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A key question remained: what animals would be featured, and how 
many? Which animals would be excluded? Mounting any exhibit involves 
choices, and some visitors might be unsatisfied. A major consideration 
was that the animals had to be well documented in our collections in order 
to showcase multiple record types. After all, creating greater public aware-
ness of the records in our collections is at the foundation of our mandate. 
We also wanted to feature animals that represented varied relationships 
with humans, which translated to different motivations for their docu-
mentation. For example, animals living outside of captivity are typically 
documented in different ways in archival records than those with whom 
humans share companionship. Being a provincial institution of a large 
geographic territory, it was also important that we select animals found in 
diverse habitats across Ontario. 

We decided to feature records and stories about five animal groups, 
an appropriate number based on the exhibit area’s size and visitor en-
joyment: fish, bears, dogs, horses, and birds. Admittedly, there was some 
debate about the inclusion of dogs and not cats, but canines won out. We 
simply had more, varied records of dogs in multiple formats than their 
feline counterparts. Dogs also allowed us to explore a greater number of 
human connections; in this case, their companionship and their signifi-
cance as guide dogs, hunting aids, and other forms of work. Other animals 
chosen for the exhibit also promised an array of stories rooted in diverse 
relationships with humans. A number of factors influenced the animals 
that are the focus of the exhibit, from how comprehensively species are 
documented in our records to the ability to cover wide swaths of Ontario’s 
geography. 

The Specimens
The selection of specific animal groups and other considerations deter-
mined the stories we told, and those we excluded. A dramatic range of 
emotions marks the historical relationships between humans and other 
species. Given the Archives’ role as a memory institution and a govern-
ment organization, mounting any exhibit must be sensitive to our role 
as a public body and the expectations of our audiences, some of whom 
are young children. The unique nature of the visitor experience in our 
exhibit space also influences the subject matter. Most visitors see our 
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exhibits as part of educational programming or a stop on a wider tour 
of the Archives’ public facility, during which there is insufficient time to 
properly discuss and contextualize sensitive material. Our exhibit con-
tent does not shy away from exploring difficult moments of the past, but 
controversial topics must be approached delicately. ANIMALIA spotlights 
complex historical themes, like conservation, species extinction, animal 
welfare, animal labour, and hunting. One obvious exclusion is the massive 
impact of the livestock industry on Ontario’s development, which is only 
highlighted indirectly in a handful of records scattered throughout the 
exhibit. This might at first seem like an oversight for a province whose 
capital city, Toronto, is nicknamed “Hogtown”; nonetheless, our exhibit 
team felt visitors—especially young students who make up a substantial 
segment of our exhibit audience—would likely be turned off by multiple 
visual records of holding pens, slaughterhouses, and other spaces relat-
ed to animal processing. These tough choices made by the Archives of 
Ontario’s exhibit team speak to the theoretical and practical challenges 
memory institutions face when creating animal history products for a 
wide public audience. 

Stories in the exhibit examine the impact of humans on animal habi-
tats, and the unpredictability of other species. A spotlight on sea lampreys 
in ANIMALIA’s fish section introduces these concepts and highlights how 
government records document ecological challenges. Lampreys are a para-
sitic invasive species to Ontario that kill their prey via a sucker-like mouth 
filled with sharp teeth. Originating in the Atlantic Ocean, they were first 
seen in Lake Ontario in the 1830s after completion of the Erie Canal. After 
expansion of the Welland Canal in 1919, the species spread to Lake Erie 
and eventually to the rest of the Great Lakes. By the 1950s, lampreys had 
devastated populations of lake trout, a popular species for commercial and 
recreational fisheries. One solution—mechanical barriers—did not work. 
By 1962, the lamprey crisis had subsided in the public’s consciousness, fol-
lowing the application of a chemical that killed lamprey larvae. The story 
is told through photographs, graphs, slides, and other records from the 
Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources and Forestry’s predecessors that 
bring awareness to the complex field of invasive species management. To 
help animate these records, the exhibit team commissioned a touchable 
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three-dimensional model of a lamprey’s ferocious mouth—a big hit with 
students!

Collaboration has been key to the success of ANIMALIA. Working 
with other institutions allows the Archives to enhance displays through 

 
Fig. 16.2 Sea lamprey panel in the exhibit’s section on fish. Photo by author.
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Fig. 16.4 Interactive panel in exhibit’s section on dogs. Photo by author.
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popular dog breeds in 1965 and the most current data in 2017 via flip tabs. 
Not only does it prompt questions about sample size and data reliability, 
but also about why some breeds have fallen out of favour (Dalmatian) while 
others have remained on the list (golden retriever) or have become more 
popular (poodle and Shetland sheepdog). The exhibit’s largest interactive 
feature is the last stop for many exhibit visitors. Oversized reproductions 
of historic photographs and artworks from the Archives representing di-
verse habitats within the province wrap across five large glass walls. Here, 
visitors are encouraged to draw their favourite animal in Ontario and 
place the paper sketch onto the animal’s associated habitat represented 
on the wall. The interactive urges visitors to think about the diversity of 
animal life in the province, while giving them an opportunity to become 
part of the exhibit (and hopefully satisfying those who wish other animals 
were featured). Interactives bring archival records to life, increase dwell 
time, play to different learning styles, and foster a more immersive visitor 
experience. 

* * *
Almost a year after its opening, ANIMALIA has shown many signs of suc-
cess. The show has seen almost six thousand visitors, putting it on track 
to surpass attendance levels of previous exhibits at the Archives. Many 
visitors have left positive comments in the exhibit’s guestbook by noting 
what they learned and why animals are important to them. Hundreds of 
elementary and secondary school students have explored the exhibit as 
part of a full-day field trip to our facility, in which they learn about archiv-
al records and Ontario’s past. Educational programming at the Archives 
links to the exhibit’s key themes, and students enjoy completing a “scav-
enger hunt” activity designed to teach them how to draw observational 
insights from the records, the accompanying interpretive text, and cita-
tions. An online version of the exhibit on the Archives of Ontario website, 
along with “micro-exhibit” content posted on our Twitter and Facebook 
channels, have also furthered the reach of ANIMALIA to thousands more 
people. As expected, our social media posts have promoted the exhibit 
to wider audiences, in part thanks to the many different animal-related 
days of significance (with accompanying hashtags) across Canada and the 
globe. 
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Admittedly, a small number of visitors have shared criticisms: in par-
ticular, the choice of dogs as an exhibit focus over cats (some in jest and 
others in seriousness), and the little space the exhibit gives to the role of 
livestock, animal processing, and related aspects in the province’s hist-
ory. Whereas some may see these silences as missed opportunities, they 
remind me of the choices curators must make when creating an exhib-
it within an institutional setting for diverse public audiences. Like any 
form of public history or cultural production, an exhibit cannot cover all 
aspects of a topic, especially one as wide as animal history. An exhibit 
about the documentary heritage of Ontario’s slaughterhouses might have 
its time and place, but the exhibit team at the Archives of Ontario felt there 
were other topics that aligned better with our institutional context and 
promised greater appeal to our audiences.

