
	
	[image: Book cover of ‘The Illuminated Book of Birds’ by Robin Crofut-Brittingham. The cover features various birds with colorful beaks and feathers, surrounded by floral elements and decorative details.]
		
	
	

			[image: Book cover of ‘The Illuminated Book of Birds’ by Robin Crouft-Brittingham. The cover features a decorative arch design and a star motif.]

	

			Copyright © 2025 by Robin Crofut-Brittingham. 

			All rights reserved.

			Artwork Photography by Paul Litherland of Studio Lux Montreal, QC

			Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture. The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

			Timber Press

			Workman Publishing

			Hachette Book Group, Inc.

			1290 Avenue of the Americas

			New York, New York 10104

			timberpress.com

			Timber Press is an imprint of Workman Publishing, a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Timber Press name and logo are registered trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

			Printed in Dongguan, China (TLF) on responsibly sourced paper

			Text and cover design by Hillary Caudle

			The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

			ISBN 978-1-64326-504-9

			A catalog record for this book is available from the Library of Congress.

			[image: ]

	

			For Felix and Jake, 

			who I hope always live in a world filled with birdsong.
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			In order to see birds, it is necessary to become part of the silence.

			—Robert Wilson Lynd

			You can’t really look for birds; you can’t make a bird come out and identify itself to you. The most you can do is walk quietly and wait until you hear something, then stand motionless under a tree using your animal senses to figure out where and what it is.

			—Jenny Odell, How to Do Nothing 
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			Preface

			✷

			Birds have always captivated and beguiled humanity. Be it the glint of an iridescent feather catching the sunlight as a grackle flutters up to its nest or the gentle coo of a Mourning Dove as we awaken, there exists an inexplicable allure surrounding these winged beings.

			Birds have transcended mere reality to inhabit the realms of mythology, literature, and religion, ingraining themselves as profound symbols, guides, and messengers. The ancient Greeks described a voracious eagle descending from the heavens daily to feast on Prometheus’s regenerating liver, along with the steadfast falcon who accompanied the god Apollo on his celestial exploits. Meanwhile, in Native American creation mythology, the world takes shape as a waterfowl plunges into the depths of the ocean, emerging with a sphere of earth that is sculpted into dry land.

			Birds have traversed the tapestry of our collective imagination, kindling the fires of myth and faith. In this book, several other such narratives will be told. Additionally, the reader will see illustrations of birds I find most beautiful and fascinating. Some of these birds have graced my presence in the wild, their melodies etched into my memory, while others remain elusive, seen only through the pages of other books.

			I love birds deeply and I hope to share and inspire my passion in others. Perhaps my interest in birds was inevitable when my parents bestowed upon me the name Robin, after the red-breasted herald that signals the arrival of spring in the northeastern United States, my birthplace. This enduring love for birds has accompanied me from my formative years, marked by the ethereal calls of loons during summers spent in the wilds of Northern Ontario, to my adult adventures that have taken me as far afield as South Africa and the southernmost reaches of Argentina, always looking at beautiful birds along the way.

			My aspiration for this book is twofold: to captivate the seasoned birdwatcher and to ignite the passion of the budding naturalist. During a winter visit to my grandmother’s home, my infant son watched, rapt in fascination, as a group of sparrows congregated at a window-side bird feeder beside his high chair. A dear friend and fellow bird enthusiast who was dining with us remarked, “Well, this is how it starts.” My hope is that this book serves as an inaugural stepping stone—a conduit that bridges the seasoned admirer of birds with the nascent enthusiasm of a youngster who is just beginning to cultivate an interest.

			✷

			I am, first and foremost, an artist, and it is important to emphasize that this is not a scientific work. Although this volume features birds from every corner of our planet, it is not intended to serve as a comprehensive guide. Such an endeavor would span hundreds, if not thousands, of pages, and numerous such books exist already. My aim is to illuminate a curated selection of birds, drawing from diverse regions across the globe. I have always loved to look for birds when I travel and that is what inspired me to make these geographic groupings of birds. The groupings do not necessarily represent specific biomes or endemic samples but are examples of birds you might find in a particular region—be they seasonal visitors, endemic species, or introduced or invasive birds. I am in debt to many more prolific and studied writers and scientific illustrators for the accuracy of their research and representation, both of which have informed and inspired the work in this book.


