falconry hood, you can tell the species, the sex (from 
ƛǘǎ ǎƛȊŜύ ŀƴŘ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘΩǎ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ ȅŜŀǊ ƻƭŘΣ 
because of moult contrast in the colour of the new 
wing coverts and wear on the primaries. 

ÅIt ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǿƻǊƪ ŦƻǊ ŀ ŦƛŜƭŘ ƎǳƛŘŜΣ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ 
shadow and reflected light, but there is nothing better 
in modern guides!







Final observations

ÅAll the illustrators I work with are still fascinated 
by birds, still always looking, trying to find ways 
to take something complex and make it simple 
enough to tell the story.

ÅHere are some small painting showing birds in 
habitat, trying to catch the moment of a sighting, 
working to the limits of my skills as observer and 
a painter.  There will always be more to paint.

ÅNoisy Pitta and rainforest fig, Spotted Pardalote
on Argyle Apple (Eucalyptus cinerea).





Final observations

ÅAnd here is a bird of Asian tropical rainforests ς
Black and Yellow Broadbill, a painting showing 
the bird in its habitat. This is still illustration to 
me, as accurate as I could make it; the Broadbills 
look like flying stuffed toys, so bizarre you have to 
see them to believe it.

ÅOne of the joys of this kind of work is knowing we 
ǿƛƭƭ ƴŜǾŜǊ Ǌǳƴ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘΦ !ƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ 
ƎƻƻŘ ǘƻ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊΥ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ǎŜŜ ŀ ōƛǊŘΣ ƛǘΩǎ 
probably already watching you!

ÅLΩƭƭ ƭŜŀǾŜ ȅƻǳ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƭƻǎŜ ǳǇ ƻŦ ŀ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ 
the eye of a Green Broadbill.




