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Introduction

The field of natural history, the
observation-based study of plants and
animals in their environment, has its
origins in the ancient Greco-Roman
world, most notably in the pages of
Pliny the Elder’s Naturalis Historia
completed between AD 77 and 79.
However, humans have been
recording their observations of nature
in multiple ways since the first cave
paintings portrayed animals and
plants. During the middle ages
artistic interpretations of the natural
world could be found in sculpture,
paintings, and folk crafts, while early
scientific findings were recorded in
the pages of illuminated manuscripts
\ called herbals and bestiaries. As with
e all scholarly information of the

i period, the advent of print in the 15
century provided natural history scholars, and their talented illustrators, a
wider audience for their work and more accuracy in the dissemination of
their findings.

The books showcased in this exhibit demonstrate the various ways that
natural history subjects have been depicted in print from the 16" through
the 19" centuries. The oldest book in the exhibit is a 1534 edition of
Pliny’s foundational work, while the most recent publication is Sherman
Foote Denton’s Moths and Butterflies of the United States, published in
1900, which is noted for the author’s innovative method of illustration.



Whether it’s an early woodcut
engraving of an exotic animal, a
famous bird illustration by John
James Audubon, or the colorful
flowers of The Botanical
Magazine, the illustrations on these
pages truly make nature come
alive.

In addition to titles related to the
pedagogy of natural history and to
the connection between travel and
the pursuit of natural history, this
colorful exhibit features
illustrations of a variety of species
of the animal and plant kingdoms,
including quadrupeds, insects,
shells, birds, flowers, trees, and
fungi. Since the beautiful books on
display

can only be opened to one page at
a time, we have included in our
exhibit room a digital slideshow of additional images from these titles.
This exhibit also provides the Miami University Libraries an opportunity
to highlight a recent acquisition for the Walter Havighurst Special
Collections, John Gould’s A Century of Birds from the Himalaya
Mountains. This elaborately illustrated folio volume was completed
between 1830 and 1832 by John Gould (1804-1881), an English
ornithologist and bird artist. Gould, originally a taxidermist, was
appointed the first curator at the museum of the Zoological Society of
London in 1827. In 1830, a collection of bird specimens from the
Himalaya region, some previously unknown, were acquired for the
Society and he began the task of describing them. Along with Nicholas




Aylward Vigors, who was responsible for the descriptive letterpress text,
he compiled this impressive volume, the first of several similar works on
birds from around the world. Though Gould produced the initial rough
sketches for the work, his wife Elizabeth Gould (1804-1841) executed the
final drawings and lithography for the illustrations. The lithographed
plates were then hand-colored by Elizabeth Gould and others. The
library’s copy is a first edition, first issue, with the backgrounds of the
plates uncolored.
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For more information and to view the digital slideshow online please visit:
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