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BIRD BANDER

Behar.iour of the Male Satin Bower-bird
trt the Bou-er'
RETA E. VELLENGA

Obscrvations ttf the male Satin Borver-bird I I 'ti ltttlrttltvtt< htr't tiolac<'tts)
rt a bower in Lcura, New South Wales, arc prcscnted. The bird
under  obscrvat ion is  considered to bc proniscuous.  wi th  n lat ing
occurring cither within thc bower or on the platform. It is suggcstcd
that  the adul t  male p lays a considcrablc  par t  in  cducat ing the young
birds in  bor lcr  bui ld ing and d isp lay.  The funct ion of  rudinentary
bowers built by thc young birds and the printing of bowers by
adul ts  arc a lso d iscussed.

lntroduction

ln  Junc  196-5 .  r  long- tc rn)  s tudv  o f  thc
h-'haviour of thc Satin Bowcr-bird, based on tlrc
observu t ion  o f  markcd  ind iv idun ls  was in i t ia tcd
nt  Lcur l ,  N .S.W.  Bc twccn l5  June 1965 and
30 Junc  l96 lJ  a  to ta l  o f  6 (X)  ind iv idua ls  was
bandcd in nrv garden. In acldit ion to the numbercd
alunriniunr band cach bird was givcn a clif lcrcnt
colour-conrbination by thc use of cclluloid colour-
bands to allorv sub5cqugnl obscrvi!t ion without
h  an t l l i ng .

Thc plunragc of thc Satin Bower-bird is
strikinslv dintorphic in the adult and thc fully
maturc n)alc can bc rcadily idcnti l ied by its
alnrost uniformlv bllck colouration which is richly
glossed u'ith l i lac-bluc. The adult fcmalc has
dull grccn uppcr-pilrts. crcamy-yclkrw undcr-purts
anti brorvn rvings antl tail. Thc plunragc of the
imnuture birds of both scxcs is sirnilar to that
o f  thc  tdu l t  f cnra lc .

Method

Fronr carly August unti l thc cnd of Octobcr
1967 daily visits were paid to the bower of an
adult malc, No. 85+ cxccpt when thc wcrther
was vcry inclcnrent, and on two occasions when
nry husblncl and I wcrc away from homc.'l 

he bowcr was situatcd in a park half a milc
from my gardcn, in whch No. tl5 had been bandcd
on 13  Ju ly  1965 and to  wh ich  he  rvas  a  rcgu la r
vlsltor.

Twice  my husband and Ikcp t  an  a l l  day
watch at thc bowcr by alternating our visits of
two or thrce hours each, fronr which it was
estirblished that most activit ics occurrcd in thc
morning. We thcrcforc settled into the routine of
one of us lcaving homc about 7 a.m. or earlier
and staying at thc bowcr unti l about 10.30 a.m.
The othcr cithcr undcrtook observations in the
gardcn, or visitcd one of thc rudimcntary bowers
nclrby. ln addition on sonc days visits were
nilde at various tines throughout thc day.

* Color.rr '  conrbinati t)ns were applied in numcrical ordet
for recording purposes. No. l i5 was b:rnded 090
12195 .
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a Figure l-  l l lustrat ing t l t? cltangc.r in ori(ntat iot i  ol  t l rc hovcr.

Murc l r ,  1970

Conslruction and Orientation of the Rower
' lhc  

boucr  uas  s i tu r tcd  in  a  scc ludcd urea  o i
thc  purk .  shc l tc rc ( l  bv  Ovcrhang ing  na t ive  shrubs ,
prctf onrinatcly Tcir 

' l  rcc ( Q lttosltontuttt
sq,l)ariunt) rrith l highcr canop! of cucalypts and
cxot rc  h r  t  rccs .

John Gou ld 's  descr ip t ion  ( l84U)  o f  a  Sat in
Boucr-biri l 's ttorcr. l l ts this onc exactly. Gould
(\rol. 4 ) statcd thrt-"Thc basc consists of an
extcnsive i lnd ftrther convcx phtform of sticks
firrull intcrrvovcn. on thc ccntre of rvhich thc
boucr  i t se l f  i s  bu i l t :  th is .  l i kc  thc  p la t fo rm on
rvhich it is placcti. and uith rvhich it is intcr-
uovcn.  i s  fo rnrcc l  o f  s t i cks : rnd  tw igs ,  bu t  o f  a
nxrrc slcndcr ancl f lexiblc d:scription, the tips of
lhc t$igs bcing so arrang;d i ls to curvc inwards
lund ncarl; '  nrcet at thc top: in thc intcrior
of thc bo$cr thc nrlterials urc so placcd that thc

forks of thc twigs rrc alwilys prcscntcd outwards.
by which arnrngcnrcnt not t lrc slightcst obstructiorl
is offcrcd to thc passugc of thc birds".

