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First day with the specimens 1
I was first introduced to the crabs, and told, “You will need 
to stand on the chair”, but noticed from the archive 
rows of birds, a selection named by Linnaeus laid on a table 
(could be a kitchen but for the stink of moth balls). 
The grouse and quail look similar with russet sepias 

and subtle golds, barred nutty browns with reds growth tips,
woven like the finest Persian carpets, bars and chevrons

achieving camouflage, becoming as beautiful as the sea. 

Cézanne saw the world through paint, paint through colour 
and plasticity, saw through the world; Linnaeus saw feathers 
in a catalogue. A monologue on language and morphology  

‘a structure of difference’ lapses, onomatopoeia catches up     

with the murmur of bee-eaters in immemorial elms.
What rhymes with grouse apart from mouse? 

First day with the specimens 2
What strikes us both is a Willow Ptarmigan, capsised on its side 
onto a beady black eye; its feet are furred, no sign of claws, 
“The white plumage, full time or seasonal?” I ask, thinking of hares, 
then notice the other dozen birds are all on their backs 
and none healed with prosthetic eyes. This pretty bird looks well, 
head perched on an upright neck, good enough to be a decoy, 
and if I look past the barred tail? I see snow sculpting trees 

before the sun pulls the rug out from under the icing,  

and the bird flying through a blizzard, and Kepler, court astrologer
walking back from the castle, noticing the snowflakes on his coat 

were all six-sided, and muttering “in that we say Nature plays”; 

whereas Hooke saw, "the most simple and plain operation of Nature". 
The bird flies past us all straight into the bank of snow 

so as to leave no footprints for hunters to follow. 

First day with the specimens 3
from the Gk. mouseion "a shrine of the Muses", from Mousa "Muse."
I leave largest bird till last, not the best but blackest, 

dark plumage set off by a paradise ruff of metallic sheen, 

claws extend beneath large feathered legs, a material weight 

has landed, large biceps with a heaviness that cannot fly, 

and I realise I’ve run my quarry to ground on a table. 

The capacaillie I searched for in the Swiss Jura 

in July mist,  cold to the bone, almost hearing silence, 
taking shelter in an old barn of stone and wood, fire-blackened 
rafters, iron implements by a huge hearth. Met a farmer 
in just a shirt who said summer produced cheese there
until the young men refused the hard and lonely work.  

That craft was finished. This craft is always just beginning,  

needy for the hubris that language can work with anything, 
refusing the strangeness of other thoughts, people, species. 

This is a museum 

Behind beauty is nothing, the abyss, dust, and dust of dust. 

 






James Kirwan

You know what to expect - beauty and dust plucked from 
exotic furrows, riddling places, debris species. Here on earth, dust 
comes from everything under the sun: minerals, seeds, pollen, 
insects, moulds, lichens, and even bacteria. Its sources 
also include bone, hair, hide, feather, skin, blood and excrement. 

And things of human fabrication, too numerous to mention . . . 
The images ranged around the room are art, mostly taxidermy, 
not quite upholstery or brocade work, more a medieval craft 

stitching anatomy and alchemy to a strong nose, and the ability 
to see specimens of the living dead, of label and memory. 

To the untutored eye, the pair of Bonasus umbellus from the Americas

are identical, perhaps the male is slightly larger.

Are they an item (past tense) shot together on the nest?

The last time he sang, who was he singing to?

Mermaids, gryphons & unicorns

"In science there is only physics; all the rest is stamp collecting." Lord Rutherford
Trophies of imagination: a British Guiana Cottonreel 

or an Hawaiian Missionary, or Roubles with and without lightning

when the wind eases and night feeds the mind with dreams 

of flight, control, prediction and repetition and ideals of 
reversibility in experimental science. The rest of our studies 

have not that freedom, hence our vast ambition for economy, 

engineering triumphs/ disasters, exotic food (roast flamingo 

sating Roman orgies) and exotic décor (pink flamingos haunting  

Americana), and novelty (the platypus the British Museum 
thought faked). We are sealing so much of the shrinking world
punctured by bolts, steel, chemicals, clear felling and oil. 

The sacred is not sacred. Value clings to celebrity, eviscerated 

language tunes to sales and slogans, swallows don’t arrive right 

and the birds are singing much shorter faster songs.

(Taxonomist Richard Fortey argues for the centrality of his trade. Far from mere "stamp collecting," taxonomy provides the very foundation for almost all other studies involving organisms: biogeography, biostratigraphy, evolutionary studies, paleoecology, and so on. That’s true and there is a world wide shortage of taxonomists.)
Quiz for the younger visitor
If a spider has 6 legs (or 8) and a racoon 3

or 4, what colour is a loris?
If you like eating chicken, would you  

prefer Indian mynah or boobook owl?