	

			Introduction

			✷

			Today, more than ten thousand living species of birds inhabit our planet, and more are being discovered every year. From the frigid reaches of frozen tundra to the dripping heat of twisting tropical rainforests, birds live in every climate on Earth. They can be hiding among the dense foliage of a tree in the forest or soaring high above a billowing grassland in search of prey.

			Humans have observed and documented bird life since the dawn of their coexistence on Earth, dating back to petroglyphs from Northern Africa that depict birds being hunted by wild dogs. The study of bird behaviors dates to ancient Rome and has long been considered auspicious—a word derived from two Latin roots: avis, for “bird,” and spicere, “to see.” Modern ornithology has advanced far beyond the original ancient practice of studying the behaviors of birds to foretell the future, but this tradition of symbolic meaning is still fascinating and relevant in many cultures to this day. Birds appear in myths and legends around the world, whether as a symbol of life hatching from the egg, the phoenix rising from the ashes as the symbolic totem of a new beginning, or the winged messenger carrying news from distant lands or other planes.

			Throughout history, humans have relied on birds for meat, for their feathers, and even for their excrement, which is used as a potent fertilizer in agriculture. There are also numerous examples, both past and present, of the domestication of various bird species to aid in human pursuits. For example, in early Chinese civilization, cormorants were captured and trained to dive with collars around their necks that enabled them to fish but prevented them from swallowing their catch.

			Birds have also helped humans survive. The phrase “canary in a coal mine,” which refers to an event or omen that forewarns of a coming crisis, derives from a real practice. In the early twentieth century, British coal miners were vulnerable to hard-to-detect levels of noxious gases in the mines where they worked. After it was discovered that canaries were affected by gases more quickly than the miners, it became a widespread practice to take canaries into the mines and watch them for signs of distress to indicate the air was no longer safe. The birds would often fall unconscious or dead when exposed to harmful levels of gas. Birds were eventually replaced with modern technological advances in gas detection, but they undoubtedly saved the lives of many miners.

			Humans have also kept birds as pets, dating back to the time of Alexander the Great in the fourth century BC. Greek soldiers captured wild birds in India and returned home with what have come to be named Alexandrine Parakeets. Fascinated by the parrots’ ability to mimic human speech, aristocrats in Europe and the Mediterranean region kept them as entertaining pets. As the fascination with parrots and parakeets grew, they became increasingly popular. It was soon considered a symbol of status and sophistication to keep attractive birds in cages inside the home.

			Mammals carry their young in their wombs, but birds, like their dinosaur relatives, lay eggs. The size, color, number, and even the shape of the eggs can vary hugely depending on the species: the largest egg is laid by the ostrich and the smallest by the hummingbird. After a bird lays an egg, it must be incubated and kept warm and out of danger from animal predators. Inside the egg, a chick uses its sharp beak to pierce the shell and emerge into the world. Like birds themselves, eggs are crucial symbols in folklore and mythology, embodying themes of rebirth and life. Nests, the structures that birds build to house and protect their eggs and chicks, can be constructed from a variety of materials, including rocks and mud, animal fur, grass and sticks, and artificial materials discarded by humans. Nests are built in every habitat, from the cavities of trees in the forest to hollows carved in cacti in the desert; some waterbirds even build floating nests. 

			Although thousands of species are alive and thriving today, many birds are threatened because of habitat loss, industrialization, and climate change. In her seminal 1962 book Silent Spring, American biologist and conservationist Rachel Carson sounded the alarm on the environmental impacts of widespread pesticide use by conjuring the chilling parable of a future with no birdsong. The legacy of the work in the conservation movement was immeasurable, and the text drew widespread attention to the fragility of the natural world. To this day, her work is a reminder of how crucial birds are to our ecosystem and how vital it is to respect and preserve them and the habitats that enable them to thrive. 

			In this book, we’ll touch on birds from around the world and explore some of the behaviors and eccentricities of specific birds and what makes them significant to various cultures and peoples. We will also visit and remember some of the birds that have been tragically lost as the result of human negligence and overconsumption.
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