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Abstract

When Tasmania was settled by the British 
200 years ago, the thylacine, a shy marsupial 
carnivore with a striped back and a 
coughing bark, existed in small numbers on 
the island. By 1936 the species was extinct. 
This article focuses on the first published 
image of  the thylacine in the Transactions 
of  the Linnean Society 1808, and traces its 
history over the following decades. It argues 

that the engraving is a sad embodiment 
of  initial contact between Europeans 
and colonial fauna and that copies of  
this illustration develop the idea of  an 
animal in need of  extermination. Visual 
representations such as these in scientific 
and natural history works anticipated the 
failure of  colonial societies to preserve the 
animals encountered in new environments.

‘Das Hundsköpfige Beutelthiere’, in Bilderbuch für Kinder, by FJ Bertuch, 1821
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Introduction

Long before Europeans sighted Tasmania, 
writers and explorers had suggested ideas 
about the landscape, human inhabitants and 
animals of  unknown lands. Cultural historian 
Paul Arthur has described the imagining of  
the Antipodes as a ‘hell on earth’ inhabited 
by ‘mythical monsters and terrifying semi-
human creatures’: a conceptual as well as 
geographical space that helped consolidate 
the idea of  countries in the Southern 
Hemisphere as the antithesis of  Europe,  
its ‘other’ side.1 The first image of  the 
thylacine presented to the European 
scientific community was an animal 
perceived through a veil of  expectation 
and awe. That is, rather than being a 
clinically objective representation of  a ‘new’ 
animal, the first published illustration and 
description of  the species also presents 
a collection of  ancient narratives and 
discourses about colonial outposts.

George Prideaux Harris,2 Deputy 
Surveyor-General of  New South Wales,3 
was one of  a number of  British government 
employees in the colonies who were 
expected and encouraged, or simply grasped 
the opportunity, to record or send back 
evidence of  ‘nondescript’ animals and birds 
in the hope of  forging a new career. Rather 
than sending his specimen to Europe, Harris 
sketched and classified the strange animal he 
observed. His drawing was later transformed 
into the engraving that became the ‘type 
specimen’ of  the species, or what French 
zoologist Georges Cuvier referred to in 
1820 as a ‘substitute for its subject’.4 Harris’s 
description of  the thylacine tested the 
classificatory notions that were in place as 
descriptions of  the echidna and platypus had 
previously done,5 while his naming of  this 
animal — Didelphis cynocephala — exemplifies 
the increasing number of  lay collectors for 
whom discovering ‘new’ species was the 

ultimate goal. The continued citation of  
Harris as the first to describe the species  
and the prolonged use of  the species’  
name cynocephalus, testifies to his success.6

Harris’s original drawing of  the thylacine, 
which now appears lost, along with the 
engraving and other copies that were 
published in zoological and natural history 
works in following years, is an example 
of  material culture that gives insights 
into aspects of  colonial settlement and 
the history of  zoological representation. 
More importantly, a study of  these images 
reveals the role of  visual representations 
in encouraging the extermination of  the 
thylacine. In the decades following Harris’s 
description, zoological illustrations of  
the species were made and the specimens 
in museums were constructed without 
access to a living animal. Other artists and 
artisans amplified aspects of  the published 
engraving and some invented new positions 
and features for the animal. On the whole, 
however, the illustrations directly influenced 
by Harris’s description tend to project the 
idea of  a passive or restrained creature, an 
image that was later superseded by more 
imaginative responses to the animal and its 
habitat. Ultimately, the circumstances under 
which the first illustration of  a thylacine in 
a scientific journal was made anticipated 
the fateful association of  the species with 
European culture.7

The first European illustration  
of the thylacine

The first published image of  a thylacine, 
an engraving made from George Harris’s 
drawing, appeared with his descriptive notes 
in the ninth volume of  the prestigious 
Transactions of  the Linnean Society in 1808.8 
Harris had sent his drawing of  the thylacine 
and a Tasmanian devil to London two years 
earlier with a letter to Sir Joseph Banks 
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speaking of  ‘descriptions from the life’ of  
the two species, which Harris considered 
were ‘in every respect new’.9 He classified the 
two animals in the same genus as opossums, 
naming the thylacine Didelphis cynocephala 
(dog-headed opossum) and the Tasmanian 
devil Didelphis ursina (bear opossum). Art 
historian Tim Bonyhady has contended 
that the designation of  scientific names 
for ‘new’ animals was consistently left to 
scientists in Europe during this period,10 
but this assertion implies that Harris’s 
offering of  the classification, and the initial 
acceptance of  it by scientists, was unusual. 
Science historian Janet Browne, however, 
outlines the way in which colonial officials 
sometimes classified and described material 
themselves and petitioned the government 
for grants to produce illustrated publications. 
She comments that many such officials 
were recognised as ‘experts’ in a particular 
field on their return to England and from 
Harris’s letters it seems as if  he aspired to 

such an outcome.11 He was considered by his 
contemporaries to be the most ‘intellectual’ 
member of  Governor Collins’s staff,12 and 
although he had no training as an artist, it 
is evident from his letters that Harris had 
an intense interest in natural history and 
sketching the animals and birds he saw in 
Van Diemen’s Land.13 His drawing and 
description of  a thylacine has the flavour of  
ambition and opportunism, also evident in 
the letter to Banks where Harris mentions a 
work he is preparing on the zoology of  Van 
Diemen’s Land and offers his assistance in 
identifying any ‘particular curiosities’.14