The Archives exhibit team had to consider a multitude of factors relat-
ed to audience expectation and engagement in the creation of ANIMALIA. 
The physical realities of the exhibit space, along with the Archives’ brand 
and position as a government institution, also influenced key decisions 
about narrative, tone, and style. The exhibit has shown that the relation-
ships between humans and other animals of the past is fertile terrain for 
public history projects. It has also demonstrated how exhibits and other 
forms of public history can take inspiration from emerging fields of 
academic study and translate research trends into products for popular 
audiences. In an era when some pundits have questioned new fields of 
research in the humanities, ANIMALIA’s greatest contribution within the 
academic realm might be how it shows such pursuits to be as enduring and 
relevant as ever.
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Portraits of Extinction: 
Encountering Bluebuck 
Narratives in the Natural 
History Museum1

Dolly Jørgensen

Its snout is brightly illuminated against the stark black background. Its eyes 
reflect the light bouncing off the glass. It looks more grey than blue, but 
perhaps it would look more blue under a radiant sun, running across the 
plains. But it cannot run. It cannot even move—it is just a skin stretched 
out and mounted to resemble its former self. Of course, that makes it a 
perfect subject for a portrait; a portrait of extinction.

The taxidermied bluebuck (Hippotragus leucophaeus) I encountered 
at the Muséum national d’Histoire naturelle (MNHN) in Paris, France, 
is one of only four in the world. The bluebuck, an African antelope, was a 
victim of white colonization of the continent, only described by Western 
science in 1766 and extirpated by around 1800. The particular specimen 
on display is a portrait of the bluebuck—a remnant of a species which is 
long gone. Bluebucks exist only as representations of bluebucks. 

Portraiture is an art form that takes on the Herculean task of reveal-
ing both the outside of an object or person and claiming to represent its 
internal essence.2 The portrait prompts the viewer to use her imagination 
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Fig. 17.1 Bluebuck 
specimen on display 
in Muséum national 
d’Histoire naturelle 
(MNHN) in Paris, 
France. Photograph by 
author, July 2015.

to imagine the context beyond what is pictured—to visualize the world 
that the subject lived in. The portrait, then, both reveals directly and hints 
obliquely at its world. 

Portraits are not reserved for individuals. As anyone who has appre-
ciated Van Eyck’s The Arnolfini Wedding Portrait (1434) or Rembrandt’s 
Night Watch (1642) will know, portraits can also be a group affair. Whether 
there is one subject in the frame or several, Catherine Soussloff has argued 
that portraits are “pictures particularly indicative not only of an individual, 
but also of kinship and social status.”3 Portraits are about connections.

While art historians employ the term “portraiture” when discussing 
the representation of a person (or persons) in artistic form like a painting 
or sculpture, in this chapter I apply the concept of portraiture to animals 
in museums. This is not as great of a stretch as one might suppose. As 



37317 | Portraits of Extinction

scholars of taxidermy practice have demonstrated, considerable artistic 
skill goes into crafting animals put on display.4 The taxidermy process 
involves separating skin from body, treating the skin to avoid decompos-
ition and degradation, shaping a replacement body frame, replacing soft 
parts like noses and eyes, and then putting it all together into a thing that 
resembles the animal it once was. The physical body of the once-living 
animal is one element in the portrait, but it is not the whole image. When 
put on display, more things are added in the way of stands, labels, and 
cases—these identifying elements correspond well to practices in early 
modern portraiture which included names and even biographical stor-
ies on the canvas or the frame into which the art work has been placed. 
Because museums often have only one specimen of a species (particularly 
when specimens are rare, as they are with extinct species), a particular 
animal body on display with all of these accoutrements becomes a por-
trayal of the species as a whole.

Animal portraits encapsulate stories. As Samuel Alberti has argued, 
looking at museum objects allows us to see “relationships between people 
and people, between objects and objects, and between objects and people. 
We encounter not only collectors, curators, and scientists but also visitors 
and audiences. In this conception, the museum becomes a vessel for the 
bundle of relationships enacted through each of the thousands of speci-
mens on display and in store.”5 The choices made for the display—from 
which specimens are collected to which specimens are selected for display 
to what positions animals are mounted in—all enact relationships.6 

For environmental historians, this means that the museum is a place 
within which we can investigate the multi-faceted relationships of people 
and objects over time, including how stories of the past are communi-
cated today. Environmental and animal historians have rarely engaged 
with natural history museums as places of environmental storytelling, 
although these museums include rich textual and physical material for 
analysis.7 As Jay Young observes in Chapter 16 of this volume, “creating 
an animal exhibit demands narrative choices,” and these choices deserve 
scrutiny. Historians of science and museum studies scholars, on the other 
hand, have been quite interested in the cultural contexts of natural hist-
ory exhibitions, as well as tracing the histories of specimen acquisition.8 
There is an unexplored space of inquiry around how (and if) museums 



Traces of the Animal Past374

communicate animal histories—the historical interactions of animals as 
both individuals and species with others—in addition to typical displays 
of “natural history” which focus on the biological traits of animals and 
evolutionary development.

Because collected animal bodies are historical artifacts—and in the 
case of extinct animals, irreplaceable artifacts—when they are put on dis-
play they become interpretations of history. The history that is told in these 
public spaces does not come from an individual specimen alone; rather, 
it comes through relations in the museum, as noted by Alberti. A room 
with animals in glass cases is an archive of animal bodies, but it is also an 
archive of animal portraits. These portraits capture animals that can exist 
in our present only as representations. How each portrait is painted in our 
minds will matter to how we imagine them as they once were. 