How many birds are not seagulls?

If whales are not fish, why do they swim in the sea?
Why do you like to swim in the sea?            Do you?
Do animals prefer living with danger 

in the wild, or in the safety of a zoo? 
Why don’t vampires like garlic? Is it true 

they are obsessed with personal grooming?

If all the plants and animals too small to see

were weighed, would they weigh more, or less

than all the plants and animals you can see?

The Insects
Members boast such colour and variety in a glorious order 
of quality and quantity (mammals and birds each contain 
as many species as a typical insect family, around 5,000).  
But so many are anonymous; of 5,000 Australian butterflies 
and moths named, many in London where collections were taken 
(and where this collection began) separated from their ecology, 
only 1,000 caterpillars have been matched to their morphs, 
and only a quarter of our ants have been formally identified.
(A jewelled beetle drowning in our pond I’ll name Ophelia.)
The pollinators and scavengers survive what is thrown at them- 
thermo-nuclear explosions, asteroid impacts, germ warfare, 
global warming, Mortein or our incredible diversity of footwear, 

but there’s something about a cockroach (Neoptera) capable of 

surviving a month without food, and for a week without a head.
Counterfactual

For the infinitely little is equivalent to the infinitely great. 

                                                          Maurice Maeterlinck, “The Life of an Ant”
If Linnaeus had been an ant, classification would be different, 
humans would share a single genus. We can’t decide how 
to love apes - for their language or utter wildness) 

and homo sapiens might be named Baro mollis-macresco. 
But Linnaeus was Swedish, so the glass case of butterflies 
with wings spread like butter I’ll call light in the shadows, 
or dancers in the dark, lovely as serried rows of moons.

I should suggest a collective name hovering somewhere 
between an exultation of larks, span of mules, deceit 
of lapwings, unkindness of ravens, murmuration of starlings, 
watch of nightingales, swarm of flies, shoal of fish, cast 
of ferrets, charm of finches, skein of geese, bevy of swans, 
down of sheep, wisp of snipes, sneak of weasels, siege 
of herons and gaze of racoons, though I prefer sneak for racoons. 
Common Racoon 




14.8.1882. Penfield, New York

And they shall beat their swords into ploughshares. Isaiah 2:4
This animal in front of me, ‘sex’ blank, trying to look dignified 
and intelligent, and innocent in a reddened-gold fur coat 
is a masked bandit, a swaggering savage. I’ve forgiven 
but not forgotten one I caught rustling at midnight; 

naked, I chased him round the shores of a Vermont lake, 

the rascal had snatched a packet of chocolate biscuits. 

Villain or hero, Ned Kelly forged armour from ploughshares. 

A coffee pot can be turned into a bird feeder: no amount of tinkering 

will turn a racoon into a skunk, or a pawpaw into a pineapple.
We are plastic animals, changeable bricoleurs who make 

terrible things. The hunting grounds of the Seneca Nation 

roamed across Penfield, but in a recent census 

only 0.12% of residents identified as Native American 

and how many were Onödowága - "People of the Great Hill"?  

Uncommon Racoon



14.8.1882. The Hague

Dear Theo, You must not take it amiss if I write you again 

- it is only to tell you that painting is such a joy to me. . . 

in the future when something strikes me in nature, 

I shall have more means than before with which to give it new vigour.

What did Linnaeus look for? The rare, the beautiful, the absurd? 

Contingency is greased inside the galvanized links of the Great Chain 
of Being just by being trapped or shot, by one word working 
on another, the friction, fit, angle, impetus understanding other words, 
other beings, other stories. The fur blurs, feathers flock, 

the chitin glints, you squint or stare or glance – what are your 
eyelids open for - an object, a life, or illustration? 

The choice of how to, of what to see and how, is ours

though art as aesthetic has not the force of nature.

Because she is a lover of sweet corn, the economic status 
of my racoon Is precarious. . . I found that I can’t shoot this coon, 
and I continue to plant corn – some for her, what’s left for me and mine . . . 

I like the taste of corn, but I like the nearness of coon even better.    

Order Dis Order

To place a plant in its class and order, simply count its stamens 

and its pistils then look around, note the contingent disorder 

sniff the air, pinch the ground, feel dirt wedge beneath your nails; 

let your eyes swim over the foliage, look for any signs of insect life, 
of livingness, of wild history, of continents breaking up 

and asteroids colliding with ‘the most active body in the solar system’.