In his written notes about the thylacine, 
Harris includes a detailed delineation of  the 
animal’s body, together with the results of  a 
dissection, and comments on the creature’s 
appearance and habitat in the manner of  
a formal scientific report. But the notes 
also explain that the animal from which the 
drawing and description were taken was a 
male ‘caught in a trap baited with kangaroo 
flesh’ and that it ‘remained alive but a few 
hours, having received some internal hurt in 
securing it’.15 Twentieth-century zoologists 
have largely disregarded the engraving in 
the Transactions because of  its perceived 
inaccuracies. For instance, Eric Guiler (1998) 
dismisses the engraving with the words, 
‘nothing in this [image] reflects reality’.16 
Cäsar Claude’s (1996) assessment of  the 
engraving draws attention to the head of  the 
animal, which he considers too big, and the 
rump, which he finds too slender. Claude 
contends that the pictured animal resembles 
a hyena and adds that ‘the picture Harris 
designs here gives a correct impression of  
how the early settlers in Tasmania perceived 
the thylacine’.17 Indeed, there are elements 
in the engraving that suggest the ‘reality’ 
that Harris reported when observing the 
injured thylacine in the trap. Temminck 
(1827) and Renshaw (1905) both conclude 
that the specimen described by Harris was 

Engraving of  Didelphis cynocephala and Didelphis ursina in 
Transactions of  the Linnean Society, vol. 9, 1808 
photograph by Tony Freeman 
courtesy The Linnean Society of  London 
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immature or small.18 This could account for 
its relatively large head and slender rump. 
It is also possible that the drawing Harris 
made was adapted slightly in the engraving 
process, as Harris’s notes and the published 
engraving do not match exactly. Apart from 
the drawing, and Harris’s description in 
the Linnean Society archives that is quoted 
verbatim in the journal, there appears to 
have been little for the engraver to go by. 
Some drawings made in colonial sites by 
other artists, for instance one of  the echidna 
by John White, surgeon-general of  the 
New South Wales colony, not only include 
the circumstances of  their ‘discovery’ but 
also supply what Gruber has described as 
information that is so precise in visual details 
that it seemed intended for the engraver.19 
Indeed, it is because the image is not exactly 
as Harris described, and because of  its status 
as the only published zoological illustration 
of  a thylacine that was made from a drawing 
of  a living specimen more or less in the wild, 
that the engraving in the Linnean Society 
journal deserves sustained attention.

Harris’s personal response to the animal 
and the circumstances in which his drawing 
was made are clearly discernible in the 
descriptive text. Judging by his comment 
that the trap was baited with kangaroo 
flesh, it was probably similar to the ‘tyger 
trap’ pictured by another surveyor of  Van 
Diemen’s Land, Thomas Scott, in 1822.20 
Scott’s drawing shows a wooden cage 
with a suspended door that dropped in 
reaction to pressure on the bait attached 
to a central pivot inside the cage. ‘As the 
bottom [of  the pivot] is pulled forward, 
the top moves backward disengaging the 
ridge pole which sat in a notch on the bait 
stick. Thus dislodged, the gate is released.’21 

The ‘internal hurt in securing it’ that Harris 
mentioned may have been caused by the gate 
falling on the thylacine, or efforts to get the 
animal out of  the cage. This type of  trap 
was generally used when the capture of  live 
animals was desired and is the only type to 
use bait as an inducement, ‘exploit[ing] the 
natural curiosity of  many animals’.22 The 
gate in Scott’s picture looks heavy: it could 

Sketch of  a Tyger Trap intended for Mount Morriston. 1823. 
by Thomas Scott
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be conjectured that it fell with some force 
on the thylacine’s hindquarters as the animal 
attempted to back out of  the cage with 
the bait in its mouth.23 This may account 
for the seated position of  the animal in 
Harris’s drawing as its spine may have been 
damaged so it could not move. It also invites 
speculation as to whether or not the animal 
was in fact still alive when it was sketched. 
It is possible that the body was delivered to 
Hobart and then sketched and dissected by 
Harris, while aspects of  the text relating to 
the animal’s behaviour were based on the 
report of  a trapper.24

Accepting this scenario would, however, 
render the position of  Harris’s figure and 
many other aspects of  his drawing and 
description puzzling. It seems much more 
likely that the drawing was actually made in 
the ‘few hours’ that the thylacine lived after 
capture, perhaps still confined in the trap. 
For instance, Harris described the animal as 
‘exceedingly inactive and stupid’, as it would 
appear if  badly injured, and he particularly 
remarked on the action of  the ‘nictitant 
membrane’.25 The effect of  the injury 
and/or the confined space of  the trap is, 
indeed, discernible in the awkward, hunched 
posture of  the figure in the engraving. The 
muscled shoulders and neck hint at the 
extent to which the animal struggled before 
it became ‘inactive’, and the foreshortened 
body and large head suggest that the angle 
of  Harris’s gaze may have been determined 
by the dimensions and location of  the cage. 
Evidence of  a closer examination of  the 
thylacine’s body after death, as suggested in 
Harris’s claim of  a dissection, is displayed in 
the detail of  the body parts and the way the 
skin moulds over the animal’s bones in the 
engraving.

