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INTRODUCTION

This set highlights the diverse ways in 
which artists, craftspeople and designers 
have depicted natural history.  The 
richness of imagery seen here reflects 
the importance to human beings of other 
living creatures.  In fact, contemporary 
concern for the welfare of wildlife has for 
the first time made ‘animal rights’ a lively 
topic of political debate. 
 Mythical, extinct and living 
species have always engaged the 
human imagination.  Curiosity about 
them has generated much scientific 
research and they have triggered 
countless sporting and leisure activities.  
They can provoke emotions that range 
from wonder, gratitude and love to 
greed, fear and grief and play a part 
in religious beliefs and rituals, as well 
as oral and written literature.  Both real 
and imaginary creatures inspire the 
shape and decoration of ceremonial 
and domestic objects. 

‘Tipu’s tiger, 1799.  Sketch of a life-size wooden tiger in the 
process of goring an English soldier, a popular exhibit in the 
Victoria and Albert Museum, London.  A squeaky organ inside 
the animal produces roars and screams.  This carved effigy 
was presented by the French to Tipu Sultan of Mysore not long 
before he was captured by the British.

 This selection of images offers 
an original resource for teaching 
and learning across the curriculum, 
particularly in Art and Design, RE, 
Science and English.  The teaching notes 
provide comprehensive background 
information and suggest ways in which 
pupils’ creative work can be developed.
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MAGIC AND 
RELIGIOUS RITUAL 
No doubt our remote ancestors made sense 
of the world through a mix of observation, 
guesswork and imagination.  Ethnic groups 
— separated by place and time — have an 
astonishing degree of overlap regarding their 
concepts of ‘nature’.  Today these old visions 
may often have been superseded by rational, 
scientific ideas; yet in museums and art 
galleries the works of art they have inspired 
still fascinate us.

●  In the few remaining wilderness areas 
of the world, vestiges of hunter-gatherer 
lifestyle linger on.  Some people believe that 
supernatural powers govern the world and all 
living things are physical manifestations of 
gods.  For example, for the Ainu in Japan’s 
Hokkaiddo, bears represent the mountain 
god.  When this spirit visits them the bearskin 
and flesh are his gifts.  They capture and fatten 
bears, and a sacrificial ceremony returns the 
god to his own world.   
 In the Arctic the Inuit respect walruses 
and  whales.  Before a hunt they renew ancient 
promises to take from nature only that which is 
essential to their own survival — apologising 
to the spirits of the animals they will kill.

Mad March hares.  Country people still 
credit them with magical powers and 
cherish their boxing antics.  The Chinese 
place the hare in the moon, as an act of 
respect.  This one is taken from a tapestry 
design by William Morris (1834-96).  
Victoria and Albert Museum, London 

hunters or appeasing the spirits of dead animals.  
Similar motives may have led 8000 years ago 
to the Australian Aborigines daubing images 
of kangaroos and dingoes on rocks. 

●  In many cultures animals are venerated:  
in particular the domesticated cat, dog, pig, 
sheep and cow.  Some have even been 
worshipped, although interpretations of their 
significance differs widely.  
 Most of the world religions use animals 
— in ritual and taboo.  Some faiths have 
deeply held beliefs about which animals can 
be eaten and in what manner they must be 
killed.  Recent outbreaks of BSE and foot-
and-mouth — where clear links are made 
between the food chain, the slaughterhouse 
and the spread of disease — offer insight into 
why these strict rules were laid down. 
 According to the Jewish Torah, 
animals that chew the cud and have cloven 
hooves are kosher.  If properly slaughtered 
and prepared, Jews may eat kosher meat 
— from cattle, sheep, goats and deer.  They 
cannot eat pigs, camels, rabbit or shellfish.  
Sikhs eat beef, chicken and lamb if it is halal 
— killed by throat-slitting to let the blood flow.  
However, Hindus are forbidden to eat or 
harm any animal, and cows are sacred, while 
Buddhists are vegetarian, forbidden to hurt 
any living creature.  

  Anthropologists conjecture that the 
herds of deer, mammoth and bison painted on 
walls of caves 25,000 years ago were assumed 
to work like magic — delivering wild game to 
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Part 3 — Looking at the images




