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The publication of Birds, Beasts and Relatives in 1969 marked a pivotal moment in the genre of naturalist 

literature. As the second volume in Gerald Durrell’s iconic Corfu Trilogy, the work serves as more than a mere 

memoir; it is a complex intersection of ethology, autobiographical narrative, and taxonomic documentation.

Set against the backdrop of pre-World War II Corfu, the book provides a technical window into the biodiversity of

the Mediterranean during a period of relative ecological stability. This article provides a comprehensive analysis of

the literary architecture, scientific contributions, and conservationist frameworks established within this seminal

work.

The Theoretical Framework of Naturalist Memoirs

To understand the depth of Birds, Beasts and Relatives, one must first define the theoretical framework of the 

naturalist memoir. Unlike traditional scientific journals that prioritize cold, objective data, or fictional literature that 

prioritizes narrative arc, Durrell utilizes a hybrid model known as the bio-autobiographical narrative. This

approach integrates human-centric storytelling with detailed observations of non-human entities.

The Convergence of Narrative and Ethology

Durrell’s work is characterized by its focus on ethology—the scientific study of animal behavior. In the 1930s, when 

the events of the book occur, field biology was often focused on collection and classification. However, Durrell, 

influenced by his mentor Dr. Theodore Stephanides , shifted the focus toward the observation of animals within 

their natural habitats. This shift is technically significant as it predates the mainstream movement toward 

ecological conservation and behavioral studies that would define the mid-20th century.

Anthropomorphism vs. Scientific Observation

A recurring critique of Durrell’s writing is his use of anthropomorphism—attributing human traits to animals. From a 

technical writing perspective, however, this serves as a pedagogical tool. By assigning personality to a toad or a 

tortoise, Durrell creates a bridge for the lay reader to engage with biological concepts. Underneath the humor lies

a rigorous attention to detail regarding the mating cycles, predatory habits, and territorial behaviors of the species

he encounters.

Technical Analysis of the Corfu Trilogy Structure

The Corfu Trilogy, consisting of My Family and Other Animals, Birds, Beasts and Relatives, and The Garden of the 

Gods, follows a specific structural progression. The second volume, the focus of this analysis, occupies a unique 

space where the initial wonder of arrival has settled into a structured process of zoological exploration.



Feature My Family and Other 
Animals

Birds, Beasts and 
Relatives

The Garden of the Gods

Narrative Focus Discovery and Introduction In-depth Field Observation Consolidation and 
Departure

Scientific Rigor Moderate / Generalist High / Taxonomic Detail Moderate / Anecdotal

Ecosystem Scope Macro-view of Corfu Micro-ecosystems (Ponds, 
Hills)

Seasonal Cycles

Character Development Primary Introduction Advanced Inter-familial 
Conflict

Retrospective Synthesis

The Role of Dr. Theodore Stephanides

In Birds, Beasts and Relatives, Theodore Stephanides is presented not just as a character but as a scientific 

catalyst. Stephanides was a polymath—a medical doctor, biologist, and astronomer. His influence on Durrell 

provided the technical scaffolding for the young naturalist’s observations. The dialogues between Gerald and 

Theodore often involve microscopy, the chemistry of water bodies, and the classification of Mediterranean flora, 

which elevates the text from a simple memoir to a localized biological survey.

Taxonomic Breakdowns and Field Observations

The technical core of the book resides in its detailed descriptions of species. Durrell’s methodology involves several 

key steps that mirror modern field biology protocols:

1.  Site Identification: Selection of specific ecological niches, such as the "Strawberry-pink Villa" grounds or the 

olive groves.

2.  Observation Periodicity: Long-term monitoring of a single location to observe changes across different times 

of day and weather conditions.

3.  Specimen Capture and Maintenance: The use of non-lethal traps and the creation of micro-vivariums to 

study behavior in captivity before release.

4.  Documentation: While the book is the final literary output, it is based on extensive field notes and sketches 

that categorized the morphological features of the subjects.

Case Study: The Life Cycle of the Water Spider

One of the most technically detailed segments in the book involves the observation of the water spider (Argyroneta 

aquatica). Durrell describes the process of the spider creating its underwater diving bell. This description is notable 

for its mechanical accuracy, explaining how the spider traps air bubbles with the hairs on its abdomen to create a 

localized oxygen reservoir. This observation highlights the interdisciplinary natureof Durrell’s work, touching on

physics (buoyancy and surface tension) alongside biology.

Herpetological Survey of Corfu

Durrell provides extensive data on the herpetofauna of the island. Key species documented include:

•  Testudo hermanni (Hermann’s Tortoise): Notes on territorial disputes and dietary preferences.

•  Bufo bufo (Common Toad): Detailed analysis of the estivation process during the hot Mediterranean summers.

•  Vipera ammodytes (Nose-horned Viper): A technical breakdown of the risks associated with venomous 

species and the importance of habitat preservation.