1hc platiorm of thc bowcr rvhich we had
undcr observlt ion was lour Icct long (north-
south) ,  th rcc  fcc t  rv idc  (c  s t -wcs t ) ,  and two
inchcs thick lnd wls ovcrlaid with dried reed-
stcrrs and grass of a straw colour. The bowcr
was situated on the south-wcst area of thc plat-
form and whcn first inspcctcd was orientatcd
in a north-south dircction. Thc walls and floor of
thc bowcr rvcrc ninc inchcs long. The avcnuc
rvas four inchcs widc i lt the northcrn cntrancc
and five inchcs widc in thc ccntre. Thc cast
wall rvas four inchcs thick and thc westcrn wall
f ivc inches thick. Thc hcight of thc wtlls was
ten inches. 41 thc north sidc of thc wcstern wall,
four inchcs away lrom il. two saplings wcrc
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growing through thc platfornr, onc was ninc feet
high and the othcr four fect high.

l)ccorating thc platfornl. north and east of
thc bo\\ 'er \\c countcd 75 blue plastic items
(ball-point pcn bps. plasric pegs, bottle tops,
l toothbrush. lnd many parts of brokcn toys
d tc .  ) .  I5  b luc  cdgcd Cr in rson Rosc l la  fea thers ,
l0  d r icd  snr i l  shc l i s .  scvcra l  p icccs  o f  f twn
glrdcn 1$inc. und two bluc nlarbles. Four long
strrnds of bluc sool werc so placed as to lead
into tnd alorrg the avcnuc of the bowcr. Also
dccoritt ing thc platfornt rvere numcrous dried
Ilanksiu :;ttutu lcavcs arrd rnany crcanry-green
lund bluc lkncrs. pllc brorvn <tnion skins, ancl
othcr pcrishnblc items uhich rvcre replaccd cvcry
da;' durinr thc nllt ing scason. Small ornanrcnt.s
cslrcciall l  IJi l l .tdi.rd scrurrlcrr.r f lowcrs and other
bluc ()bjccts u'crc lying on the l leor of the bowcr.

' l  
hc oricntation of the bower did not it lways

r c | | r : r i n  | | , r r t h - s  u l h  t r e c  F i $ u r e  l r .  O n  4  O c t t , h r r
I ( )6 t ' r  t l re  h r r r r r . r  h l rd  bc , . . r r  rehu i l t  r rnd  lay  p l r r : r l le l
t() thc pcrching lo{, oricntated in i ln cast-wcst
dircction. Thc platform itsclf remaincd undis-
turbcd cxccpt for sonrc ornantents which had b.,en
redistributcd lbout the ncw cnrrance Io tnc
bo$cr. Next day, -5 October 1966, thc orientation
hld agil in b:'cn changcd, and the avenuc was
runn ing  NW.-SE.  Thc i  boucr  rcn ta incd  in  th is
pos i t ion  un t i l  I  7  Octobe r  1966.  Wc were  away
fronr l l l  kr 14 Octobcr. and the bower wa:s
sli l l  in thc sarrrc position rvhcn wc returned on
25 Octobcr. and rcnrained so unti l 30 October
| 966. We wcrc again rway unti l l  -5 November
1966. unci on our rcturn the bower was sti l l
oricnlatcd in a NW.-SE. direction, and remaincd
so un t i l  .1  Dcccmbrr  1966.  On 5  December  1966,
thc oricntation was changed to SW.-NE. and
rcrrraincd in this position during Janurrv.
Fcbru l ry .  and Ml rch .  196?,  dur ing-wh ich  t in ic
the_bowcr  $ i ts  ncg lcc tcd .  I t  was  repa i rcd  ear ly
in April, but not rcdccoratcd, and thi walls wcrc
thinly .constructcll. Whcn inspcctcd on l2 May
l9r r7 .  i r  r r r r r  h r rcL  to  i r .  , ' r iu in r r l  pos i t ion .  runn i r rg
n( ' r t l l - \ ( ru t l l .