In this chapter I will examine three portraits of the bluebuck, one 
created by the MNHN in Paris, one by the Naturhistoriska Riksmuseet 
(NRM) in Stockholm, and one by Naturalis in Leiden to see how animals 
displayed in the archive of the natural history museum can narrate extinc-
tion. The fourth extant taxidermied bluebuck (and the only female speci-
men) is owned by the Naturhistorisches Museum Wien, but it is not on 
display, so it has not been included.9 I am not writing an object biography 
of these specimens—although that could be done by examining how they 
were collected, treated, mounted, and displayed over time—but rather 
examining how they are shown to the visitor, frozen at one moment in 
time as a portrait of extinction.10 

My method is one of encounter with the animal through display prac-
tices. The encounter with the museum specimen is an encounter with a 
physical object—a physical trace of an animal that once was living—in a 
specific context. Natural history museums have a long history of display 
practices, which involve putting animal remains in front of visitors.11 Both 
in the collection of an object and its display, messages are communicated 
to the audience. As Hilde Hein observed, “[m]useums are actually ware-
houses of material things only superficially. At bottom they have always 
been reservoirs of meaning.”12 The representational practices of animals 
in museums—which animals are put on display and how they are dis-
played—connect (or disconnect) humans from those animals.13 Museums 
are media spaces that create interaction between the audiences and the 
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displays as well as among the visitors themselves.14 In order to unpack 
the representational practices, meaning making, and media messiness of 
the exhibition of animal bodies, I adopt a critically situated, place-based, 
lived-experience method, which Duncan Grewcock has advocated for in 
museum studies.15 The encounter with animal traces in the museum is 
a process—it unfolds through interaction and emotion. In this chapter I 
take the reader with me through this process of seeing bluebuck portraits.

Portrait 1: In Light and Darkness
The bluebuck (hippotrague bleu in French) at MNHN stands in a gallery 
dedicated to extinct and endangered animals. All of the glass cases are 
constructed with black frames, black backgrounds, and black bottom cov-
erings. The labels are black with white print. Parts of the animals, espe-
cially the faces, are eerily illuminated with spotlights. The bodies are not 
evenly lighted and there is minimal ambient lighting in the room. 

This technique of accentuating the difference between light and dark 
is known in art history as chiaroscuro. One of chiaroscuro’s manifesta-
tions appeared in Dutch seventeenth-century paintings as the nocturnal 
scene lit by candlelight.16 In these paintings, such as Dominicus van Tol’s 
Boy with a Mousetrap by Candlelight (ca. 1664–65) and Gerrit Dou’s Old 
Woman at a Window with a Candle (1671),17 the candle makes the subject’s 
face glow and slightly illuminates the surroundings to give a sense of the 
objects in the room. Working by candlelight stressed the virtue of using 
diligently one’s mortal time, which can be snuffed out like a candle.18 
Rather than being portraits of a specific person, these seventeenth-cen-
tury genre paintings depicted scenes of everyday life.19 There are, however, 
serious limitations to reading genre paintings as historically accurate rep-
resentations of the past; as noted by Wayne Franits, architecture, clothing, 
and other details in genre paintings can be inaccurate or incongruent with 
contemporary practice.20

The chiaroscuro portrait of extinction of the bluebuck created in the 
MNHN gallery draws the viewer into the details: the hairs lining up to 
follow the body’s contours, the ridges on the horns repeating their pattern, 
the eyelids creating a double frame around the glass eye. But more than 
simply aesthetic, the chiaroscuro technique stresses the fleeting nature of 
life illuminated in this light. The label next to the body gives it historicity: 
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the bluebuck “was one of the first African mammal victims of the coloniz-
ation of southern Africa. A small fearful animal, it was easy to hunt for 
meat, usually intended to feed dogs.”21 Life was fleeting for the bluebuck, 
which was not fleet of foot. 

The room is filled with similar stories of the end: the New Caledonian 
rail that was “without a doubt the victim of hunting and animals intro-
duced by humans”; the quagga that suffered “intensive hunting”; the 
Carolina parakeet whose extinction was “accelerated by hunting to sup-
ply the feather trade”; the passenger pigeon “relentlessly hunted”; and the 
great bustard that was “exterminated by hunters” in France. “Victim” is a 
word that appears in many of the labels, stressing the one-sided power rela-
tionship between human and animal in these cases. There is an underlying 
irony in these laments of hunting, which not only brought about the extinc-
tion of the species in question but also supplied the body now on display.

Although the gallery of extinct and endangered species at the MNHN 
contains many bodies and many stories, the chiaroscuro techniques make 
each appear to stand alone. The visitor is drawn to each body partly il-
luminated by light while partly concealed in dark. Yet these individual 
portraits speak to the same widespread phenomenon. They become genre 
portraits, a type that is repeated over and over again with the same aes-
thetic and the same basic message. It is a missive recounting the candles 
snuffed out too soon. Visitors are left in that darkness of extinction, with 
the anticipation that even those species on display that are not yet extinct 
soon will be. 

Portait 2: Family Resemblances
Sweden’s bluebuck (blåbock in Swedish) stands in a wall case near a corner 
on the first floor of the NRM. At its feet is a mounted thylacine and a 
small pile of Hawaiian tree snails. The bluebuck looks toward the adjacent 
corner case containing the extinct bird specimens: great auk, Mauritius 
starling, ivory billed woodpecker, passenger pigeon, huia, Cuban macaw, 
great moa (only a leg bone), and copy of an elephant bird egg. 

Displays in natural history museums organize their specimens ac-
cording to various principles. One way is taxonomic: all the birds togeth-
er, all the land mammals together, all the marine mammals together, etc. 
The Naturhistorisches Museum Wien and the Natural History Museum 
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Fig. 17.2 Extinction cases that include a bluebuck on display in Naturhistoriska Riksmuseet 
(NRM) in Stockholm, Sweden. Photograph by author, May 2019.

in London follow this principle so that animals of the same type appear in 
the same galleries. Another common organization strategy is geographic. 
For example, the American Museum of Natural History in New York has 
a Hall of New York State Environment and a Hall of Ocean Life, both 
of which mix animals from taxonomic categories in order to show en-
vironmental connections. A third organizational principle is functional. 
The Horniman Museum and Gallery near London, for example, does this 
by grouping some animals with similar properties, such as wings (birds, 
bats, insects), and grouping others to show evolutionary variation, such as 
skeletal form.

The NRM has grouped the bluebuck along with the thylacine, Hawaiian 
snail, great auk, and others together because of one similarity: they are 
all extinct. This serves as a functional type or organization, like wings or 
hooves. These specimens make up a family of things related to one another 
through their non-existence. This kind of grouping—the extinct animal 
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case—is a tactic used in other museums as well. For example, the Royal 
Albert Museum and Art Gallery in Exeter, UK, has one case in a wildlife 
room where they have collected all of their extinct birds and insects. But 
this is by no means the most common strategy: many museums spread out 
their extinct specimens into other groupings, such as the extinct birds in 
the Naturhistorisches Museum Wien, which are found randomly along-
side common species, and the thylacine at the Smithsonian placed along-
side existing Australian animals.

