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The Orbis Encyclopedia of Birds of Britain and Europe. Edited by 
John Gooders. Rizzoli Editore, Milan, 1971, and Orbis Publishing Ltd, 
1978. Five volumes, first and last sent for review; hundreds of colour 
photographs, illustrations, maps, species accounts and general essays. 
£37.50 (£7.50 per volume) 
Hopefully, this will be the final regurgitation of a well conceived but imperfectly executed 
attempt to cross a field guide with a literary handbook and so breed an ornithological 
encyclopedia. It has already appeared in 65 weekly instalments (and, in my area, these are on 
the stands again). Presumably, thousands of people have bought it, but the arrival of a 
hardback version should not be taken as an ultimate triumph in ornithological publishing. My 
reactions to the weekly instalments were, in sequence, real interest, growing frustration, some 
anger and, finally, partial revenge. Looking now at two review volumes, I feel the same all over 
again, but they are too strong for my scissors. 

The good parts are the colour photographs, which make up an excellent reference series and 
include some seldom photographed subjects, the colour plates of birds in flight by the 
increasingly influential Peter Hayman, and most of the essays that space out the species texts 
and deal with topics as wide-ranging as evolution, hybridisation and falconry. The bad 
parts—unfortunately in the majority—are the lurid illustrations and the truncated or vacuous 
texts purporting to describe every species on the European list. Both fail consistently to pass 
the tests that must now be put in view of the modern standards in field identification and other 
disciplines. 

1 could relent and say that the 'ordinary birdwatcher' will be well enough served by this 
superficially handsome ottering. If I do, however, I shall only compound the conceit of Orbis 
and Mr Gooders. The latter can serve birdwatchers well, but, when making the claim that this 
originally Italian hotchpotch is 'the most comprehensive work so far published on the birds of 
Europe', he must have been joking. Caveat emptor1. D . I . M . W A L L A C E 

The Birdlife of Britain. By Peter Hayman and Philip Burton. Mitchell 
Beazley, London, 1979. 260 pages; many colour illustrations. £8.95. 
The Mitchell Beazley Birdwatcher's Pocket Guide. By Peter 
Hayman. Mitchell Beazley, London, 1979. 192 pages; many colour 
illustrations. £3.95. 
These two Mitchell Beazley volumes are both produced in association with the RSPB. They 
differ vastly in size (21 X 29 cm and 9.5 X 19.5 cm), but have a lot in common. The illustrations 
are, for instance, often nearly identical (sometimes reversed left to right, sometimes with minor 
posture changes, but frequently almost indistinguishable). Naturally, there are more illustra
tions in the larger book, but the principle is the same in both: these are not field guides with 
merely one or two small side-view illustrations of each species, but are profusely illustrated 
with numerous drawings showing typical postures, head-on views, display attitudes, nestlings, 
both sexes, flight patterns and so on. With the huge number of drawings which this involves, 
there must always be some which are more successful than others, but, on the whole, Peter 
Hayman's portrayals are first-rate. Colour-reproduction is rather better in the large book than 
in the small one, but the latter is surprisingly successful, presenting a great deal of information 
in a format which is truly—for once—pocket-sized. 

It does seem a pity, however, that publishers seem to think that popular guides to birds must 
depart from a 'natural' classification system, such as those of Wetmore or Voous. I fail, for 
instance, to see any reason for inserting Gannet, Cormorant and Shag between Puffin and the 
other auks. There are other features which will doubtless annoy experienced birdwatchers, 
such as the inclusion of a small selection of strictly Continental species in a book entitled The 
Birdlife of Britain (e.g. Grey-headed and Black Woodpeckers), when some relatively common 
British species could have been given extra space. The more similar that birds are, the more 
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need is there for identification details; why, then, are Marsh Tit and Willow Tit, Twite and 
Linnet, and Willow Warbler and ChifFchafTeach crammed on to single pages, whereas those 
familiar 'British' birds Crested Lark and Rock Bunting merit full pages to themselves? Even 
more stupidly, Icterine Warbler and Melodious Warbler are each given a full page. Such 
anomalies are fewer in the pocket-guide version. This smaller book is, in many ways, the better 
value for money, despite the lack of Dr Philip Burton's generalised texts and John Parslow's 
distribution maps (both of which are found only in the larger book). 

The preceding paragraphs have been critical of certain aspects of these books, perhaps 
mostly those brought about by the publisher's demands rather than the authors'/artists' 
desires. Despite the imperfections of species-choice and layout, these books both contain 
voluminous quantities of very valuable identification information, presented in a highly 
original and attractive fashion. Although—I suppose—they were designed for the beginner or 
novice birdwatcher, I suspect that every single birdwatcher in Britain—even the most 
expert—would find many valuable identification points in Peter Hayman's paintings and their 
useful, short captions. One or other of these two books ought to be on every birdwatcher's 
bookshelves. J . T. R.SHARROCK 
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