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ON SOME SIXTEENTH CENTURY BIRD 
DRAWINGS. 

BY 

N. F. TICEHURST, M.A., F.R.C.S., ENG. 

DURING a visit to Canterbury in 1921 I took the opportunity 
of examining a sixteenth century manuscript (A.14) in the 
Library of the Dean and Chapter, to which my attention had 
been drawn by its mention in the ninth Report of the Historical 
MSS. Commission (p. 125). It may be called shortly " William 
Burch's Common Place Book " and was evidently the work 
of the leisure hours of that gentleman, who seems to have been 
a lawyer's apprentice. Its scope is fairly well indicated by 
its title page, which runs as follows :— 

" A boke of drawing of the shapes and formes of divers beasts, 
foules & birds, ffishes, monsters, serpents, trees, herbes, plantes & 
flowers, wlh diverse accidents of antiquities & armory drawn by me 
William Burch alias Ellis alias Vicar of the King's Bench in South 
warke this XX Aug. 1390 anno X X X I I * Elizabeth Regina vf 
booke pertenes to John Nettleton gent, being Master to the sayd 
W1" Burch." 

A thin, folio, paper book, it is filled with pen and ink 
drawings, the greater part of which are of heraldic devices 
and coins, only the earlier pages being devoted to beasts and 
foules, while the whole is interspersed with proverbs, mottoes, 
quotations and rhymes in Latin and English. With a single 
exception none of the written remarks have any bearing on 
the birds figured and there is no evidence that their delineator 
was in any sense an ornithologist, but that he was for his time 
unusually gifted as a draughtsman in pen and ink, particularly 
as a copyist, is clear. In addition he seems to have been 
gifted with some power of observation and of transferring 
what he saw to paper. 

With the exception of a rather nicely executed Partridge 
(as an heraldic device) on folio 34b., the bird drawings will all 
be found on ff. 13 to 16 and on the reverse of f. 21, both sides 
of the paper being used. Being much struck with these 
drawings, I obtained, through the kind offices of Dr. Cotton 
and with the permission of the Dean and Chapter, a complete 
set of photographs of them. It was with no little disappoint
ment therefore that I found on comparison that a very large 
majority had been copied from the I cones Avium of Conrad 
Gesner, most probably from the editio secunda of 1560, as 
drawings of the Flamingo and Toucan are included which do 
not appear in the first edition of 1555. At the date when 
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Burch executed his drawings the only other source from 
which he could have copied them was L'Histoire de la Nature 
des Oyseaux of Pierre Belon (i555). but it is quite clear that 
none of them were taken from this source. 

When the copies are compared with the originals it is found 
that quite a number have been reversed, but they are other
wise so exact in detail that their origin could not for a moment 
be doubted. Disregarding these, therefore, there remain one 
or two others that appear to be original and as such worthy 
of brief consideration. Of these the figures of the Crane 
come first. This bird seems to have been a favourite subject 
as the series contains no less than four examples, and it is not 
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improbable that the artist had seen the bird alive, perhaps 
in a semi-domesticated state in the grounds of some large 
house. In each case the bird is drawn carrying a stone or 
clod of earth in one foot, Burch evidently having in mind the 

legend of the Sentinel Crane, which is thus rendered in 
Sylvester's translation of du Bartas:— 

" And when the honey of care-charming sleep 
Sweetly begins through all their veines to creep. 
One keeps the watch, and ever carefull-most, 
Walks many a round about the sleeping hoast 
Still holding in his claw a stony clod, 
Whose fall may wake him if he hap to nod. 
Another doth as much, a third, a fourth, 
Until!, by turns the night be turned forth." 
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These drawings, the best of which is here reproduced, 
though much later than those given by Mr. Gurney (Early 
Annals of Ornithology, pp. 26 and 45), would yet seem to be 
amongst the earliest English ones of this bird, and not 
improbably may be sketches of an example of our indigenous 
race. The next drawings of some interest are those of the 
Turkey. The best of these is an obvious copy from Gesner, 
but the other representing a Turkey cock squatting on the 
ground in characteristic pose is no doubt original. About 
fifty years after its first mention as an acclimatized species in 
England, Turkeys were probably becoming common and 
widely dispersed by 1590, for they figured in the menu of the 
serjeants-at-law in 1555, at the Christmas dinner of Sir 

William Fairfax of Gilling, Yorks., in 1572, and as gifts in the 
Account Book of Chamberlain of Canterbury in 1568 and of 
the Earl of Rutland in 1594, so that Burch had probably 
plenty of opportunities of seeing them alive, and his drawing, 
small and faded though it is, is probably the earliest English 
picture of this bird that has come to light. 

The Barn-Owl is obviously a bird with which he could have 
been personally acquainted, and his drawing quite faithfully 
portrays it and may well have been done from life. So too, 
though more crude, the drawing of one of the North African 
Eagle-Owls whose origin is sufficiently explained by its 
accompanying inscription:— 

" An owlle taken in the deasartes of Arabya of this forme but 
greater then Anye Eagle being seene a Hue for monye in Thames 
streete 27 August 1591." 
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The bird had no doubt been brought to London by a sailor 
on a vessel trading between the Thames and the eastern 
Mediterranean and is an interesting example of early 
aviculture. 

The last three pages of these bird drawings contain a series 
of six groups of birds which, despite the incongruity of some 
of their members, reminiscent of the " mixed " cases of some 
taxidermists' windows, show a certain degree of artistic 
grouping, some acquaintance with nature and a good deal of 
spirit. Most of the birds in four of the groups are again 
copies, those of the other two, of which one is here reproduced, 
are mostly original. Not many of these are recognizable, but 
the Hoopoes are good, the Grey and Pied Wagtails, Lapwing 
and Cuckoo may be guessed at, while the air of jocular 
contempt of the Spoonbill for the small birds mobbing the 
Owl borders on the humorous. 