An understated sign inside the case near the bluebuck’s back foot de-
clares: “Displayed here are examples of extinct specimens. Some of them 
have been wiped out by humans, others due to natural causes.”22 But there 
is no indication of how each particular species died out, so the viewer is 
left to wonder if natural or man-made causes were in play for each. The 
bluebuck label only tells us that “the last bluebucks were killed in South 
Africa in 1800,” a vague statement that is quite different from the MNHN 
one. The thylacine label likewise notes the last capture of a thylacine in 
the wild in 1933 and the presence of one in a zoo until 1936, but nothing 
is said about the deliberate program of extermination that brought about 
their extermination.23 On the other hand, the great auk label does mention 
that the bird was “easy prey since it lacked the ability to fly,” and the Cuban 
parrot story notes that it was “heavily hunted and young were captured as 
caged birds.”

In a nearby display case, there is a grouping of species threatened with 
extinction. On this display’s label, there is no doubt about the anthropo-
genic nature of extinction: “During the past 400 years, humans have dras-
tically altered most of Earth’s habitats. As a result, species are becoming 
rapidly extinct.” An asp (a European freshwater fish), a Galapagos tortoise, 
and a gyrfalcon, among others, appear in this case. This group is related 
to the animals in the extinction case—there is an implication that they 
might have to be moved over in the future from the status of endangered 
to extinct. But they are a separate and distinct group at the moment—en-
dangered is one thing and extinct is something else. This makes the pres-
entation quite different from the MNHN room, which mixes endangered 
and extinct species haphazardly.

The mode of displaying extinction at NRM stresses kinship and 
status, as Soussloff pointed out is common in portraits.24 Although they 
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have individual labels, the specimens are not highlighted as individuals 
in spotlights; instead, they are associated visually and textually with each 
other. This gives them cohesion and provides extinction with a sense of 
scale at a glance. Yet unlike the MNHN display, which evokes strong 
emotional reactions with its chiaroscuro style, the NRM group portrait 
is rather flat with its evenly lit specimens standing in teal coloured cases 
with small off-white labels. The bluebuck is presented as an unremarkable 
member of the group called “extinct.” Putting it together in this group 
creates an extinction family portrait.

Portrait 3: Pixelated encounters

RMNH.MAM.20681.b

Scientific name Hippotragus leucophaeus Pallas, 1766
Antilope leucophaea Pallas, 1766

Vernaculars —

Vernaculars from associated taxon blue buck (English)

Registration number RMNH.MAM.20681.b

Source Naturalis – Zoology and Geology catalogues

License CC0 4.0

Institution Naturalis Biodiversity Center

Collection name Mammalia

Basis of record PreservedSpecimen

Type status Lectotype

Phase or stage Adult

Sex Male

Part Skin

Preparation method mounted skin

Number of specimens —

Date —

Collector —

Locality Swellendam

Site coordinates —

Collectors field number —
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This is my initial digital encounter with RMNH.MAM.20681.b, the 
bluebuck held by Naturalis in Leiden.25 Because this specimen is not on 
display in Leiden, the only way to see it without a special storage visit 
is to visit it online. Information about this animal has been entered into 
the BioPortal database, which catalogues Naturalis’ holdings.26 Here, the 
bluebuck has been converted into metadata: its scientific name, specimen 
number, sex, preparation, etc.

Even something as dry and potentially uninviting as the BioPortal tells 
a story. Literary scholar Ursula Heise has written about the construction 
of environmental narratives through databases like this one.27 A key piece 
of information in this flood of data is that this specimen is the lectotype, 
which means that this individual is considered to be the representative 
specimen for the whole species of Hippotragus leucophaeus. The earliest 
known full-body image of a bluebuck, published in 1778 in G. L. le Clerc 
Comte de Buffon’s Historie naturelle, générale et particulière and drawn 
by J. Allamand, was based on this museum specimen.28 The database re-
cords “type status” because it gives the specimen a particular role for the 
scientific community. Any future newly-discovered suspected bluebuck 
specimens would be compared to this one to determine their legitimacy. 
Interestingly, there is no metadata for the species status; that is, there is 
no way to search the database for all “extinct” things, and there is nothing 
in the record that would tell an uninformed viewer that the animal was 
extinct. The database’s narrative is not deliberately a story of extinction, 
although the reason I have found the specimen is because of its extinction.

After the metadata presentation, twelve photographs are linked to the 
RMNH.MAM.201681.b entry. These photographs together give a com-
plete view of the specimen, including two whole body shots and close-
ups of the head, neck, sides, legs, and rump. This photographic specimen 
display offers a view that the specimens described above do not: it allows 
the viewer to see all sides of the animal. In the museum cases in Paris and 
Stockholm, only one side of the bluebuck is visible—the other side faces 
the back wall of the case and thus is hidden from view. The Leiden images 
can be combined, at least mentally, into a 3D experience of the animal.29 

Because each of these images is downloadable in high resolution (12 
megapixels), as a viewer I can zoom in tightly. Using the fourth image on 
the second row, for example, I can see the individual hairs in the ears, the 



38117 | Portraits of Extinction

 
Fig. 17.3 Images of the bluebuck specimen held by Naturalis in Leiden, Netherlands, as 
documented in BioPortal. Images released into public domain by Naturalis under license CC0.

defined horn ridges, and even the holes and stitches in the skin created by 
the taxidermy process (Figure 17.4). This means that I can see details that 
are not visible if the specimen were standing in front of me behind glass.30 
A more intimate portrait of the bluebuck is available through this digital 
tool than in a museum gallery.

I am reminded by this viewing of the bluebuck about the PixCell ser-
ies of artworks by Kohei Nawa. Nawa covers taxidermied animals found 
for sale online with variably sized beads to represent the pixels that the 
animal was first viewed as. As the artist says in a statement about his work, 
the PixCells produce “a magnifying and distorting lens effect occurring 
over all cell units.”31 When I encountered Nawa’s works (two deer in dif-
ferent museum exhibits), the PixCells had indeed converted object into 
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pixels, some of which were zoomed-in areas highlighting only a few hairs 
as if under a microscope. There is an uncanny feeling of seeing the ani-
mal parts very close-up while at the same time seeing the animal whole. 
This is precisely what the digital photographs of the Dutch bluebuck do. 
The pixilation allows the creation of a portrait at different zoom levels 
simultaneously.

Encountering a digital animal is not identical to encountering one as 
a physical object, but it is no less authentic an encounter. As environment-
al historian Finn Arne Jørgensen has argued, experiencing wildlife and 
environments through digital means is mediated by technology, but so is 
every other environmental encounter because technology always operates 
as a mediator of human experience of nature.32 My encounters with the 
bluebucks at MNHN and NRM were also mediated by the glass of the 
cases, the labels next to them, the room’s structures, and more. The mu-
seum database is no less an animal archive than the museum gallery.

