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Why do people want field guides?

• There 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 

the demand is there, but why? I think it’s 

about:

– Enjoyment – a way to connect

– “Collecting” – getting to see everything

– Knowledge – identification is part of understanding.



The sum of all knowledge

• As birders get more knowledgeable, they 
demand more information

• Not easy with a compact field guide

• THE HANDBOOK approach: the steaming pile 
of data.



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

• Seven volumes in nine parts, first published 1990, 
last 2006

• Pioneering: attempt to define and summarise
existing knowledge

• birds often not well known and described, fewer 
photos available

• Drawings 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

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

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

• During preparation, all soft tissue and most 
bones are removed

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



Specimen skins

• The following photo shows a tray of specimens of 
Lewin’s Honeyeaters from the CSIRO’s Australian 
National Wildlife Collection in Canberra.

• The 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

• Identification

– Provide the right detail

– Allow comparison

• Explanation

– Build knowledge and understanding (and 
enjoyment)



Photo: next slide

• (North east India, looking for an extremely rare bird, 
the Bugun Liocichla, fewer than 20 individuals)

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

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

• For me a camera can easily get in the way of looking – I 
immediately start to think about taking a photo, often 
before I really look. Observing with an eye for what 
interests you is very different – not just the bird, but 
the setting, the light, movement – all the things that 
make up an experience you want to hold onto.



Why not photos?



Photos: good and bad

pros

• Instant

• Detailed

• Stop action

• Objective (maybe)

• Substitute for study

cons

• Unique, specific

• Misleading

• Subjective (maybe)

• Substitute for study



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

© Simon Bennett



More limitations of photos

• It 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? 

• Even 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. 

• Then 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 
alone a whole group, just isn’t possible.





What illustration can do

Show just what the user needs in order to:

• avoid confusion

• unpick and understand complexity

• identify (and appreciate!)

…and nothing that you don’t want



The natural world is complex – where to begin? 
(Breeding male Superb Fairy-wren on a lichen-encrusted log on a 
sunny day – this 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 aliens…..

……and 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

• Modeled on revolutionary guides for Europe and 
US

• Approach based much more on field observation 
and information – ageing, sexing, regional 
variation etc

• MANY more reference photos available
• Measurements and descriptions from HANZAB 

still valuable
• The 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

• Proposed 5-year project for two artists…
• Turned into 9-year project for three artists
• With three artists there are three distinct styles, 

though we tried to keep to a consistent ‘look’: 
accurate, as detailed as necessary, and lifelike –
some identifications depend heavily on a bird’s 
character and behaviour. All birds facing out of 
the spine on the RH page, soft light from top L…

• All 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 many he’d painted for HANZAB)



Bird illustration: the basics

• Birds have properties of 

– Size 

– Shape 

– Colour 

– Character

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

The job is simple to describe, harder to achieve!



Sample field guide text…words just don’t 
work by themselves

• Pallas’s Grasshopper Warbler Locustella certhiola Vag
• Wing 60-70 mm Bill 14-16 mm Wt 11-19 g 
• Elongate, rusty-rumped warbler with prominent dark dorsal streaking and 

longish, broad based, graduated tail and long deep-based undertail coverts. 
Averages slightly smaller than Middendorff’s GW 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. Lanceolated Warbler L. lanceolata (not yet record in Aus) is 
smaller, shorter tailed, more ‘dumpy’, more olive-brown and shows prominent 
streaking on breast, flanks and undertail coverts, lacks pale tips to rectrices. 
Behaviour very similar to Middendorff’s GW (which see). Ad certhiola/minor
(ssp that winter s of Thailand) with thin blackish streaks on crown, bordered 
by narrow pale cream supercilium becoming 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 uppertail coverts always with broad dark streaks. Obvious pale 
(usually white) tips to all but central rectrices. Unmarked buff and rusty-buff-
brown below. Juv similar to Ad but slightly darker with less conspicuous 
supercilium and more diffuse edges to dark streaking of dorsum; underparts
with yellowish wash not seen in ads and short dark streaks on lower throat. 



…and illustrations of the same bird…



The illustrator’s job

• Work with references

• Decide on the essentials

• Render the artwork

guided by…

• Texts and measurements

• Observation and field sketching

• Specimens

• Photographs



The illustrator’s job

• Even with all the available photos and 
specimens, it’s still very helpful to see your 
subject in the wild. 

• Even better if it sits long enough to study, 
draw and make notes… 

• Here 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).





The illustrator’s job

• Here 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.

• However, 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

Phylloscopus warblers

Lars Jonsson 1992



Birds in the hand

• If you can’t get a good look at birds in the field, 
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 –
Mark Clayton and Weddin Mountain – Richard 
Allen).

• Seeing 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

And sometimes it’s just fun to 
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 
the bander’s finger.

This is one time I’d 
recommend taking photos –
you don’t want to stress the 
birds by holding them any 
longer than necessary.



Key dimensions

• You might think the size of a bird wasn’t an 
issue. The ABG team decided to use different 
measurements from the other Australian 
guides: wing and bill length.

• The feeling was that an overall length could be 
misleading – this was controversial and some 
birders didn’t like it because it made size 
comparisons difficult between different guides  
(other guides tend to give overall length).



Key dimensions



Key dimensions

• One of the text authors, Danny Rogers, put this next 
slide together to explain the thinking – three very 
different birds all with the same overall length (King 
Quail, Mallee Emu-wren, Gouldian Finch).

• The 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.

• That’s one aspect of size, now let’s look at drawing up 
an image for  identification.



1BoLeLength 13.5 cm?ngth 13.5 
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

• The next slide shows the key measurements 
I’d like to have when I set out to draw a bird 
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.

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



Building a bird from key measurements



Key dimensions

• The next slide shows one of the few Australian 
photos available for Pallas’ Grasshopper 
warbler, recorded very occasionally on 
Ashmore Reef. 

• Still has useful information, but need to look 
for other material…

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









Layout
• Once 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.

• At this draft stage (on L below), it’s simplest to have 
each drawing separate so it’s easy to change the 
composition and to correct if you need to. It’s a very 
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.

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





Blocking in
• The 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.

• The slide below is a plate showing two species 
of Reed warbler (Australian and Oriental), plus 
Little Grassbird and Spinifexbird.

• The 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

• Birds of Paradise – 4 Aus spp:
– Paradise

– Victoria’s

– Magnificent Riflebirds

– Trumpet Manucode

• Thornbills: 
– Yellow-rumped

– Buff-rumped

– Slender-billed

– Western





Rare birds

• One 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. 

• This 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 watercolour of Pink-eared duck 
at dawn – this is more about the whole 
experience, the place and the light…

…less about detail and accuracy.





The focus on accuracy and detail isn’t new….

• Here is the Portrait of Sir Robert Cheseman by 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.

• Like all the other detail and texture in this painting, the 
bird is beautifully rendered – even though it’s wearing 
a falconry hood, you can tell the species, the sex (from 
its size) and know that it’s more than a year old, 
because of moult contrast in the colour of the new 
wing coverts and wear on the primaries. 

• It wouldn’t really work for a field guide, too much 
shadow and reflected light, but there is nothing better 
in modern guides!







Final observations

• All 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.

• Here 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.

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





Final observations

• And here is a bird of Asian tropical rainforests –
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.

• One of the joys of this kind of work is knowing we 
will never run out of things to look at. And it’s 
good to remember: if you can see a bird, it’s 
probably already watching you!

• I’ll leave you with this close up of a reflection in 
the eye of a Green Broadbill.






