
INTRODUCTION

Why are birds beautiful? I have been asking that question for a couple of decades, since 
I took up bird photography, because each time I peer through the camera lens I am 
captivated. Over the years the chance to watch and photograph birds in their natural 
environments has led me to many special places and wonderful sights. Through bird 
photographs I can capture and share some of those experiences and perhaps convey some 
of their emotional content.
 How did birds and their habitats come to be in their present configuration? How 
is that complex interaction ongoing now, and what will it look like in the future? As 
an archaeologist I have always been interested in time and space, in the differences 
between our present view as a snapshot, a moment in time, and the long history of 
environmental change that has led up to the present condition. I am always curious about 
how and why things are as they are now. I have learned that environment is the context 
for form, function, and behavior expressed in living things. Similarly, that evolution 
is the fundamental organizing principle for birds as well as people. Birds and their 
environments have been engaged in a complex and changing network of adaptation over 
millions of years.
 To further explore how bird populations and their environments have changed 
over time, excerpts from narratives and journals of early naturalists accompany many 
of the photographs. These accounts from a time before the profound changes of 
modern settlement reveal a Florida we can mostly only imagine. The accounts of John 
and William Bartram of their visits to East Florida during the mid-1700s revealed 
to American and European readers the richness and variety of the largely unsettled 
peninsula. In the 1830s and ’40s, John James Audubon traveled through the eastern half 
of the young nation, including the Territory of Florida, studying and depicting birds 
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from life. His monumental Birds of America and Ornithological Biography not only 
established an American ornithology based on a lifetime of observing birds in the wild, 
they presented a revolution in bird illustration: large portraits of exquisite detail often 
depicting dramatic representations of natural behavior. Another important source of 
quotations is the comprehensive series of life histories compiled by Arthur Cleveland 
Bent for the U.S. National Museum, especially those of North American wetland birds 
published in the 1920s and ’30s. Excerpts from these early authors not only describe 
conditions that may no longer exist, they also add the charmingly descriptive and 
somewhat romantic flavor of this less technical period of bird study.
 By concentrating on birds of large size, the egrets, herons, cranes, and others, it is 
possible to capture poses, gazes and behaviors that we can relate to very directly. Large 
birds have their own distinctive displays, postures, and routines that can be read with 
some practice and experience. Surprisingly, we respond emotionally to depictions 
of these, not just as pleasing images, but also as a window into the lives of fellow 
creatures. In making a photograph, the bird is revealed as an individual rather than a 
distant object; eye contact is established, and as the image is created, bird and human 
sometimes consider each other consciously. The exquisite biological forms that are 
the result of millions of years of evolution are often isolated and clarified. In the bill, 
the wing, the foot, the plumage, the eyes, the elegance of form follows the necessity of 
function. And, most important, I am always amazed that the forms and behaviors that 
evolution has produced in birds for courtship, display, and expression are so compelling 
to people.
 What makes bird photography art—or not? I like the definition that art is a 
communication of emotion in the viewer through objects created for that purpose. One 
approach to bird photography is to capture the moment, to document what happened 
where and when. What did it look like? Another approach is to make decisions about 
the process of artistic creation that contribute to communication of emotion to the 
viewer. Photographers can use the same devices as the painter, the printmaker, or 
the watercolorist: composition, tension, proportion, movement, rhythm, harmony, 
perspective, color, contrast, balance, symmetry, and simplicity, for example. Techniques 
can be used in combination, intensifying the emotional reaction in the same way that a 
good cook combines and concentrates flavors in a meal. The product is greater than the 
sum of its parts.
 Aesthetically, many of the photographs explore the boundary between 
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representation and abstraction. As they present more detail, they become less the 
birds we know. I sometimes search for the tension point where the image is at once 
bird and not-bird. More importantly, my approach involves finding subjects that 
are exceptionally compelling to me, capturing the elements that contain that power, 
and enhancing the effect on the viewer through various choices in exposure, editing, 
printing, and presentation. I am fascinated by birds in many ways, but I value them 
most highly as subjects for photographs that produce a pleasing emotion in me, and I 
hope, in others. These images rely on techniques like extreme close-up, tight cropping, 
striking color, simple composition, and plain backgrounds to reveal birds as most 
people never see them.
 My photographic approach involves a series of time-honored techniques that would 
be standard procedure for any photographer of natural subjects. They comprise a 
simple set of tools conservatively applied to produce something that is not far from 
the reality of the subject as shot. I use high quality equipment for capturing images, 
including combinations of camera body, tripod, lens, and sensor or film that will produce 
a close-up image of a distant object at the highest resolution and fidelity. I have used 
Canon, Nikon, Panasonic, and Sony cameras, with professional series prime and zoom 
lenses ranging from 24mm to 600mm, along with 1.4x and 2x tele-extenders. It is easy 
to become obsessed with the latest equipment, as photographic technology is advancing 
rapidly; every few years what was once difficult or impossible becomes the new normal. 
Current equipment will readily capture a dozen or so high-resolution, sharply focused, 
highly magnified images of active and flying birds each second. Each image is slightly 
different, and almost always, one stands out as the most compelling photograph. All my 
image files are processed in Photoshop, usually for cropping, leveling, color adjustment, 
and exposure adjustment. I remove dust spots and clean backgrounds, but do not 
feel comfortable with edits that would misrepresent the original elements that were 
photographed.
 For years, I have been printing on Kodak Endura metallic paper, as it presents a 
wonderful three-dimensional depth in the proper light. I have found acrylic face-mounts 
to be effective, especially where the image is strong enough in composition, detail and 
quality to stand quite alone without mat or frame. Finally, over time, I have produced 
larger and larger prints, made possible by improved sensors that produce large digital 
files and by sophisticated commercial printers. Like a movie theatre compared to a 
smartphone, large images have a greater emotional effect.
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 So, as you look at the photos, watch for the effects of pleasing composition such as use 
of the rule of thirds or strong diagonals; watch for bilateral symmetry, radial symmetry, 
fluid curves suggesting motion, contrast or complementarity in colors or texture or 
brightness. Watch for intricate detail, tension between abstraction and representation, 
the unexpected, the unknown revealed or resolved. Watch for variety in biological 
form and function as an expression of adaptation and evolution; watch for conditions 
of environment to which the birds are fit. Watch for aspects of behavior and form that 
exist to attract other birds—and that attract you as well. And, consider the marvel that 
birds and humans find the same traits of appearance and behavior aesthetically pleasing, 
whether for purposes of selecting a mate or as an object of artistic appreciation.
 I have had the rare privilege of working in and studying every region of Florida, 
researching and reporting on how people and environment interact and change each 
other over thousands of years. For me, photography is one path to explore the present and 
the past, to view the natural world through one particular lens, literally and figuratively. 
The following photographs are my way of sharing some of the feelings and emotions that 
natural Florida evokes.
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