The Socio-Literary Impact of the Durrell Family

It is impossible to analyze Gerald Durrell’s technical writing without acknowledging his brother, Lawrence Durrell. 

The two brothers represent a fascinating dichotomy in 20th-century literature. While Lawrence focused on the 

psychological and modernist landscapes in works like The Alexandria Quartet, Gerald focused on the biological 

and empirical landscapes.

The "Durrell Effect" on Biodiversity Awareness

Gerald Durrell’s writing served as a primary driver for what is now known as conservation psychology. By 

humanizing the environment in Birds, Beasts and Relatives, he laid the groundwork for the Jersey Wildlife 

Preservation Trust  (now the Durrell Wildlife Conservation Trust). The technical philosophy he championed was 

"breeding in captivity for reintroduction," a concept that was radical in the mid-20th century but is now a standard 

operational procedure in global conservation efforts.

Ecological Changes in Corfu: 1930s vs. Contemporary Data

From a comparative environmental science perspective, Birds, Beasts and Relatives serves as a baseline for 

longitudinal studies of Corfu’s ecology. The island Durrell described was a mosaic of traditional agricultural 

practices and wild habitats. Today, the anthropogenic impactof tourism and urbanization has significantly altered

these ecosystems.

Comparative Matrix: Ecosystem Shift



Metric 1930s (Durrell’s Era) 2020s (Current Era)

Habitat Fragmentation Low - Continuous olive groves and 
wetlands.

High - Divided by infrastructure and 
tourism development.

Chemical Contamination Minimal - Traditional organic farming. Significant - Impact of fertilizers and 
pesticides on water bodies.

Invasive Species Native-dominated ecosystems. Presence of non-native decorative 
flora and invasive insects.

Methodological Implementation: Field Study Guide

For modern naturalists and students of biology, Birds, Beasts and Relatives provides a functional guide to low-

impact field study. Below is a procedural workflow inspired by Durrell’s techniques for studying a local ecosystem:

Step 1: The Preliminary Survey

Establish a 10m x 10m quadratin a diverse habitat. Record all visible flora and identify the dominant species. This

provides the context for the fauna you will later observe.

Step 2: Passive Observation

Spend a minimum of four hours in static observation. Use binoculars to monitor avian flight paths and ground-

level movement. The goal is to minimize human presence to allow for natural behavior patterns (a principle known 

as ethological neutrality).

Step 3: Micro-Habitat Investigation

Gently turn over rocks or logs (always replacing them to maintain the micro-climate) to find invertebrates. Use a

magnifying loupe to observe morphological features such as segmented legs or compound eyes.

Step 4: Systematic Recording

Maintain a journal that includes date, time, temperature, humidity, and detailed sketches. Durrell’s success was

largely due to the narrative quality of his data, which made it memorable and reproducible in a literary sense.

Troubleshooting Common Challenges in Naturalist Observations

Even a seasoned naturalist like Durrell faced significant challenges. Modern practitioners can learn from the 

mitigation strategies applied in his narratives.

•  Species Misidentification: Durrell frequently consulted local experts and scientific texts. Solution: Use a 

combination of field guides and AI-assisted identification apps (like iNaturalist) to verify observations.

•  Adverse Environmental Conditions: Extreme heat in Corfu often led to animal dormancy. Solution: Shift 

observation windows to crepuscular periods (dawn and dusk) when activity levels are highest.

•  Equipment Failure: In the 1930s, this meant broken jars or blunt pencils. Solution: In the modern era, ensure 

all digital recording devices have IP-rated weatherproofing and redundant power supplies.

Synthesis and Future Implications

Gerald Durrell’s Birds, Beasts and Relatives remains a cornerstone of natural history not because it discovered 

new species, but because it redefined the relationship between the observer and the observed. It moved the



study of nature from the museum shelf to the living, breathing landscape. The technical value of the book lies in its

ability to synthesize complex biological systems into an accessible and engaging format.

As we face a global biodiversity crisis, the lessons found in Durrell’s memoirs are more relevant than ever. They 

remind us that conservation begins with observation and that every organism, from the smallest beetle to the 

largest raptor, plays a critical role in the ecological web. The Corfu Trilogy serves as both a historical record of a 

lost world and a blueprint for future naturalists who seek to protect what remains. By combining scientific rigor with 

the power of storytelling, Durrell created a legacy that continues to inspire environmental stewardshipand

biological curiosity across the globe.

The enduring appeal of Birds, Beasts and Relatives is a testament to its depth. It is a work that rewards both the 

casual reader and the serious scientist, providing a rich, multi-layered exploration of one of the world's most 

beautiful islands. Through the eyes of a young Gerald Durrell, we are invited to see the world not as a collection of 

objects, but as a vibrant, interconnected community of living entities.
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