The engraving in the Transactions is the 
only illustration in a scientific, zoological 
or natural history work in the nineteenth 
century that is derived from a drawing 

made of  a thylacine living in Tasmania 
and, because it represents the animal in a 
naturalistic style, it is the only image in which 
the species’ situation and original habitat 
is tangible. In this regard, Harris echoes 
contemporary artists, such as Charles-
Alexander Lesueur and Ferdinand Bauer, 
who accompanied voyages of  exploration 
and captured animals on paper for 
scientific classification and study. Lesueur’s 
images often show species in a particular 
environment, or in the circumstances in 
which they were found, or actively engaged 
in foraging or eating,26 and are aligned with 
what Martin Kemp, art and science historian, 
has called ‘the cult of  the overtly natural’ and 
‘nature in the raw’ in botanical and landscape 
illustration of  the late eighteenth century.27 
Like these animals, the seated thylacine in 
the Transactions does not conform with most 
figures in published illustrations early in the 
nineteenth century, which were often based 
on badly stuffed taxidermy specimens. It 
differs significantly from illustrations of  
other species in two standard multi-volume 
contemporary works, Buffon’s Natural 
History (published from 1749 to 1778) and 
Shaw’s General Zoology (published between 
1809 and 1826), that adhere to what Cuvier 
required of  his illustrators in 1820: pictures 
that ‘avoided foreshortening that distorts the 
actual form’ and show a standardisation and 
detachment from fine art.28 The conventional 
pose was usually a standing profile 
position, to show effectively the entire 
physiognomy of  an animal for identification 
or classification. The unusual position of  
Harris’s thylacine indicates that the drawing 
came directly from a colonial site. However, 
the lack of  background and only a faint 
shadow of  the animal’s body giving the 
illusion that it occupies space — seen also 
in Bauer’s drawings — are typical of  more 
conventional illustrations. Bryson maintains 
that this lack of  spatial depth was associated 
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with the ‘laying-out’, or tabular character,  
of  scientific practice.29 

The close observation of  the position 
and attitude of  the trapped thylacine in 
Harris’s drawing also reveals his ‘laying out’ 
for inspection his skill in illustrating animals. 
Indeed, when the image is viewed in the 
context of  Harris’s written description, it is 
as if  the actual thylacine and the segment 
of  earth it sits on have been removed and 
transported, as many dead specimens  
were, for investigation by a European 
scientific institution.

A close reading of Harris’s notes

The authenticity of  Harris’s drawing is 
reinforced in the Transactions by the sole 
inscription ‘GP Harris delt’ — the artist’s 
(delineator’s) name is supplied, but the 
engraver’s name is not given. Nevertheless, 
early readers may have overlooked details 
about the animal’s physical capture in 
their eagerness to examine the unfamiliar 
form and to debate the species’ place in a 
classification system. Drawings of  two ‘new’ 
animals from Van Diemen’s Land would 
have been particularly interesting to scientists 
in Europe. Harris’s desire to succeed, as 
well as anxiety about the situation he found 
himself  in, is evident in his descriptive 
text. It moves between enunciative modes: 
from the careful recitation of  body 
measurements at the beginning of  the entry, 
to the paragraph near the end where his 
feelings towards the animal he is discussing 
intrude.30 There, in a short, unpunctuated 
sentence, Harris writes of  the ‘internal hurt’ 
that resulted from the thylacine’s capture. 
Immediately after this, he tersely comments: 
‘from time to time [the animal] uttered a 
short guttural cry, and appeared exceedingly 
inactive and stupid; having, like the owl, an 
almost continual motion with the nictitant 
membrane of  the eye.’ Harris’s use of  

‘internal hurt’ and ‘but a few hours’ suggest 
a fleeting tone of  distress. Elsewhere, in a 
letter to his mother, he mentions that large 
kangaroos resisted the dogs so desperately 
when hunted that the kangaroos often killed 
or ‘wound[ed] them sadly’. Although he was 
referring to domestic animals rather than 
native ones, Harris’s concern is unusual for 
a male in the colony at this time.31 The age 
of  the thylacine specimen may also have 
contributed both to Harris’s concern and 
the animal’s behaviour. Barbara Hamilton-
Arnold, editor of  Harris’s letters and papers, 
calls Harris, who was in his early 30s when 
in Hobart Town, ‘a high-principled Quaker’ 
whose objections to the flogging of  a convict 
woman by acting Lieutenant-Governor 
Edward Lord threatened Harris’s position 
as surveyor, magistrate and commissary 
and had ‘disastrous consequences’ for his 
family in Van Diemen’s Land.32 If  Harris 
was prepared to sacrifice his position in the 
colony to protest about the treatment of  a 
convict woman, he may very well also have 
been sensitive to the capture, injury and 
death of  a young thylacine.

