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The Book of Birds: Five Centuries of Bird Illustration. By 
A. M. Lysaght. Phaidon Press, London, 1975. 208 pages; 40 
illustrations in colour; 102 in monochrome. £20 (in slip case). 
The bird illustrations here presented are largely antiquarian in 
character. Introducing her subject the author discusses birdlore, 
anciently evolved, with its omens, symbols, myths and magic 
extending into historical times. True and fabulous species are 
marshalled in roles that range from the sinister to the ecstatic. 
The introduction concludes with a brief account of the men who 
advanced the study of birds in the centuries between the classifi
cation of Aristotle and the sunburst of 19th-century ornithological 
splendour. 

One pleasure of this book lies in its size and format. The plates, 
on white art paper, face notes printed on pale grey cartridge, the 
interleaving providing a pleasant contrast to hand and eye. The 
typography throughout its faultless. Choice of illustrations from so 
vast a field was reduced to selecting only from sources available 
in Britain. The plates are splendidly printed though half-tone, used 
throughout, does not always deal fairly with originals in line; 
woodcuts in reduction, for example, lose something of their 'edge'. 
The illustrations begin with manuscript drawings and lead on to 
the first crude woodblocks where myth and fable are contrasted 
with the abler ornithology of Gesner and his contemporaries. As 
printing improved, more fluent and detailed techniques coupled 
with the growth of scientific enquiry led to pictures in greater 
variety of styles, content and knowledge. Since even these illus
trations were made from ill-prepared skins, however, there is often 
a macabre 'jizz' to the birds, though much pictorial charm. This 
section concludes with a few stylish examples from the 19th century. 

The colour plates cover broadly the 150 years before 1900. 
Among the most splendid are works by Wolf, Gould and Audubon; 
many less famous are deservedly represented, though some with 
more than one work at no gain aesthetically. With colour printing 
of this quality it is regrettable that in five plates some portion of 
the bird—tail, wingtip, even crown-—is cut off, unnecessarily so 
when evidence within the painting is studied. Notes to each plate 
give source and something of the history of the work; for some 
exotic species even a little basic ornithology is included. There is 
a bibliography of close on 140 entries and an index. 

For the ornithologist this book contains many delights, portraying 
the historical search for truth in nature with considerable scholar
ship. The curiosities, felicities and aesthetic pleasures in the collec
tion cannot be comprehensive; some artists are omitted or poorly 
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treated, others treated too well. While it is more than a book for 
the coffee table its price must put it among the luxuries on the 
library shelf. L E S L I E B A K E R 

A Guide to the Birds of Malta. By J. Sultana, C. Gauci and 
M. Beaman. Malta Ornithological Society, PO Box 498, 
Valletta, Malta, 1976. 191 pages; 4 pages of black-and-white 
photographs; numerous line-drawings. £3.00 (paperback 
£*'9o)» 
This guide is particularly welcome because it is written and pub
lished by the Malta Ornithological Society and is based on their 
own collected records. It is time that the efforts of the MOS to 
combat what Dr W. R. P. Bourne in his foreword calls 'one of the 
worst scandals in Europe' should receive some acknowledgement. 
Malta, like Italy in a way, has been a blot, not only because the 
only preoccupation of so many of Malta's citizens has been the 
taking, killing and stuffing of vast numbers of wild birds that visit 
or are resident on the island, but because comparatively little help 
has been given to it by better developed countries. The authors 
have generously acknowledged the help of some, but we have not 
done enough yet. 

The book describes concisely the climate, geology and geography 
of this small archipelago with a limestone dominated landscape. 
The main vegetation types are forest, chiefly Aleppo pines; maquis; 
garigue; valley bottoms which in winter and spring are very fertile 
and offer birds shelter; marshes; agricultural areas with walls; and 
the sea cliffs, some of which rise to 46 metres (150 ft). 

Of the 346 species recorded on Malta only 18 breed, and of 
these only 13 are resident. The authors comment that small isolated 
islands tend to have impoverished resident avifaunas, but here the 
paucity of species is decreased further because of the scarcity of 
water and of suitable habitats and by relentless persecution. Malta 
has only three breeding seabirds, all Procellariiformes, which, of 
course, reflects the low numbers of seabirds in the Mediterranean. 
There have been some changes in status; almost all the larger 
breeding species have declined since the 19th century and the 
Stone Curlew and Jackdaw have recently become extinct as a 
result of human persecution. On the other hand, some warblers have 
established themselves—Sardinian, Cetti's and Fan-tailed. 

Migration dominates the ornithological year and the islands 
receive a representative sample of broad-front migration across the 
Mediterranean. The main systematic list summarises the status of 
each species for which data have been available over the years and 
discusses the validity of some of the records, and as a result a number 
of species which have been included in previous lists have been 
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excluded. This book is essential to a visitor interested in the birds 
of Malta, and to anyone interested in the avifauna of the Mediter
ranean region and migration in this area. The MOS is to be con
gratulated on the production of this book, which must be the authori
tative list for some time to come. P E T E R C O N D E R 
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