 
Fig. 17.4 Author-created close-up of image RMHN.MAM.20681.b_02 in BioPortal of the 
bluebuck specimen held by Naturalis in Leiden, Netherlands. Original image released into 
public domain by Naturalis under license CC0.
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Possibilities (and Limitations) of Extinction Portraits
At the beginning of this chapter, I noted that modern portraiture claims 
to present and represent both the external form of an object or person 
and its internal essence. How well do these three portraits of the bluebuck 
measure up?

They all represent the external form of the animal in that they all show 
a specimen that has been prepared to look like the bluebuck as it was when 
it was alive—or at least what someone thought it looked like when it was 
alive. The bluebuck specimens do look like the earliest drawings of the 
species, but that is not because the taxidermists did a good job; it is be-
cause the artist did: the earliest drawings were made from the prepared 
specimen, not the other way around. As far as we know the artists who 
produced the eighteenth-century drawings of bluebucks while they were 
still alive never saw one. Some of the taxidermy has stood the test of time 
more than others—both the Stockholm and Leiden specimens show their 
seams clearly. Of course, this could be thought of as a benefit to viewers 
who would be reminded by seeing the taxidermy remnants that the object 
before them is not a whole bluebuck but instead one that has been taken 
apart and then put back together far from its original home. Realizing 
the object’s history can perhaps make us appreciate this extinct animal 
portrait as an artistic product.

The inside of the animal, its essence, is inconsistent in these portraits. 
There is some character description of the bluebuck in Paris: small, fearful, 
easy to hunt. Yet the taxidermied animal on display in MNHN appears to 
be the opposite—it looks quite regal and majestic. This is in contrast to 
the specimens in Sweden and the Netherlands which look rather frail. The 
portrait in Stockholm stresses the family status of the bluebuck as extinct, 
and the Paris exemplar’s story also points out its extinction. “Extinct” 
is indeed one of the essential characteristics of the bluebuck. Yet, quite 
unexpectedly, the Leiden specimen’s portrait does not make visible this 
characteristic at all. Nothing in this digital portrait would tell you that the 
thing you are looking at cannot be seen outside of a museum.

There is no single portrait of what a bluebuck was, or even of what it 
is today, in the archive of the natural history museum. It is an object of 
scientific curiosity in Leiden, a lamented victim in Paris, and a harbinger 
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of extinctions-to-come in Stockholm. None of these are untrue, but they 
all seem incomplete taken alone. Perhaps brought together, they give us a 
fuller picture of the bluebuck and its extinction.

Natural history museums are being challenged in the twenty-first 
century to tackle the grand environmental challenges our age, including 
climate change and planetary mass extinction, in order to both educate 
the public and inspire action.33 Yet part of moving forward is acknow-
ledging the past. Portraiture as a genre connects the present to the past: 
each portrait crystalizes a subject in a moment in time and presents that 
to a viewer in some indeterminate future. How the portrait of extinction 
is constructed in the museum matters, because looking at a bluebuck is an 
encounter with a historical traumatic event. The bluebucks did not choose 
to “sit” for these portraits—instead, their lives were violently ended and 
their bodies set in a museum context. That trauma demands memory, ac-
knowledgement, and mourning. Loss and mourning have the potential 
to do work for contemporary environmentalism.34 The extinction of the 
bluebuck is a loss worth mourning—not as the universalizing trauma of 
the sixth mass extinction, but as a particular loss which “needs to be al-
lowed this specificity if the loss is to have its full significance.”35 When I 
look at each bluebuck portrait, I am discovering irreplaceable lives.

Putting all three portraits together, we can create a composite under-
standing of the bluebuck as both a trace of the animal past in the archive 
and a portent for the future if ways of being in the world go unchanged. 
Museums themselves cannot change the bluebuck’s extinction history, but 
the visitor to the gallery might become a “transformed witness: the ob-
server transformed by their observation” through their interaction with 
this history.36 As Jennifer Bonnell and Roger Simon have observed, exhib-
itions offering intimacy with “difficult” histories, such as extinction, chal-
lenge visitors “to ask what it means, in light of the experience of the past, 
to be what we are now (and, perhaps more significantly, how we might 
be in the future).”37 The transformed observer has the capacity to change 
future stories. Presenting the bluebuck in the museum will not bring the 
animal back to life, but displaying a well-thought-out portrait of the blue-
buck has the potential to communicate this animal’s extinction history as 
something meaningful to the visitor. Through the encounter, the animal’s 
history might move beyond the archive.
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Epilogue: Combinations  
and Conjunction

Harriet Ritvo

In a way it is odd that animals were ever considered either a new sub-
ject for historians or a peculiar one, although my own experience offers 
plentiful evidence that both understandings have been widely shared. 
After all, traditional archives are full of animals, as have been the soci-
eties that they—however imperfectly—reflect and preserve. But animals 
have tended to be segregated and subordinated in archives, often more 
so than they were in the flesh. For example, the Dewey Decimal System 
catalogues livestock under technology, along with other aspects of agri-
culture; alternatively, some archives silo such material in their economic 
or business history collections. Either way, cattle and sheep are isolated 
from other ungulates, as well as from any non-agricultural or economic 
contexts in which they may equally have figured. Institutions concerned 
with specific human-animal relationships have often preserved their own 
records, although not necessarily in a setting that is recognizably archiv-
al. Thus in the course of researching my first book, The Animal Estate, I 
consulted documents not only in libraries, but also at the desk of a vaca-
tioning dog club employee, in the office of a perambulating zoo director, 
and in a museum exhibit space amid a selection of other primates (my 
companions were stuffed). One consequence of the increasing recognition 
of the significance of animals as a topic of serious historical inquiry is 
that, since my first visits to them, each of these collections has been more 
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conventionally housed and catalogued. Another, with broader implica-
tions, is that previously isolated sources and subjects are now (at least pot-
entially) in conversation with each other. And as these rich archives have 
been recontextualized and repurposed, they have allowed historians to 
foreground the role that other animals have played even in histories that 
focus on humans, as they mostly do.

The most obvious effect of these changes (although it is also a cause) 
has been the development of animal history as a field or subfield or area of 
shared interest. The number and variety of contributions to this volume 
typify the way that our sense of possible subjects has expanded from a 
time when a study of animals in a given time and place could be con-
sidered a narrow topic, rather than a wildly ambitious one. In addition, 
the work collected here, which of course is only the tip of the iceberg, 
represents the culmination of a decades-long process of institutionaliza-
tion, as evidenced by books and book series, journals and journal articles, 
conferences and conference panels, summer seminars, classes in course 
catalogues, and even graduate and undergraduate programs.1 Alongside 
this subdisciplinary consolidation—and perhaps a still more persuasive 
indication of the vigour and appeal of the historical study of animals—
has been the increasing integration of animal-related topics into so-called 
mainstream history, following a trail previously blazed by gender history, 
labour history, and postcolonial history, among others.