A mixture of  scientific and popular 
rhetoric is a consistent feature of  nineteenth-
century zoological and natural history works, 
and Harris’s notes also oscillate between 
these discourses. He begins in detached, 
scientific style with a detailed description of  
the thylacine’s body and continues with the 
comment that it bears ‘a near resemblance 
to the wolf  or hyæna’, despite the drawing, 
which depicts a thickset animal that looks 
more like a bulldog. At the very end of  
the entry, Harris also notes that the animal 
‘is vulgarly called the Zebra Opossum, 
Zebra Wolf, &c’. By the 1820s Lieutenant 
Jeffreys and settler George Evans were 
also referring to the thylacine as ‘hyena’ in 
published works, a particularly significant 
association as the hyena was linked with 
cowardly behaviour, greed and grave-
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robbing.33 Harris develops the rhetorical 
image of  the wolf/hyena when he mentions 
the animal’s eyes: ‘large and full, black, with 
a nictitant membrane, which gives the animal 
a savage and malicious appearance’. This 
value-laden observation, and the dramatic 
sentence ‘it inhabits amongst caverns and 
rocks in the deep and almost impenetrable 
glens in the neighbourhood of  the highest 
mountainous parts of  Van Diemen’s Land’, 
sit uneasily with the dispassionate and 
measured language of  the first paragraph, 
while the words and their syntax place the 
thylacine in a romantic or even Gothic 
landscape.34 The appeal of  these particular 
sentences is demonstrated by the fact that 
they were selected and repeated verbatim, or 
embellished, in many scientific and popular 
texts into the next century, while other 
aspects of  Harris’s notes were ignored. 

References to the monstrous 
and Gothic connections

The representation of  the thylacine offered 
by Harris to nineteenth-century European 
culture was an amalgam of  influences, 
responses, discourses and messages. But 
the impression that predominates is one for 
which Europeans had long been prepared, 
for it filled the space delineated by the fears 
and imaginings of  European explorers as 
well as colonists. On the way to the new 
settlement at Risdon Cove, while at anchor in 
Frederick Henry Bay waiting for ‘a fair wind’ 
to take the vessel up the Derwent, Harris had 
written to his brother:

if  accounts from Port Jackson and 
some persons who have been here 
can be credited, a quadruped not quite 
so pleasant [as the kangaroo] to live 
in the neighbourhood of, is also an 
inhabitant of  Van Diemen’s Land —  
Traces of  a Carnivorous Beast have 
been found in many parts, like a 

leopard or Panther, but I do not 
hear that any person belonging to 
the Settlement has seen the animal 
itself  — Labillardiere in his Voyage in 
search of  Perouse in 1792 Speaks of  
being ashore here & being disturbed 
by the Howlings of  a Beast, that came 
pretty near them — That at another 
time a quadruped the size of  a large 
Dog sprung from some Bushes —  
it was whitish Spotted with black —  
and in the woods they found a large 
upper Jaw and Vertebrae of  an animal 
certainly carnivorous. I suspect 
however that it may be only a variety 
of  the wild Dog, or rather wolf   
of  this Country.35

Only two thylacines were known to 
have been caught when Harris sent his 
drawings to Joseph Banks,36 so imaginative 
impressions were able to accumulate: a rare, 
possibly nocturnal, carnivorous, wolf-like 
animal, existing in the confined space of  an 
island was waiting to be closely observed and 
described.37 Harris was armed with recent 
‘pre-texts’, and the name he selected for the 
species, ‘cynocephala’, suggests ancient links 
to undiscovered lands. The Cynocephali, 
or dog-headed race, was one of  the five 
major Plinian or monstrous races that as 
long ago as Egyptian times were believed 
to inhabit the East. There were also heated 
discussions in the Middle Ages about the 
existence of  the Antipodes and on the 
thirteenth-century Hereford map appear 
numerous illustrations of  human/animal 
hybrids such as the Cynocephali.38 Cortez 
and Columbus looked for the Plinian races in 
America, while Gesner’s Historia Animalium 
and Topsell’s popular seventeenth-century 
zoological work include references to 
them. Although Münster’s Cosmographia — 
a standard encyclopedia until the eighteenth 
century — questioned the existence of  such 
beings, they were inserted as illustrations in 
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the text, thereby ‘favour[ing] belief  in what 
is left open to doubt’.39 In the medieval 
cathedral in Exeter, where Harris grew up, 
images of  many of  these mythical figures 
adorn the misericords or tip-up seats in the 
back row of  stalls in the quire.40 Historians 
Florike Egmond and Peter Mason comment 
on the ‘ability of  images of  the monstrous 
races to leap across textual contexts’.41 As 
medievalist JB Friedman notes, ‘the myths of  
the monstrous races, though geographically 
obsolete, were too vital to discard. They 
provided a ready and familiar way of   
looking at … the New World’.42