The last hit, 65 million years ago, wiped out vast numbers of species

but here and now we are losing them at 100 or 1,000 times 

the ‘normal’ rate of background extinction; 12 % of birds, 23% 

of mammals and 33% of amphibians worldwide are almost photographs.

Right now, we are in the middle of the sixth great extinction episode 

in earth's history, and we can't blame this one on an asteroid. 

It is caused by the eating, the breeding, the warring and the industry 

of five and a half billion human beings.                     
Equus Caballus 1
The jar of liquid fills with light, a hologram takes shape
escaped from a bestiary, skin pale as a unicorn’s stretched 

in folds, the dainty muscle definition on the hindquarters 

tapers to beautiful forms, sculpted hooves, translucent limits. 

The body is squashed to fit, chin resting on front legs crossed. 

When I turn the jar, he shakes his head, the nostrils flare, 

the eyes almost open. Above the muzzle, two flaps lift as if a horn 

might emerge (narwhals’ weighed in gold by medieval quacks). 

The umbilical cord floats like the lifeline of an astronaut spinning 

into deep space, swimming through ontogeny, life passing before the eyes. 

The foetus, gentle and still, is obtained only through extreme means,

but unicorns, fierce and fast, are only caught by cunning. 

The best method is for a hunter to lead a young girl to a shady glade, 

their habitat; the beasts are spell bound in the presence of a virgin. 

Equus Caballus 2

Here you are an inspiration behind glass. From Chauvet cave 

30,000 years ago, you galloped wildly across the Lascaux walls 
then ran across the downs near the Ridgeway at Uffington, 
a beautiful abstraction for 3,000 years, maybe the Celtic goddess 
Epona; she has to be cut back to the white chalk every few years
so in a real sense is alive, like the muscular horse 
I saw climbing the limestone stairway at Persepolis sunburnt.
Picasso’s first painting (aged nine) was of a horse and I recall

first riding you in Africa, disturbing a crash of Rhino who gave chase, 

learning how to gallop fast, standing in the stirrups, ducking branches. 

You arrived with the First Fleet and have bred more than a quarter 
of a million, called brumbies because people love the feral pests -
your hardened hoofs rip the land to shreds, you foul waterholes, 

seed weed and compete for food and water with our natives
Rattus rattus



Elizabeth Bay.    W.S. Macleay.   Male.

He has the same colouration as a cousin many times removed
I saw yesterday in the Botanic Gardens springing from a bunch 
of basil in the herb garden, a beautiful bounding movement 

from a fitness freak. He feels as light as a wren, his Sunday supper, 

and looks poised, ready to meet a lady for a night of frolic. 

Rats are intelligent, can diagnose sickness and spread more than 
a hundred microbial diseases, but scientists have found they 
have a sense of humour and that this species exists in two forms 
(of chromosome numbers). William thought he had found 

a new sub-species at Elizabeth Bay, but I keep my distance 

when they jump out of the compost. Late one night, when 
very sick in India I was chased by a pack of rats. There 

Karni Mata is worshipped as incarnating Durga, goddess 
of victory with offerings of Barfi for her sweet ratty tooth.
What we need to know about Rattus rattus
A rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is a 

rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat 
is a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is 
a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is a 
rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat 
is a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is 
a rat is a rat is a rat is a art is a rat is a rat is a rat is a 
rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat 
is a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is 
a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is a 
rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat 
is a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is 
a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is a rat is a

particular species in a particular ecological niche, inter

related, we share DNA and Earth; every thing connects.

The louse and the albatross went to sea

Coleridge immortalised the albatross, the louse still awaits its bard.  
 






Macleay Museum sign Sept 2004.

Ses ailes de géant l'empêchent de marcher.  
 






Baudelaire, L'Albatros.
Forster (father and son), naturalists on Cook’s second voyage 

hunted penguins and shot a wandering albatross (or two), discovering 

two species of lice that fly a thousand miles a day on aerodynamic wings; 

the slender one is fixed here to a yellowing preserved slide, the other lost. 

The bird has been preening in the land of suspended animation 

standing on large tobacco-stained feet sailors once sewed into

baccy pouches. A feather lies loose in its plastic home marked in texta 

gigantus, but probably ‘wandering’ from white flecking 

on its chocolate wing. When we hear that long-line fishing 
risks 19 of 21species a shadow falls informing reasonable terror 
(not 9/11) (Coleridge felt its shade). Forster (the son) 

respected scientist, left Mainz for France, politicised 
and joined the Jacobin Club, but disowned by family and friends 

died alone in Paris within a year. The Terror broke his heart.
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