Inevitably, as has been the case whenever historians have extended 
their disciplinary boundaries, novel perspectives and topics have led to the 
reinterpretation of existing archives and to the exploitation of new kinds 
of archives. Historical work on animals has also required that historians 
engage with other fields of scholarship, especially in the life sciences, and 
with the expertise of the varied practitioners whose work requires con-
stant and knowledgeable interaction with members of other species. Since 
many of the animal-related issues that historians explore have clear reson-
ances with matters of current concern and debate, this work can also bring 
historians into contact with a range of non-expert (or at least non-profes-
sional) stakeholders, as well as with a range of non-human ones.

The animal turn in historical study thus reflects distinctively current 
preoccupations and methods, but previous periods saw many similar 
intersections of intellectual approaches and pragmatic claims to turf. The 
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establishment of boundaries between different (though often allied) kinds 
of animals, whether expressed in vernacular terms or in the language of 
formal zoological taxonomy, sparked debates that were reflected in prac-
tice as well as in theory. Like the lines between kinds of animals, lines 
between language and practice tended to blur. That is to say, labels and 
connotations might remain stable, while denotations evolved over time.

In Britain, the absence of a definitive definition of “game,” a category 
that has been chronologically volatile as well as socially contested, pro-
vides one example—although whatever its referents, the term “game” al-
ways connoted privilege. A 1717 edition of John Manwood’s Treatise of 
the Forest Laws, originally written in the late sixteenth century and re-
published and revised many times into the early nineteenth century, list-
ed deer among the animals for whom a forest was a “privileged Place”—
meaning that only certain people could kill them. Among these allegedly 
privileged creatures, he included beasts of the forest (hart, hind [probably 
male and female red deer], and hare), beasts of the chase or venery (buck, 
doe [probably male and female fallow deer], and fox), and beasts and fowls 
of warren (hare, cony [rabbit], pheasant, and partridge).2 (These categories 
recurred in most hunting guides, but, as is the case with the general cat-
egory of “game,” the species they included tend to vary somewhat.)

By the time that the Handy Guide to the Game Laws was published 
in 1905, emphasis (at least legal emphasis) had shifted from mammals 
to birds. Hares, rabbits, and deer received only passing notice, while the 
pseudonymous author’s attention was more intensely focused on pheas-
ant, partridge, grouse, woodcocks, snipe, quail, and bustards.3 “Game” 
also existed in implicit opposition to the category of “vermin.” Animals 
designated as “vermin” received no protection and could be killed by any-
one licensed to shoot. This category also varied depending on time and 
circumstances. For example, an early nineteenth-century guide to field 
sports included foxes, which have often been heavily protected, along 
with badgers, martens, stoats, weasels, squirrels, wild cats, polecats, rats, 
mice, rooks, and sparrows under that rubric;4 half a century, later a similar 
guide omitted badgers, squirrels, rats, mice, and wild cats, but included 
moles and additional birds of prey.5 The Gun License Act of 1870 deployed 
the category without defining its contents, except to specify that rabbits 
were not vermin unless they were destroying crops.6
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This trajectory suggests a shifting relationship between the economic 
significance of hunting (which primarily yields food) and its symbolic or 
aesthetic significance (which is concretized in other ways). Of course, both 
of these kinds of significance involve consumption, although of different 
kinds. Through all these vicissitudes, the deer—or, to be more specific, 
the stag (which usually meant the male of the red deer)—retained pride 
of place, at least in Britain. Landseer’s portrait of “The Monarch of the 
Glen,”7 distills the wild majesty attributed to these largest remaining rep-
resentatives of the wild British fauna; it features a lone stag flaunting the 
twelve-point antlers that were characterized as “royal,” posed against a 
romantically misty and mountainous Highland background. One of 
his descendants may have acted in The Queen (2006), where the current 
Elizabeth (as represented by Helen Mirren) feels an instinctive admira-
tion and sympathy for him as, like Landseer’s “Monarch,” he stands in 
noble isolation against the Highland landscape. But what follows this 
transcendent moment ironically undermines it—she hears the gunfire of 
sportsmen and thinks that she has shooed the stag away to safety, but she 
subsequently encounters his corpse suspended upside down, being pre-
pared for a less symbolic and more substantial destiny (as an article in 
The Field advised, “Hanging venison is the only way to get a really gamey 
finish to the meat”8). 

Of course, even in his ultimate disaggregated condition, the stag will 
retain his aristocratic aura. Because of its relative scarcity or inaccessib-
ility, or, to put it another way, because of its association with class privil-
ege—as well as the complicated cachet of wildness—game has tradition-
ally outranked the flesh of conventionally domesticated livestock. It has 
been prized for attributes, especially its strong taste, that are disparaged 
in lesser meats—which may be an example (one among many) of the way 
that abstract assertions of difference can overshadow any assessment of 
the quality or content of that difference, when the goal is to establish or 
emphasize hierarchy. Thus, the connotation of the adjective “gamey,” 
whether considered in its literal or its figurative senses, can range from the 
most appreciative to the least, depending on the noun that it modifies. But 
with regard to the fruits of the hunt, it has invariably been positive. This 
has been the case even at the less majestic end of the game continuum—
thus, hare was considered superior to rabbit, “being much more savory 
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and of a higher flavour.”9 But the preference was most forcefully enunciat-
ed with respect to the most imposing animals. For example, a plainspoken 
Victorian cookbook divided lovers of venison into two categories: those 
who “like it a little gone, and others a good deal. This state of putrescency 
is called by gourmands haut gout, high tasted; we should rather say at 
once, stinking.”10 

Although less impressive than the stag, whether in the field or in the 
kitchen, hares and rabbits similarly illustrated the way that characteriza-
tions of animals have been both synchronically contested and diachronic-
ally mutable. They did this jointly, in the form of leporides, which were al-
leged hybrids between the domesticated rabbit and the hare. Domesticated 
rabbits had existed in Britain for centuries (probably introduced by the 
Romans and then reintroduced from France during the medieval per-
iod—the long history of rabbit domestication remains controversial11), 
and in the nineteenth century they were widely appreciated both as pets 
and as food. They were not, however, a major focus of interest among 
either agriculturalists or pet owners. One indication of this relative in-
significance is the small part they and their fellow lagomorphs (members 
of the mammalian order that includes rabbits and hares, as well as, more 
remotely, picas) played in Charles Darwin’s monumental two-volume sur-
vey, The Variation of Animals and Plants under Domestication (1868). The 
first volume, which is devoted to a species-by-species survey of domes-
ticated animals and plants, includes a rather brief chapter on rabbits (for 
comparison, domesticated pigeons received two chapters and many more 
pages), and in the second volume, which treats scientific issues associated 
with domestication thematically, references to them pop up from time to 
time.