So, in regard to his ‘scientific’ naming, 
as well as his description of  the animal, 
there is evidence that Harris was influenced 
by long-held preconceptions that strange 
or menacing creatures existed in the wilds 
of  Van Diemen’s Land. Roderick Nash 
comments in Wilderness and the American Mind 
that ‘legends and folktales from first contact 
to well into the national period linked the 
New World wilderness with a host of  
monsters, witches and similar supernatural 
beings’. Nash cites a 1707 text that warned 
of  ‘the Evening Wolves, the rabid and howling 
Wolves of  the Wilderness [which] would make 
… Havock among you’.43 

The development of  similar ideas 
about the thylacine has been specifically 
related to what historian Jim Davidson calls 
‘Tasmanian gothic’, a way of  looking at 
the island that is ‘as old as Marcus Clarke’, 
a reference to the author of  the epic 
nineteenth-century convict story, For the 
Term of  his Natural Life. Davidson mentions 
a landscape containing presences or, rather, 
absences — among them the ‘Gothically 
named Tasmanian Tiger’.44 Descriptions of  
the thylacine in both zoological and natural 
history works often include references 
to wild landscapes, dark forests, wolves, 
darkness and violence: elements in a well-
known gothic metanarrative that always 

concludes with doom. Essayist Amanda 
Lohrey talks of  a tendency in individuals 
who construct this narrative to ‘invest nature 
with their own trauma’, but I disagree with 
her statement that ‘the spaces of  the colonies 
were without preordained meaning or 
ideology’.45 As I have previously suggested, 
meanings for the animals found in colonial 
environments had been developed long 
before the exploration and settlement of  
Van Diemen’s Land. The thylacine was the 
repository of  justifiable uncertainties and 
imaginings about this remote and unknown 
island and as a result was also invested with 
the qualities of  a number of  European 
animals that were considered the epitome 
of  evil, appetite and cruelty. Many of  the 
published images and descriptions of  the 
thylacine discussed in the following section 
expressed the anxieties of  Europeans and 
helped to construct an easily assimilated 
identity for the thylacine that then shaped 
actions toward it and inscribed many pages 
in the story of  the species’ demise.

In his exposé of  nineteenth-century 
natural history illustrations, Alec Potts 
also discusses the ‘evocation of  a strange, 
supposedly savage world’ that accompanies 
European colonisation of  remote areas. 
He believes these pictures were a means by 
which repressed and irrational ‘social and 
psychological forces’ could find expression.46 
An indication of  how the colony continued 
to be perceived as a savage world is apparent 
in the Melbourne Monthly Magazine in 1855 
where the writer ‘Cambrian’ refers to 
mythical constructions of  the thylacine: 
‘the Native Wolf  is an animal which, at one 
time, was supposed to be found only in the 
explorer’s or rather settler’s imagination, 
but it is now acknowledged that such an 
animal does really exist’.47 Perhaps it was a 
resurgence of  the older, popular associations 
of  cynocephala with strange, misshapen 
monsters of  the New World that explains 
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why, by the mid-nineteenth century, any 
suggestion that the thylacine resembled a 
dog — an animal that was more commonly 
aligned with the ‘civilised’ world and 
displayed devotion to humans — was rarely 
mentioned in natural history works, and the 
comparison disappeared almost completely 
over the following 30 years.48 The stereotype 
of  the dangerous, wolf-like creature had by 
then become firmly entrenched, and too 
convenient, to be easily displaced.49

Copies of Harris’s image

The first copy of  Harris’s Transactions 
illustration was drawn by ‘Deseve’ and 
engraved by ‘Pierron’ and published in a 
supplement to Desmarest’s Encyclopédie 
méthodique, mammologie in about 1820.50 
This new engraving shows an animal with 

elongated claws only on the rear feet, a 
lengthened neck, bristles on its neck, a back 
hunched further and a head lowered slightly. 
The image is labelled Dasyure cynocephale, 
in the genus for carnivorous marsupials 
under which Étienne Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire 
placed the species in 1810. The images of  
the thylacine and the Tasmanian devil are 
placed on a page with others in their class 
in layered environments, rather than being 
portrayed as isolated, unconnected figures. 
Sarah Thomas points out that the naturalistic 
background often included in French 
natural history illustrations at the turn of  
the nineteenth century reflected the interests 
of  French scientists  in the modification of  
species by climate and environment.51 Only 
the thylacine, however, sits on its haunches 
and faces away from the others on the page; 
and while the other animals have vital, alert 
attitudes, teeth showing and wide eyes, the 
thylacine has a brooding appearance. The 
very brief  text states that the thylacine 
lives on the seashore and that it preys on 
echidnas.52 The misleading reference to 
marine predation seems to have arisen from 
confusion between Harris’s descriptions of  
the thylacine and the Tasmanian devil that 
appeared in the Transactions: while Harris 
reported the remains of  an echidna in the 
stomach of  the dissected thylacine, it is only 
in his description of  the Tasmanian devil 
that the animal ‘prey[s] on dead fish, blubber, 
&c. as their tracks are frequently found on 
the sands of  the sea shore’.53 Robert Paddle 
has shown how the error was continued in 
Murray’s Encyclopedia of  Geography through 
successive reprintings from 1834 to 1846 at 
least, and then, how a trickle of  publications 
up to 1967 persisted in mentioning some 
form of  marine activity for the thylacine, 
despite its denial by Robert Gunn in Annals 
and Magazine of  Natural History in 1838 and in 
the Proceedings of  the Zoological Society of  London 
in 1850.54

