
In a stone qu
arry in South

ern Germany, a farmer finds a roc
k and 

sells it for a c
ow. On that r

ock is a famously well-preserved
 fossil 

of a dinosau
r that came to be called

 the Archaeo
pteryx. It live

d 150 

million years a
go, when Europe w

as still a smattering of is
lands 

rising from a warm and windswept sea. The 
archaeopter

yx 

(meaning “anci
ent wing”)is also k

nown as the
 Urvogel: the

 first bird.

In the fossil t
hat now hangs in Be

rlin Museum für Naturkun
de, the 

bird has bee
n bent back 

by the slow pressure of 
rock on rock

,

so that it see
ms, impossibly, to s

tare at its ow
n tail. Around

 the 

clearly sculp
ted bones, th

ere is a faint 
but exquisite

 outline of

plumage, like the 
ghost of a w

ing. 

This echo of 
a wingstroke, stu

ck in the ston
e, was among the first 

proofs that d
inosaurs were feathered

. Or should I 
say, that dino

saurs 

are feathered
? We now know that birds ar

e not descen
ded from 

dinosaurs. T
hey simply are dinos

aurs, living o
n in shrunke

n form.

The following year, a young B
ritish scholar named George Smith 

publishes the first f
ragments of a poem that was written ne

ar 

Babylon some four thousand yea
rs ago. It is the stor

y of a huge and 

mischievous bird nam
ed Anzu. 

Much like the rok of la
ter Arabic mythology, the wingspan of the 

Anzu is as large as 
a cloud. And just lik

e the archaeopteryx
, it 

sprang from a stone. As the poe
m puts it: “He is the o

ne that was 

born from the mountain rocks.” 

The story is preserv
ed on tablets of cla

y, inscribed with the 

cuneiform script, but it is also
 about a tablet of cl

ay. The Anzu steals
 

the Tablet of Fates, 
in which the destinies o

f all things are writt
en, 

flying back to the m
ountains with the Tablet in its 

grasp. 

When the god Ninurt
a tries to retrieve th

e Tablet, the Anzu d
efeats 

him by editing its text, 
and so turning the g

od’s arrows back where 

they came from. The Anzu is eventu
ally defeated by an 

elaborate 

Babylonian pun tha
t tricks it into calling

 all 

feathers to itself, in
cluding the feathers

 on the arrows of 

Ninurta. The Anzu h
ad been thrown into

 oblivion for over tw
o 

thousand years when the tablets bea
ring its tale were 

discovered in what is now Iraq, and then deci
phered by George 

Smith. The ancient pas
t hid in the clay unt

il it was ready to be
 

reborn. 

The year after that, a yo
ung German artist named Max Klinger 

creates a series of ten e
tchings that show the artist becoming 

obsessed with a glove dropped by 
a woman as she was skating. 

Paraphrase on the Find
ing of a Glove (1877–187

8) depict Klinger 

plunging into a tormented sequence of hallu
cinations that 

revolve around the glov
e he cannot give back. 

He is eventually 

released from this cycle of longing an
d loss when a pterodactyl 

steals the glove and flie
s through his window—like the Anzu 

absconding with the Tablet of Fates.

Max Klinger is today best
 known for pioneering t

he use of 

printmaking in art, and the Pa
raphrase series is the m

ost famous 

of his many prints. At the time, Germany was the main center of 

printing technology any
where in the world, because the stone

 

quarries in the south of
 the country were perfect for lithograp

hy 

(meaning “writing in stone
”). 

These quarries yield a s
oft and spongey limestone that is easily 

etched by acid. The image is drawn on the sto
ne with wax, and a 

faint acid mixed with gum arabic is then applied t
o it.

The acid affects the pa
rts of the stone that are

 unprotected by 

the wax drawing, making it repellent to the
 ink that is then rolled 

onto its surface. The ink
 sticks to where the wax once was

, 

allowing for endless reprodu
ction of the image.

As it turns out, this gen
tle limestone is also the perfe

ct vessel for 

a fossil to survive in. Th
e quarry in which the Urvogel was fo

und 

was mined for lithography, which is why its full scientific nam
e is 

Archaeopteryx lithogra
phica: the ancient wing that writes in 

stone. 
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