Within this relatively restricted compass, there are two mentions—
widely separated and somewhat inconsistent—of hybrids between the 
rabbit and the hare. In the overview of domesticated rabbits in the first 
volume, Darwin speculated about a possible hare contribution to their 
ancestry:

we may infer with safety that all the domestic breeds are the de-
scendants of the common wild species [of rabbit]. But from what 
we hear of the marvellous success in France in rearing hybrids 
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between the hare and the rabbit, it is possible, though not proba-
ble, from the great difficulty in making the first cross, that some of 
the larger races, which are coloured like the hare, may have been 
modified by crosses with this animal.12

This brief quotation alluded to several contentious issues faced by those 
concerned with the theory and practice of animal breeding in the nine-
teenth century, and although Darwin emphasized the difficulty of produ-
cing rabbit-hare hybrids, he did not express any explicit skepticism about 
their likely or even possible existence. That is, his use of “marvellous” was 
not ironic, although there is a certain carefulness or conditionality about 
the tone of the whole passage.

When he returned to rabbit-hare hybrids in the second volume, how-
ever, Darwin’s attitude seemed to have altered somewhat. In the course 
of a general discussion of the impact of captivity on the fertility of wild 
animals, he noted that “[t]he common hare when confined has, I be-
lieve, never bred in Europe; though, according to a recent statement, it 
has crossed with the rabbit.”13 In the note supporting his newly qualified 
understanding of reliability of such accounts, he cited critical responses 
to the same French report: “[a]lthough the existence of the Leporides, as 
described by Dr. Broca has been positively denied, yet Dr. Pigeaux affirms 
that the hare and the rabbit have produced hybrids.”

Many of Darwin’s contemporaries shared both his interest in these al-
leged hybrids and his ambivalence about the possibility of their existence. 
Debate about the veracity or plausibility of claims to have produced lepor-
ides (as they were confusingly called, since the term “leporid” refers to 
members of the family Leporidae that includes rabbits and hares) rumbled 
on for years in Britain and elsewhere, and it was not confined within the 
scientific community. The Cornhill Magazine had reported in 1860 that a 
“M. Rouy [sic], of Angouleme, . . . each year sends to market upwards of 
a thousand of his Leporides”;14 according to the Leeds Intelligencer, this 
feat was made more impressive by the fact that “the two are violent foes: 
the rabbits always destroy the hares.”15 Four years later, the Journal of the 
Royal Agricultural Society of England published an elaborate account of M. 
Roux’s [sic] techniques, along with reference to still less well documented 
accounts of rabbit-hare hybrids produced, also in France, as much as a 
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century earlier.16 In 1871 the Church of England Magazine weighed in, cit-
ing not only the skepticism of some naturalists, who felt that when alleged 
hybrid offspring were examined it became increasingly evident that “the 
efforts of the [paternal] hare fell far short of what had been attributed to 
him” and who also claimed, applying an unusual taxonomic standard, 
that when eaten, an alleged hybrid “did not appear to differ from a simple 
rabbit.”17 (It should be emphasized that these possessors of discerning pal-
ates knew what both rabbits and hares tasted like.) There was apparently 
a persistent popular audience for learned opinions on this topic; thus in 
1872 the Bath Chronicle reported that, according to the British Medical 
Journal, the offspring of Guyot’s “hybrids” bore a disappointing resem-
blance to ordinary rabbits.18

Although the Encyclopedia Britannica definitively announced in 1886 
that the animals sold as leporides actually belonged to a large breed of 
rabbit often called “Belgian hares,”19 that was far from the last word on 
the subject. As late as 1925 William E. Castle, a Harvard zoology profes-
sor who initiated the use of Drosophila (the fruit fly) in genetics research 
and wrote a book devoted to The Genetics of Domestic Rabbits: A Manual 
for Students of Mammalian Genetics (1930), felt called upon to publicly 
debunk the leporides in the American Naturalist: “We may accordingly 
relegate the hare-rabbit to the limbo of zoological myths, along with the 
unicorn and the sea serpent.”20 Belgian hares, however, have continued to 
flourish. At present, rabbit-hare hybridization has become a niche concern, 
which nevertheless continues to inspire such spirited denunciations as “a 
breed known as the ‘Belgian Hare’ is repeatedly alleged on the Internet as 
a ‘hybrid between Old World rabbit and hare.’ However, no valid primary 
report of this cross seems to exist (though the literature discussing this 
topic is extensive).”21 Current Belgian hares remain taxonomically rabbits, 
but they have been increasingly bred to live up to their name in phenotype 
if not in genotype.22 

In the middle of the nineteenth century, however, interest in the 
leporides clearly extended far beyond the ranks of pet rabbit fanciers or 
commercial rabbit breeders. Because (among other things) despite their 
obvious similarities, hybridization between hares and rabbits had proved 
challenging, reports of a possible breakthrough resonated with a range of 
other concerns about hybridity. That is to say, the reason that the leporides 
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attracted such relatively widespread and sustained attention reflects their 
categorization—not as lagomorphs or leporids but as hybrids. And as 
hybrids in the news they were far from unique. The nineteenth-century 
British public flocked to admire hybrid superstars, such as the litters of 
lion-tiger cubs that had toured Britain in the 1820s and 1830s as part of 
Thomas Atkins’ menagerie, but even relatively humdrum hybrids were 
considered worthy of notice. Zoo-keepers routinely produced (that is to 
say, encouraged the production of) hybrids between different bovine and 
simian species, the particular pairings determined primarily by which 
likely cross-breeders happened to be living in their cages and paddocks. 
So pronounced was the public interest in such combinations, that Punch 
was moved to satirize it in 1870: “The rhinoceros in Mr. LYON’s menagerie 
last night presented the elephant with a fine foal. This is the first instance 
on record of a pachydermatous hybrid, which, should it fortunately sur-
vive, will doubtless prove no small attraction to zoologists.”23

Miscegenation is almost but not quite a synonym for hybridization. 
The online versions of both the Oxford English Dictionary and Roget’s 
Thesaurus acknowledge the relationship of these words, but apply mis-
cegenation primarily to humans and hybridization primarily to animals 
and plants. In consequence, despite their significant overlap in denotation, 
the connotation of miscegenation has normally been negative, while that 
of hybridization has ranged from neutral to positive. But one of the things 
that makes animal history illuminating is the often unacknowledged or 
unconscious overlap between ideas about people and ideas about others. 
Understandings that have become unacceptable or fringe (or just in-
expressible) with regard to humans can continue to be recognized, reified 
and, in many cases, enthusiastically enforced with regard to animals. The 
unalloyed descent required for most pedigreed breeds offers the clearest 
reflection of this tendency, but similar standards have been increasingly 
applied outside the breed book and the show ring.