Dasyure Cynocephale, wood engraving in Mammalogie: ou 
Descriptions des espèces de mammifères, by MAG Desmarest, 1820 
Museum Victoria Library
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An intriguing variation on the engraving 
in the Transactions appeared in Bilderbuch für 
Kinder by FJ Bertuch.55 The Bilderbuch is a 
lavish children’s encyclopedia of  animals, 
plants, flowers, fruit and other aspects of  the 
sciences and arts with a French and German 
text and 1186 hand-coloured engravings, 
published in Germany in 237 parts between 
1798 and 1830.56 The illustration of  the 
thylacine appears in volume 10, 1821. It is on  
a page with other Australian marsupials — 
several are copies of  images by Bauer —  
and it is interesting for the way in which  
it differs from the Transactions engraving.  
In some respects, the figure corresponds 
more accurately to the details in Harris’s 
notes. The hind foot, for instance, does not 
have the long dark claws that appear in the 
engraving. Indeed, the image in the Bilderbuch 
agrees precisely with the description in 
the Transactions: ‘hind feet 4-toed,claws 
short, covered by tufts of  hair extending 
1 inch beyond them’.57 But the most 
obvious disparity between the Bilderbuch 
illustration and the original engraving is in 

the delineation of  the animal’s eye. In the 
Bilderbuch, a nictitating membrane is clearly 
visible, but in the Transactions the animal’s eye 
is outlined with a clean black line, and the 
membrane dissolves in the inky black interior 
of  the organ. The image in the Transactions, 
therefore, emphasises one element of  the 
text — ‘eyes large and full, black … which 
gives the animal a savage and malicious 
appearance’ — over others.58 The image 
in the children’s book, on the other hand, 
projects a quite different impression, with 
the eye barely outlined and pale shading in 
the area of  the mouth.

The very brief  text opposite the image in 
the Bilderbuch notes only that the ‘dog-headed 
Dasyure’ is a carnivore that ‘lives in the  
most mountainous parts of  Van Diemen’s 
Land’; it is a lot like a dog, especially around 
the head; it is close to a marsupial in its 
internal structure; and it ‘looks very wild and 
vicious’. The text adds that it is very little 
known ‘because only two individuals have 
been taken up until now, which were both 
males’.59 This succinct description, then, 

Das Hundsköpfige Beutelthiere in Bilderbuch für Kinder, by FJ Bertuch, 1821 
courtesy Gerard Willems 
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reflects the ambivalence in Harris’s text:  
the thylacine is ‘dog-like’ as well as looking  
‘wild and vicious’ and the mystery associated  
with animals in foreign locations is sustained 
in the admission that little is known about  
the species. 

Other similarities between the image and 
text in the Transactions and this one — the 
fact that both figures are facing the same 
direction (indicating that they were both 
copied from a figure facing the opposite way) 
and all other engraved copies are facing to 
the right (indicating that they were copied 
from the illustration in the Transactions) —  
raises the possibility that the German 
image may be derived from Harris’s original 
drawing. The preface to Bertuch’s work 
stresses the importance of  figures that are 
‘accurately defined’, a ‘true representation 
of  objects’, not ‘composed according to 
the whim of  a draughtsman’ and modelled 
on the ‘most perfect of  its type’.60 Harris’s 
drawing was the only known image of  the 
species available in Europe that was made 
from a live animal and it is not unlikely 
that his drawing may have made its way to 
Germany. Research into the classification 
and illustration of  the platypus in Bertuch’s 
work reveals that eminent German naturalist 
Johan Blumenbach, who also contributed 
to the Bilderbuch, received a specimen of  the 
platypus from Joseph Banks in 1796 that was 
probably used as a reference. Wanda Horky, 
archivist at the National Library of  Australia, 
has observed that: ‘with Blumenbach 
working in Germany it wouldn’t have been 
difficult for him to give Bertuch in Weimar 
information about this strange creature’.61 As 
Harris’s drawing, originally sent to Banks, is 
missing from the Linnean Society Archives 
it is possible that Banks also sent Harris’s 
drawing of  the thylacine to Blumenbach and 
that it was eventually used as a model for the 
illustration in Bertuch’s work. If  the German 
image were indeed a more precise copy of  

Harris’s drawing it would be consistent with 
a more general trend that I have observed: 
images and texts in British works generally 
construct the thylacine as a dangerous 
creature, while French and German works 
tend to represent the species in a way that 
encourages a more sympathetic response.

