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Naming the Birds

A blackbird announced his spring arrival on my rooftop with peels of song. I saw his shape against 
the sky as the sun was sinking. His yellow beak was backlit. The sight and sound of the bird merged 
to hold my attention, creating a short but deep pause within me. I wanted to get closer to examine 
his fine movements and folded wings but he was out of reach. And as the light faded so did the 
song, fluttering into the fabric of the dusk. 

 This unexpected pause was nurturing. Yet my thoughts would not let me be content with 
this condition of suspension. They wandered to practical questions. Where had the bird come 
from? Where will he go? What was he trying to communicate? Even as these thoughts half formed, 
I knew that if I found the answers the facts would ultimately not satisfy me. For what I yearned to 
know was how I might grasp him, if not physically then perhaps metaphorically. 

 Edith Marie Pasquier’s photographs touch directly upon that yearning place: the attentive 
heart of reverie where just enough information is given to keep the mystery intact. She explores 
this – not in the manner of my slight, serendipitous encounter with the blackbird – but through 
seeking out places where sustained engagement with wild animals is her sole focus. Her work, 
however, is the complete opposite of the safari. Though her methods are just as planned and 
directed, there is nothing heroic, objectifying or exotic about Pasquier’s images. She has been on 
both actual and imaginative trails of various wild animals, from hares to wolves. But it is her ongo-
ing fascination for birds that reveals the rewarding subtleness and empathy in her art.



For three years she has followed the seasons of migrations, traveling to the small but highly re-
spected bird observatory at Falsterbo in Sweden. Here, birds are caught briefly and ‘banded’ or 
‘ringed’ before they set out again on their journeys. This is to identify and observe flight patterns, 
numbers of different species, feeding and other behaviours. Although the systematic and techni-
cal study of birds through ringing was formalized in the late nineteenth century, its roots stretch 
back to ancient Egypt and the Middle Ages, when birds of prey carried plates marked with the seal 
of their owners and songbirds were the most sought after. Pasquier’s returning visits to Falsterbo 
echo those of the birds that also come back to the same migration points. ‘Migration is about de-
tail’, she reflects, ‘about the familiar as well as the vast unknown’.

 Pasquier is informed about the scientific details: the flight routes of differing species, the 
number of territories crossed and the staggering statistics of distances traversed. Consider the 
Willow Warbler covering 6,725 miles from Sweden to South Africa; the Spotted Crake journeying 
3,969 miles from Sweden to Ethiopia; or even the humble Robin flying 1,679 miles from England to 
reach Iberia. She is also sensitive to the health of the birds, never working with stressed animals, or 
those species so fragile that simply holding them would cause them to die. She recounts how she 
becomes aware of each bird’s chances of completing the journey to southern climates by observ-
ing their age, fitness and timing. Poignantly, the very last birds within the migrating season remain 
to struggle or die in northern Europe. 

However, since she is not concerned with making a documentary project, Pasquier chooses not 
illustrate such facts or to show the ornithologists whom we know must be carefully at work behind

her images. Instead, she conjures an air of focused attention on a specific and delicate task, one in 
which we can imagine the tactile brush of waxy feathers and the feel of trembling life in the palm 
of a hand. Aptly, she employs a camera lens belonging to an observatory, but no longer used for 
scientific photographs. She works within the testing conditions of the dark confines of an interior 
in the emerging light of early morning. Photographing the birds with intimate close-up mimics 
the ornithologists’ microscopic hand lens. The animal forms emerge from a shadowed proximity, 
performing balanced arabesques within the square of the frame. Their heads incline, sleek and 
dapper, and beaks point decisively like compass needles. Contours of feathers appear like hatched 
pencil lines while their occasional flashes of colour look like dashed brush marks. Speckled patterns 
glitter like stars. Here and there, an eye gleams out with impenetrable depth. 

 These photographs are images of birds such as we have rarely seen. On one level they are 
renditions of species, partly classifiable forms connected to delightful names such as Redstart, 
Sparrowhawk, Blackcap, White Throat and Goldfinch. Yet on another level they are the time-hon-
oured emblems of the bird as human aspiration, and the symbol of the soul. With their ascent, 
they form a link between heaven and earth. Hovering, they give embodiment to the abstraction of 
thought – connected to the body but rising above the earth to become disembodied in the ether. 
Our desire for freedom is expressed with their flight. In our imaginations we soar. The birds’ in-
stinct for navigation – guided by the sun, moon, stars and the earth’s magnetic field – parallels the 
trust we place in our own instincts. And we identify with their expression of joy in song. Human 
virtues have also taken on avian attributes. The poet Emily Dickinson wrote, ‘Hope is the thing with 
feathers, That perches in the soul’. In short, birds are the messengers for our deeper messages. 



In Pasquier’s photographs, each individual bird is a cipher in space, the tracing of form out of 
darkness. She seems driven to capture and archive something fleetingly born out of, and at one 
with, the darkness. Like grace, these primal gestures are not something invited into the world that 
was not already there. Pasquier’s skill lies not in attempting to create this expression of grace from 
nothing, but in sensing and seeking it out, delineating the manifestation of its latent form. Her 
photographs also point out the dichotomies and opposites that create a needed rupture, clearing a 
contemplative location within their surroundings: they are snatches of brightly focused seeing on 
the cusp of a softening blindness; stilled fragments of animals in motion; silent scenes of creatures 
gifted with song.  

 Essentially, it is not the animal, nor even the animal-human encounter that is the ultimate 
concern of Pasquier’s pictures. Rather, it is the very act of open, conscious observation itself. This is 
not, however, an observation of pure description, the traditional territory of most photography. Pas-
quier gently chides the camera as an empirical tool, using its descriptive capacities against itself, 
playing with detail that proclaims tangibility and yet melts into soft-focused obscurity. In this way, 
her photographs imply what is felt as much as what is seen. In the true sense of the term, they 
occupy the Romantic tradition, half perceiving and half creating the world through imagination. 
Here, we are in the kindred territory of Keats, whom in his reverie on poetic ecstasy and mortality, 
Ode to a Nightingale, asks: ‘Was it a vision, or a waking dream?’

We know that the rendition and understanding of facts alone cannot encompass the truth of hu-
man experience. And so it is only in a creative, threshold state of intuitive knowing and dreaming 
that we have any chance of grasping at real meaning. This realm of sensing and feeling can be at 
odds with a world that yearns for factual description, for the certainties of prose over the evocation 
of poetry. Revelation comes by nature unexpectedly, and often out of the more hidden places. To be 
receptive to this, as to appreciate these images in their fullest sense, we must take as a launching 
point our grasping at factual physicality – the reaching out to catch the bird in the hand – at the 
same time as holding the lyrical metaphors that Pasquier implies. ‘I need to catch them quietly’, 
she tells me. And she has.

Martin Barnes
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Interior, Breast Ruffled, Autumn, 2012



Interior, Still, Spring, 2011



Interior, Eyes Closed, Summer, 2011



Interior, Wing, Summer, 2011



Interior, Seen from Behind, Autumn, 2012





Interior, Tail Feathers Dropped, Spring, 2011

Interior, Beak Turned, Summer, 2012
Interior, Resting, Summer, 2012





Interior, Arched, Summer, 2012

Interior, Silent, Autumn, 2012
Interior, From Behind, Autumn, 2012
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