
REVIEW 
LIVING B I R D S O F T H E W O R L D . By E. THOMAS GILLIARD. 

(Hamish Hamilton, London, 1958). 400 pages ; 400 illustrations 
(217 in full colour). 70s. 

As ITS TITLE implies, this book is a general survey of the birds of 
the world. The author, both as a field-ornithologist who has 
worked in remote parts and as Assistant Curator of Birds at the 
American Museum of Natural History, is well qualified for this 
colossal task, which he has fulfilled with distinction. The scope of 
the work has inevitably meant that individual birds are for the 
most part swamped in generalizations about each order and 
family. Yet it is to the author 's credit that he has managed to 
compress so much detail into his accounts. The pattern for these, 
with good reason, remains much the same for each: general 
characteristics, number of species, range, origin, breeding, court
ship, etc. With so wide a field to be compressed into small 
space, it would be surprising if there were not inadequacies and 
minor errors. One wonders, for instance, how the ranges of the 
Chaffinch and Reed Warbler can be made to include Iceland; and, 
of the Skylark, the remark that " the song for which it is famous 
is a long-sustained, musical chirr-r-up" is enough to make the 
poets turn in their graves. Yet, despite the compressions involved, 
the author has introduced evidence of recent developments, 
techniques and discoveries in all fields of modern ornithology. I 
suspect that the book will be an eye-opener to many readers of 
British Birds, as it was to me, in exposing to them how narrow is 
their knowledge of the birds of the world'. So intense has been 
the work done on Palaearctic species that it comes as a shock to 
discover how little is known of a big portion of the world's birds 
—especially, as the author points out, of those of South America 
which, of all the continents, contains the largest number of families 
and species. 

The wide scope of the book's letterpress is reflected in the 
illustrations. These are magnificent. In his introduction the 
author describes them as "probably the finest collection of bird 
photographs ever brought together in one volume" and few would 
dispute this claim. Every effort has been made to obtain 
representative illustrations of all bird families. Photographers 
from all parts of the world have contributed, and if there is a 
slight bias in favour of the New World, especially Central and 
South America, that is not unreasonable in a book originally 
produced in the United States. The overall standard is of the 
very highest, and that of the colour photographs superb. In such 
a galaxy it is perhaps invidious to pick out plates for special 
mention, but I cannot refrain from praising the colour photographs 
of the Short-billed Marsh W r e n and of the Rufous Hummingbird, 
both by Eliot Porter. It is difficult to believe that bird photography 
can ever improve on such results. 

If the text of this book cannot be described as inspiring reading, 
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none would disagree that it is one of the finest albums of bird 
photographs ever produced, and a joy to look at and to possess. 

G.K.Y. 


	Review
	Living Birds of the World. By E. Thomas Gilliard