On 26  Junc  1967.  a f te r  a  n ron th  o f  con t inuous
rain, it wus sti l l  orientatcd north-south. Twigs in
lhc ho\\ 'cr \r(rc \prouli ! green le:rvcr irf ler the
rarn .  \o  f luucr i  o r  f rc rh  l c rves  h ld  b r :cn  ldded,
hr t .  serc l l r l  1 t1*  p l l r . t i c  o rn i rm( ,n ls  wcrc  p rcsen l .
( ) ld  pcn- lo l ' \  i rn tJ  p r r r ro t  f c ; r r l rc r r  u , i cd  l j s t  yc r r r
wcre Dow buried undcr fresh strall. During'the
hrs t  weck  o f  Ju ly  1967,  thc  bower  was cn i i re lv
rcbuilt \\ i th frcsh sticks, und remained orientatcd
nortlr-south throughout thc 1967 breeding season.

c Mql( Sstin Botar-hird atltling a sti(.k b tlr(
u all ol thc ltovcr.

I ,h, r l0:  Ftdef ic  Stalef

Seasonal Activities al the llower
Dur ing .cur ly  Ju ly  sornc  d isp lay  took  p lacc ,

nr ( ) \ r l )  r r rh ( , rc r l .  r rnd  .u r i rdu l r l l y -  hu i t r  up  in  in -
t r 'n \ i t ) .  F rcsh  l loucrs  ucrc  l r l i l r . rd  un  the  hUwer
on.8  an t l  l0  Ju ly .  Dur ing  th is  per iod  adu l t  ma les
il l ' ld scnror lmnraturc nalcs displaycd and called
wrth many others watching, and our obscrvations
suggest that thc young birds were bcing educated
by the adults.

A .  J .  Marsha l l  (  lg54)  s ta ted  rha t  the  na lc
S i r t in  Bowcr ,h i rc l  . i s  phys io log ic r l l l  p rcp : r red  fo r
n la l tng  n tuch  er r l t c r  rn  lhc  sc l \on  lh l tn  i s  thc
fcrtrale, and that the male attains sexual maturity
wh i le  s t i l l  i n  i r r rmr rurc  p lunrage.  Thc  b . .h i rv iou i
w(' Lrhscrvel.i rcrif icd this. itnd it \aJs during
this timc of waiting for the femalc to be rcad!
to mate, thltt the instructional displry took place.
As lhe scason advanccd nruch of the aitivity

Murch, 1970
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\\i ls ccntrcd about thc nllt in bowcr of thc territory
wh ich  $as  v is i t cd  b )  n rany  in rmature  n t les .

At l irst thcse inrnraturc tni! les watchcd, and
sonrctiolcs approachcd, antl even cntcred the
borvcr $ithout urrduc excitcnrent. but by early
Scptcrnb:r thc adult nralc became very 

-jealou.s

lnd his tolcrancc of the intnraturc rnali near his
ho\\ 'cr turncd to uggrcssion. Vcry violent display
lhen l(x)k placc.

Activ. ' arborcll and borvcr displly conrrncnced
In c rly Au-!iu.st irnd intcnsil icd throughout Scp-
tL'Inb3r i lnd Octob.r. Muting occurrcd in thc
latter t lvo nrontlrs. 1'his has varicd sonrcwhlt in
th is  J i \ t r ; c t  in  thc  I 'us t .  p r t rb r rb l l  t luc  to  i r rL .gu l r r
f l r rucr ing  , r l  b r rnks iu ,  r rnd  cu i , r l yp t r .  rnd-  the
dJstruction of hcathland and forest by suntmcr
bush l i rcs  r rnd  u  in tc r  hun l in ! -b i rck .  u  h ich .  to -
gcther u ith pcrio,,j. u[ drtrught. rtTect food
sUpp l lcs .

During 1967 wc srrv No. 13-5 rnatc with l ivc
dilTercnt fcmalcs, all of which wcrc bandcd. A
grcilt numblr of unsucccssful matings with othcr
fcrnules rvas also witncsscd. The .santc femalc
\\ 'as net seen lo rcturn to the bower aftcr nnting
although wc did scc fcmalcs rcturn when nlrt ing
hud no t  ac tua l l v  occur rcd .  E .  T .  G i l l i a rd  (1963)
suggcstcd that most borvcr-building bowcr-birds
arc pollganrous. Howevcr. the usc of this ternt
inrplics that a pcr[]tnent bond exists b:twecn
rnalc and femalcs. rvhcrcls our observations sug-
gcst this bond docs not cxist irnd that, at least
in thc Satin tsorvcr-bird. thc tcrnr pronriscuous
wou ld  h :  n to rc  appropr ia te .

