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“I am persuaded that alone in the woods, or at my work, I can make better use of the 
whole of myself than in any other situation, and that thereby I have lost nothing in 
exchanging the pleasure of studying men for that of admiring the feathered race.”1 

John James Audubon 
 
John James Audubon’s lasting significance in art, history, and science is not simply due to his 
artistic mastery, tenacity, and the overwhelming ambition of his undertaking to portray, as 
realistically as possible, all the birds of the American wilds. In large part, it is due to his ability to 
convey the life beneath the feathers; to transmit the spirit of these beautiful creatures, tenuous 
and fleeting, and ignite in us, the spark that fueled him all those years: his joy in discovering the 
intimate life of birds. 
 
Born in 1785 in present-day Haiti, young Audubon subsequently spent an idyllic childhood in 
the French countryside.2 Despite the surrounding tumult of the French Revolution, his father 
bestowed upon him his first natural history lessons of birds and pointed out their unique, 
emotive features.3 Audubon began to develop the desire to recreate these observations in the 
most life-like manner, and strove tenaciously to learn both the technical skills he would need as 
an artist, as well the fundamentals of his chosen field through the work of other naturalists and 
ornithologists of his day.4 
 
Audubon left France at age eighteen to avoid conscription into Napoleon’s armies, just as the 
Napoleonic Wars were beginning.5 After several failed business attempts managing a family 
estate in Pennsylvania and his own enterprises in Kentucky, followed by a brief imprisonment 
for debt, Audubon disembarked on a trip down the Mississippi River in 1820 with little more 
than inspiration to create and publish a bird book of epic proportions.6 He describes the 
crystallization of his idea to copy and reproduce nature exactly as it was, living, breathing, 
moving as, “a thought that struck my mind like a flash of light.”7 It would take nearly twenty 
years, the help of his two sons, a few artist collaborators, and a highly skilled British engraver, 
Robert Havell, Jr., for Audubon to complete his grand opus, Birds of America: 200 double-
elephant-folios, measuring almost 40 by 30 inches closed, each containing 435 hand-colored 
etchings, depicting the nearly 500 species of birds known to inhabit America’s vast landscapes.8 
 
Despite Audubon’s charismatic nature, his early prosperity, and rapport with many key 
historical personages of his day, he suffered countless difficulties realizing his massive tome: he 
struggled to find a printer and then to finance his masterful printing scheme; he fought to 
command the respect of other naturalists; he was apart from his family for years at a time; and 
his wife, Lucy Audubon, died penniless years after Audubon’s own death and decline into 
senility, but not before she was forced to sell off all of her husband’s original watercolors and 
the engraved copper plates used to make the Birds of America prints.9  
 



Though Audubon was himself responsible for the deaths of thousands of birds and other 
species, which he captured and killed in order to accurately draw, towards the end of his travels 
he began to assume serious concern for the welfare of both the birds and animals, as well as 
the landscape of America.10 Several of the species he depicted in Birds of America are now 
extinct or endangered, including the Passenger Pigeon and the Whooping Crane.11 Thus, it is 
fitting that the National Audubon Society established in 1905 in his name, continues to protect 
these natural treasures, and keeps his flame ignited.12  
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