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The Baltimore 
Oriole Print

Approximately 200 were 
produced

Recent auction sales

$13,000 in January 2004

$15,000 in January 2001



The Baltimore 
Oriole 
“Composite”
Print

Only six of this 
“composite” print were 
produced.

The rarest of the rare!



John James AudubonJohn James Audubon’’ s s 
Birds of AmericaBirds of America

�� Produced from 1826Produced from 1826--
18381838

�� Available by Available by 
subscriptionsubscription

�� ““ Double ElephantDouble Elephant””
size papersize paper

–– Xx x xx inchesXx x xx inches

�� About $40,000 per set About $40,000 per set 
in current dollars in current dollars 



John James AudubonJohn James Audubon’’ s s 
Birds of AmericaBirds of America

�� Full set consists of 435 plates, usually bound in Full set consists of 435 plates, usually bound in 
4 volumes4 volumes

�� Approximately 190Approximately 190-- 200 full sets of BOA 200 full sets of BOA 
produced produced –– 120 still exist. Others broken up or 120 still exist. Others broken up or 
lost to ravages of time.lost to ravages of time.

�� Unknown number of individual plates Unknown number of individual plates 
produced, but fair to assume that the plates in produced, but fair to assume that the plates in 
Volumes 1 and 2 exceed the 190Volumes 1 and 2 exceed the 190--200 number 200 number 
but that plates from Volumes 3 and 4 equal but that plates from Volumes 3 and 4 equal 
close to the 190close to the 190--200 number.200 number.

�� In 2000 a full set was sold for $8,800,000In 2000 a full set was sold for $8,800,000
�� In 2005 a full set was sold for $5,600,000In 2005 a full set was sold for $5,600,000



John James AudubonJohn James Audubon

�� Born in Haiti Born in Haiti -- 17851785

�� Lived in FranceLived in France

�� Moved to Mill Grove, Pennsylvania in Moved to Mill Grove, Pennsylvania in 
xxxxxxxx at the age of at the age of xxxxxxxxxxxx
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•• Audubon, with assistants, produced Audubon, with assistants, produced 

watercolor paintingswatercolor paintings

•• These paintings given to an engraver These paintings given to an engraver 

•• The engraver often added significant The engraver often added significant 
elements to the designs. elements to the designs. 

•• Prints were produced using the intaglio Prints were produced using the intaglio 
printing process.printing process.

•• Team of colorists working from an Team of colorists working from an 
approved pattern print handapproved pattern print hand--colored each colored each 
finished print.finished print.



Intaglio PrintingIntaglio Printing
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John James AudubonJohn James Audubon

�� After failing in all other endeavors, After failing in all other endeavors, 
decides to publish BOA in 1824. decides to publish BOA in 1824. 
Moves to New Orleans.Moves to New Orleans.

�� In XXXX travels to Philadelphia In XXXX travels to Philadelphia 
where he is rejected by the scientific where he is rejected by the scientific 
establishment.establishment.

�� Returns to New Orleans until 1826 Returns to New Orleans until 1826 
when he sails for Englandwhen he sails for England

�� Finds immediate enthusiastic response  Finds immediate enthusiastic response  
�� Meets Lizars who agrees to be the engraverMeets Lizars who agrees to be the engraver
�� First plates published in 1827First plates published in 1827

�� Due to colorist strike, after first 10 Due to colorist strike, after first 10 
plates were published, project plates were published, project 
transferred to Robert Havelltransferred to Robert Havell



What is a composite print? What is a composite print? 



� The final “normal” plate (#435) was printed beginning in 
June 1838

� Between August 20 and September 26, 1838, 3 letters were 
sent to Havell instructing him to produce 6 sets of composite 
prints (13 per set).

� All production (“normal” and “composite”) was ended by 
XXXXXXXX

� One letter suggests a “list” was given to Havell which set 
forth which composites to produce – “List” has never been 
located – It is unknown how faithful Havell was to the “list.

� 3 of the composite print sets, totaling 13 prints/set were 
committed to John James Audubon’s, Edward Harris’s and 
Dr. Benjamin Phillips copies of BOA. The Audubon and the 
Phillips sets survived – Audubon at Stark Museum and 
Phillips at Field Museum in Chicago. The Harris set likely 
broken up in early 1900’s. A handful of other full sets 
contain one or more composites.

When were the composites produced? When were the composites produced? 
Where are they now?Where are they now?



Why were the composites produced? Why were the composites produced? 
Were they to correct errors or to satisfy Were they to correct errors or to satisfy 
personal tastes?personal tastes?

�� Most commentators have suggested the composites Most commentators have suggested the composites 
produced to correct identification errors discovered by produced to correct identification errors discovered by 
Audubon during the 12 year production process. But only 3 Audubon during the 12 year production process. But only 3 
composite plates are in fact errors:composite plates are in fact errors:

�� SelbySelby’’ s Flycatcher s Flycatcher –– Immature Hooded WarblerImmature Hooded Warbler
�� VigorVigor’’ s Vireo s Vireo –– Immature Pine WarblerImmature Pine Warbler
�� RoscoeRoscoe’’ s Yellow Throat s Yellow Throat –– Immature Common YellowthroatImmature Common Yellowthroat

�� Remaining 10 composites consist of birds correctly Remaining 10 composites consist of birds correctly 
identified but included in separate plates due to production identified but included in separate plates due to production 
constraints or communication issues with Havellconstraints or communication issues with Havell

�� The The ““ error correctingerror correcting”” thesis fails to take into account a thesis fails to take into account a 
number of other admitted identification errors which number of other admitted identification errors which 
Audubon acknowledged PRIOR to requesting the composite Audubon acknowledged PRIOR to requesting the composite 
plates be produced.plates be produced.