The development of  negative 
constructions in British works can be traced 
in the text accompanying two of  three 
almost identical copies of  the engraving 
from Harris’s drawing that appear in 
History of  the Mammalia in 1849, the more 
popular The Pictorial Museum of  Animated 
Nature in about 1850, and Charles Knight’s 
The English Cyclopædia published in 1855.62 
The accompanying descriptions in both 
History of  the Mammalia and The Pictorial 
Museum are identical. They repeat Harris’s 
description ‘dog-headed’ and stress the 
species’ resemblance to a dog, but then 
comment that the species is ‘much rarer than 
the ursine opossum [Tasmanian devil]’ and 
paraphrase Harris’s words, stating ‘in stature 
it nearly equals a wolf ’. It is also noted that 
the thylacine’s habits are nocturnal and the 
habitat of  the species is then exaggerated 

Dog-head Thylacinus, wood engraving in The Pictorial Museum of  
Animated Nature, about 1850
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thus: ‘remaining concealed during the day 
in the caverns and fissures of  the rocks, 
in the deep and almost impenetrable glens 
among the highest mountains of  Van 
Diemen’s Land’. With the addition of  the 
word ‘fissure’ and the removal of  ‘in the 
neighbourhood’ from Harris’s sentence, the 
thylacine’s habitat is now more precise and 
secluded. The illustration emphasises the 
point: a miniature background of  mountains, 
a palm tree and exotic foliage have been 
added to the copy of  the engraving, the 
figure has been reversed by the copying 
process, and the claws on all feet have been 
extended and sharpened. The idea of  a 
savage animal is conveyed by the observation 
that the thylacine ‘prowls, hyæna-like, 
in quest of  prey’. The story of  Harris’s 
thylacine caught in the trap is repeated, but 
the word ‘ferocious’ is added to ‘inactive and 
stupid’,63 and later in the paragraph a crucial 
and much-repeated statement is made: the 
thylacine ‘usually’ attacks sheep.64

The problem with this description is not 
that the thylacine was said to resemble a dog, 

wolf  or hyena for, as art historian Bernard 
Smith remarks, the unknown was interpreted 
in terms of  the known.65 Rather, it is that the 
animals to which the thylacine was compared 
for most of  the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries have particularly negative 
associations in European mythology, that 
particular elements were selected, and that a 
distinct tone is produced as these elements 
interact with each other and with the image. 
Constructions of  the thylacine in natural 
history works in the following years tilted 
Harris’s visual and verbal description this 
way and that with the addition of  a word, a 
line or two, or a physical attitude, usually to 
stress associations with feared or despised 
animals. In some cases an entry distorts 
the original image, or places contradictory 
suggestions side by side and so creates a 
confusing impression.

The 1855 work The English Cyclopædia, 
which also uses the copy of  the Transactions 
engraving discussed above (Figure 5), 
includes a text based on Harris’s description 
with the addition of  the sentence ‘two of  
these animals are now alive in the Gardens 
of  the Zoological Society of  London’ and 
quotes the relatively long entry in the zoo’s 
guidebook.66 The image is now labelled 
‘Tasmanian Wolf ’, extending the comparison 
Harris makes at the beginning of  his text. 
The entry states that the animal plays the 
role of  the ‘larger quadrupeds of  Africa and 
Asia’, that is, of  dominant predator, and it 
includes the comment ‘their favourite prey is 
mutton’.67 In the three works that reproduce 
this image, a smaller figure of  the Tasmanian 
devil, surrounded by lush, almost tropical 
vegetation, also appears.

A wood engraving by Basire in an 
1829 English translation of  the standard 
zoological work by Georges Cuvier, Le 
Règne Animal (The Animal Kingdom), shows a 
taller version of  Harris’s seated image, with 
round bear-like ears and a smooth dense 

The Zebra or Dog-faced Dasyurus, wood engraving, in The Animal 
Kingdom, by Georges Cuvier, 1829
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coat.68 This figure looks like a large dog and 
is compared with one in the accompanying 
description and on its label, ‘dog-faced 
dasyurus’. It is also called ‘zebra dasyurus’, 
a reference to the African horse-like animal 
(or more precisely, its stripes) that was 
once considered ‘dangerous and imperfect’, 
but in Buffon’s late eighteenth-century 
zoological work is described as ‘elegant’.69 
The stripes on the thylacine are faint and it 
looks warily over its right shoulder. Despite 
the teeth visible in its barely-open mouth, 
the image reinforces the comparison with 
inoffensive species that is made in the text. 
Paddle considers that this illustration of  the 
thylacine and others of  the period depicted 
an ‘upright, noble animal’;70 in my opinion, 
only this image warrants such a description.71

