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‘Do you know what the name of that green bird up above us is?’ she asked, 
putting her shoulder rather nearer to his. 

‘Bee-eater.’ 
‘Oh no, Ronny, it has red bars on its wings.’ 
‘Parrot,’ he hazarded. 
‘Good gracious, no.’ 

The bird in question dived into the dome of the tree. It was of no importance, yet they 
would have liked to identify it, it would somehow have solaced their hearts (Forster, 
A Passage to India, 2005, 78). 
 
Having just broken off their engagement, Adela and Ronny, the couple at the centre 
of E. M. Forster’s 1924 novel A Passage to India, guess at the species of a bird 
together. Ronny’s ignorance confirms – over a century later – Charlotte Smith’s 
complaint in A Natural History of Birds Intended Chiefly for Young Persons (1807) 
that ‘many intelligent Englishmen […] are rarely taught to have a taste for natural 
history’ (140). Ronny has no ‘illustrated bird-book’ like Smith’s to guide him 
(Forster, 79), nor does ‘an Indian sage’ emerge who ‘Could… / As if ‘twere mark’d in 
written page, / Translate the wild birds’ song’ (Smith, 18–20). The green bird remains 
a mystery.  

This line of Smith’s poem ‘To the Swallow’, which marks the end of the 
second volume of her posthumously published A Natural History of Birds, provides 
the starting point for Josephine Reece in her attentive article on Smith’s intertextual 
ecology. Reece posits that ‘[j]ust as “The Swallow” is not so much about where 
swallows actually go, as it is about where humans imagine they might go, Smith’s 
Natural History traces the imagined relationships between birds and humans’ (728). 
As Reece herself notes, critics such as Elizabeth Heckendorn Cook, Anne K. Mellor 
and Jaqueline Labbe have tended to read A Natural History of Birds in relation to 
ideas about female authorship, but this welcome article treats for the first time its 
internal ecological networks.  

Through a range of examples from this eclectic, ‘collage-like’ text that 
comprises ‘fable, classical mythology, poetry, and anecdote’, Reece argues 
specifically for the importance of the literary to Smith’s mode of ornithological 
description (729). Although Smith loosely structures A Natural History of Birds 
around the Linnaean system, Reece aptly reminds us that contemporary naturalists 
themselves did not rely on a unified system of classification. Smith embraces, rather 
than laments, such pluralities, ‘creating parallels between the beliefs of the Greeks 
and Romans and those of modern Englishmen and women’, as well as between the 
scientific and cultural (734). There is one writer omitted who might have benefitted 
Reece’s discussion of genre, and whom Smith herself mentions: John Samuel Galton, 
author of ‘those well-written books called “The Natural History of Birds”’, which 
bridged for the first time natural history and children’s literature (Smith, 46). Smith’s 
tweaking of the indefinite article in her own title appears to support Reece’s position 
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that even this ‘kaleidoscopic view of the bird’ can only ever ‘add up to a fractured, 
rather than whole or complete image’ (743).  

Reece goes on to show that these various textual associations do more than 
affect the bird imaginary: they have the power to shift the real, lived environments of 
birds and humans. Smith’s description of the kingfisher here provides a perfect 
example, whereupon the myth of Ceyx and Alcyone finds an unlikely echo in the 
eighteenth-century, rural practice of stuffing and hanging up a kingfisher as a weather 
vane. The human fears of and preferences for different types of birds – personal, 
national, rooted in social class – which Smith draws on in her anecdotes clearly 
illustrate that the exertion of influence is mutual. Somewhat disappointing after 
revealing this free play of interpretation is Reece’s ascription of a reading that more 
straight-forwardly relates birds and women to two more of Smith’s interpolated fable-
poems, ‘The Truant Dove’ and ‘The Lark’s Nest’. Nonetheless, the article ably 
accounts for the experimental in A Natural History of Birds, opening up for further 
discussion the relationship between intertextuality and human-nonhuman 
relationships in Smith’s less-overtly science-engaged works.  

Reece’s conclusion that ‘[i]ncluding the literary in natural history shifts the 
focus from understanding what birds are, to understanding the relationships between 
birds and humans’ also has wider implications for the ways in which we continue to 
read birds, in life and in literature (743). The proof is there in Forster’s green bird of 
‘no importance’, which reveals more about the relationship and feelings of the 
humans who observe it, and the cultural divides which its misidentification betrays, 
than its name – most likely the common iora – ever could. 
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