For example, having teetered on the brink of extinction in the late 
nineteenth century, the American bison has become one of the success 
stories of species preservation. Although their free-ranging populations 
remain far below their historical maximum (in the tens of thousands com-
pared to estimates as high as fifty million or more),24 bison are now suffi-
ciently numerous to be eaten undiluted as buffalo burgers or in hybridized 
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form as beefalo (the name indicates hybrid descent from the American 
bison [Bison bison] and the domestic cow [Bos taurus]). But the relation of 
contemporary bison to the noble former inhabitants of the Great Plains is 
far from straightforward. The animals who end up in fast food restaurants 
and grocery stores come from domesticated stock, not from the wild herds 
that now roam many parks and preserves. But it appears that beneath their 
reassuring demographic success, even the apparently wild bison popula-
tions may be similarly compromised. That is, the impressive herds that 
wander around preserved and protected landscapes in the American West 
look and act like wild bison; they seem indistinguishable from the icon-
ic beast who formerly adorned the American nickel. But many of those 
herds include individuals whose heritage also reflects contributions from 
domestic cattle; thus a 2013 article in the Sierra Club’s glossy magazine 
pointedly celebrated the 3,700 Yellowstone bison as “free of cattle genes 
. . . our last wild bison.”25 

And although zoo caretakers once produced inter-species hybrids 
for the entertainment of the public, they are currently more likely to 
submit their charges to the machinery of pedigree. Studbooks have con-
trolled the mating of zoo animals, especially if they belong to species that 
have become scarce outside of captivity, for more than half a century.26 
Paradoxically, since human control of reproductive choice is one of the 
standard criteria of domestication, this practice can make even tigers seem 
less wild. The standard justification for it is to maintain genetic diversity 
and to avoid the inbreeding that might otherwise weaken small captive 
populations. But it has also frequently been used to reify the category of 
subspecies (that is, in effect, to maintain racial purity). Both agendas mean 
that zoo animals whose parentage is unknown are precluded from breed-
ing, and zoo animals whose parentage is deemed inappropriate may be 
sacrificed to eugenics, as was the fate of the unfortunate giraffe Marius at 
the Copenhagen zoo.27 

Thus hybridization within and across species has raised concerns that 
resonate with debates in human political, social, and intellectual arenas, 
and with concerns of historians dealing with animal subjects in a range 
of other contexts. But some problems that confront animal historians also 
resist the expertise of specialists within whose field they also, albeit dif-
ferently, fall. For example, much recent work in animal history attempts 
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to take the experience and interests of other creatures into account, along 
with those of people. Of course, this is easier said (although very frequent-
ly said) than done, especially for historians, since, challenging as this 
problem is with regard to the present, it is much more so with regard to the 
past. Most animals communicate without recourse to human language, 
and even people who know individual animals well can have trouble 
understanding them. (The insights of researchers like Irene Pepperberg 
and Penny Patterson, who have been privileged to work with animals 
who possessed some command of English, are not easily applied to most 
inter-species relationships.28) A great deal of the evidence about the na-
ture and experience of historical animals comes from the testimony of 
the people who observed them, interacted with them, and exploited them, 
and most of the rest comes from bones, skins, and other physical remains. 
(There is also abundant testimony from people who mostly imagined 
them, but this, even more than other apparently animal-related evidence, 
primarily offers information about people.29) Attempts to make room 
for animals by displacing people must struggle with the distortion and 
diminution that inevitably accompanies such filtering.30 The stronger ver-
sion of this agenda—the claim to give other animals a voice—is still more 
problematic, requiring a greater leap of both empathy and imagination. 

Some of these difficulties are inherent in the term “animal” itself,31 
which refers to a category without clear boundaries. Biologically, it in-
cludes corals and starfish as well as gorillas and leopards; the contribu-
tions to this volume explore the experiences and impacts of species as dis-
parate as elephants and flies. These creatures seem so different that the use 
of the blanket term “animal” to cover them all brings the term itself into 
question. Thus the elimination of the boundary that separates humans 
from animals seems to require the establishment of another or others, 
although the location of replacement boundaries is equally problematic. 
If no obvious gap can be discerned between most kinds of animals and 
those kinds most similar to them, large gaps emerge when very dissimilar 
animals are juxtaposed.

A similar tension surrounds the term “anthropomorphic,” which 
eliminates the possibility of easy slippage between humans and mem-
bers of other species. That is, calling something or someone anthropo-
morphic is seldom meant as a compliment, and this negative connotation 
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assumes that the claim that humans and non-humans share perceptions, 
behaviours, and so forth, is inherently naive, sentimental or otherwise 
misguided. But like other assumptions, sometimes it is right and some-
times it is wrong. Representations like Edwin Landseer’s Wild Cattle of 
Chillingham,32 in which a stately bull looms protectively over a cow and 
calf, and The Noble Beast,33 which foregrounds a stag accompanied by a 
doe and fawn, clearly deserve this critique, as do the Akeley dioramas in 
the American Museum of Natural History,34 which present taxidermied 
rhinoceroses and giraffes in similarly improbable nuclear family groups. 
But it is hard to say the same of the many portraits and photographs that 
portray pets and children as part of the same social group. To describe that 
implied relationship as anthropomorphic is to erect or resurrect a barrier 
that may not have been perceived by any of the individuals involved. Thus, 
like “animal” or, even more, “the animal,” the term “anthropomorphism” 
inherently privileges the problematic human-animal binary.

These scholarly challenges have recently been complicated by pol-
itics, academic and otherwise. Like humans, members of other species 
are vulnerable—in many cases much more vulnerable—to the systemic 
threats posed by anthropogenic climate change, as well as to the caprices 
of environmental regulation and deregulation. Intense commercial ex-
ploitation of natural resources, as well as the intense commercial exploit-
ation of domesticated animals, remains the focus of heated controversy. 
At the same time, a few species have benefited, at least potentially, from 
enhanced legal status, a shift somewhat less robustly reflected in the range 
of consideration required when different species are used as experimental 
subjects. All these issues engage the expertise of scientists along with that 
of other stakeholders. Analogously, historians who wish to incorporate 
the experiences of members of other species in their accounts must be pre-
pared to use evidence from outside the humanities—from fields like zo-
ology, archaeology, geography, and genomics. While such incorporation 
will enhance the analysis of particular situations, it may pose a challenge 
to the apparent unity of the field—that is, as individual creatures or kinds 
become more fully realized, the differences between kinds may loom lar-
ger. But even if “animal history” turns out to be a label subject to radical 
taxonomic revision, alternative packaging should not diminish the vigour 
and significance of the scholarship it now contains.
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