The remainder of  the descriptive text in 
Cuvier’s work dispels any notion of  nobility. 
Cuvier calls the thylacine ‘a singular looking 
animal, by no means pretty’, and also states 
that the species inhabits coastal areas, that 
it eats the ‘half-corrupted bodies of  Seals’ 
and ‘remains concealed in cavities in rocks, 
or in hollow trees’ on the coast, rather than 
in fissures in the mountains.72 This English 
translation and elaboration of  the lines 
from Harris’s description of  the Tasmanian 
devil encourages reactions of  disgust and 
repulsion. However, the image and text 
considered together convey a more complex 
message and tend to create the impression 
of  an undesirable, rather than a dangerous, 
animal because the visual image is relatively 
appealing. So, in two works emanating from 
France, Encyclopédie méthodique and The Animal 
Kingdom, notions of  nobility in the image are 
undercut in the text by associating the animal 
with the sea rather than the mountains, and 
with scavenging rather than hunting. Later 
British texts that mention marine predation 
do so in combination with less engaging 
images, so that more unequivocally negative 
impressions are suggested. The image of   

a relatively innocuous, dog-like animal  
did not appear again in natural history  
works in English until the early twentieth 
century when the extinction of  the  
thylacine was imminent. 

European settlement and the 
demise of the thylacine

The thylacine was one of  many native 
animals that experienced the effects of  
European settlement. The consequences of  
introducing species from other parts of  the 
world, unsustainable agricultural practices, 
habitat alteration and introduced diseases 
decimated wild populations. In the case 
of  the thylacine, the growth of  the sheep 
industry in Tasmania was a major factor 
that encouraged destructive actions toward 
the species. Sheep were introduced to Van 
Diemen’s Land at the time of  the first 
settlement in 1803. By 1819, their numbers 
had grown to 172,000,73 a quantity that, 
together with oxen, Lieutenant Jeffreys felt 
was ‘amply sufficient for the supply of  the 
inhabitants’. The thylacine was soon accused 
of  killing sheep, although Jeffreys maintained 
that only four thylacines had been sighted 
in 17 years of  settlement,74 and Paddle 
has identified only two records of  verified 
thylacine attacks on sheep, both in 1817.75 
However, dogs had been reported as a 
problem in the colony in 1819 and 1826 and 
recognised as a threat to stock when they 
were no longer needed for kangaroo-hunting. 
Guiler’s analysis of  the Van Diemen’s Land 
Company diaries and records between 1832 
and 1849 shows there were significant sheep 
losses on its holdings from predation by 
dogs.76 Paddle also provides evidence of  
the company’s mismanagement and other 
factors that resulted in excessive stock 
losses at various times during the nineteenth 
century. He maintains that the thylacine 
provided a convenient scapegoat for these 



18 ‘In every respect new’

losses and so during the course of  the 
century the species was visually, discursively 
and rhetorically constructed as a danger to 
livestock.77 Despite few verified reports of  
sheep-killing and 25 different warnings of  
the increasing scarcity or possible extinction 
of  the thylacine by contemporary ‘scientists 
and naturalists’ between 1820 and 1888 in 
Tasmania alone,78 successive private and 
government bounties, and trapping for  
zoos and export, along with changes to 
habitat, competition for prey and introduced 
disease depleted thylacine numbers to 
unsustainable levels.79

As documented by Bonyhady, there is 
evidence that concerns were voiced about 
the treatment of  certain species, that there 
was awareness of  possible extinctions, and 
sometimes action was taken to preserve 
animals.80 However, Grove has noted that 
thinking on the matter of  conservation 
in the nineteenth century was often 
‘contradictory and confused’ and action to 
pass or effectively implement legislation 
was rarely taken.81 Despite knowledge of  
its limited numbers, estimated by Guiler at 
between 2000 and 4000 when European 
settlers inhabited the island, and early fears 
for its survival, no action to preserve this 
‘native predator’ was even suggested until 
early in the twentieth century and then 
nothing was implemented until it was  
far too late. 

Conclusion

My study of  images of  the thylacine and the 
way they interact with texts, along with the 
history of  the species’ extinction, suggests 
that scientific and popular works were 
among the many sources that, intentionally 
or otherwise, exerted subtle and consistent 
pressure to exterminate the species.  
The fate of  the thylacine is foreshadowed in 

the first European illustration of  the species 
in the Transactions of  the Linnean Society. The 
engraving of  the trapped animal is a sad 
visualisation of  initial contact between a 
settler and native wildlife that is recounted 
in many narratives of  life in the colonies. 
This image, together with its copies and 
their accompanying textual descriptions, 
encapsulates the fears and uncertainties of  
colonists, the drama of  an experience in a 
country far away from Europe, long-held 
preconceptions about the New World and 
the imagination of  artists. The illustrations 
also demonstrate that engravers and 
editors were indeed selective in their use of  
empirical material, often showed little regard 
for accuracy or detail, and that British artists, 
in particular, tended to distort the form  
of  the species.

Factors such as these continued to 
influence visualisations of  the thylacine 
emanating from Britain and other countries 
throughout the nineteenth century. While 
some illustrations exhibited a degree of  
accuracy, towards the end of  the century 
many bore little resemblance to the living 
thylacines that were regularly arriving at 
European zoos. Economic concerns also 
encouraged belief  in, and the exploitation  
of, centuries of  superstition and mythology 
that were then projected into images  
of  the species.

This paper has been independently  
peer-reviewed.
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