Mr t ing  u l$  u )  s  occur rcd  e i ther  ins ide  thc
iLvcnuc of thc boucr. or occasionally in closc
proxinrity to it on thc plittforln. Mrting rvas
ncvcr  sccn  to  lakc  p lace  t t  any  o ther  s i te .  

- Ih is .

t r ' r : .  t l tu r  ' . , ,  t t l t  l l l (  r r r i l l u r in$  \ r l  \ c  iL , r  in l | l t i l tu r (
n r i r l c  b i rds  l t  th is  t in rc .  I cads  to  vc ry  spcc ia l i zcd
bJ l l i i v iour  ( )n  thc  p i r r t  o i  thc  i tdu l t  rn l l c .  No.85
guurd tc i  h is  bo \ \ ' c r  con t inuous lv ,  and on lv  l c f t
i l  i n  sc l r rch  o l  food rvhen a l l  uas  qu ic t .  Dur ing
thc  n ] l l l i ng  \ ! i r \o l1  hc  cont inu l l l y  t t t c r rp tcd  to
cr l i cc  l cn l l r l cs  lo  h is  bo$c ' r  i r s  uc l l  l s  to  dcs t ro )
: r l l  , ' th r : r  h ( l$ .  r .  i r r  lh (  r ( r r i ro r )  th l l  ! vc r (
sull lcicntlr \\ 'cl l c()nstructcd f()r muting to take
p lacc .

Fcnrales approitchcri thc borver vcry quietly
i lnd unobtrusi\cl-!". and \!erc frightcned away by
thc  r l i r l c  n r i rn \  t in res  dur ing  cour tsh ip .  D isp lay  t t r
thc  fcnra lc .  a l though.  donc  in  an  cxc i ted  nranner .
\\ 'rs uuch c1triclcr thun the uggrcssivc displry to

Marclt. 19.70

otltcr nralcs. Tlrc malc circled thc avcnuc many
tit lrcs wjthout cntcring it. Thc fdrrale sometimes
arri lngld sticks in thc avenuc, or pickcd up the
ornilnr:lnts in her bil l , always crouching, and
son)etimcs even rcachcd thc stitge of quivering
her body arrci rvings. only to bc chased away.

On ntany occasions wc saw thc rrralc display
to n femrle who rcmaincd in tlrc avcnuc for at
lcast half an hour, only to bc intcrrupted at thc
crucial sttge cithcr by thc ntit lc apprrently chasing
hcr i lway, or by thc intrusion of other birds. Onc
or two inlDrture birds, eithcr malc or female,
wcre oftcn sccn in thc fringc of thc scrub ncarby
whilc thc nlalc wils displaying lo the fcntale in
thc bower.

Whcn rnating did occur, thc bcating of the
wings was so violcnt that the avenuc was partly
wrecked. The fcmalc sccrrrcd sxhausted after
nrating, somctimcs hardly ablc to lcave and was
only ablc lo rctreat a short distancc to rcst undcr
cover of thc undcrbush. If she rcmaincd too close
she was chascd away by thc nlalc, who then took
no furthcr notice of her and immcdiatcly com-
mcncccl to rcpair thc danagcd bower, and then
to prcen hinrsclf.

Mating and all display ctivit ies continucd
whethcr or not thc sun was shining on the bower,
and mating was witncsscd on hoth nristy and
line nrornings.

In ordcr to chcck that thc b.haviour at this
bower was not pcculiar, wc paid scveral visits
to i l bowcr bclonging to an unbandcd adult
malc at ncarby Wcntworth Falls. Although the
concentrrtion of birds was not so great we found
the  behav iour  s imi la r ,  w i th  ra ids  by  immature
malcs, and thc chasing lwily of fcmalcs readv 1o
matc. Scvcral of thc immuturc birds visit ing this
bower had been banded previously in our garden.

On 15 Novenrber  1967 we o t iccd  tha t  No.  85
was sick. Hc was flu{Icd up and did not leave
our gardcn. Wc inspectcd his borver rnd found
it conpletcl]-. drmolishcd. All thc sticks had been
rcmovcd and wc could nd l ind them. The plat-
form wls in disarray rnd many ornamcnts were
missing. On 26 r'\ovenrbcr he seemcd much better
lnd movcd arvay from thc gardcn for short
pcriods. On 2ll Novenrber he left the garden and
rve inspcctccl the bower in the afternoon linding
it completely rebuilt in a north-south orientation,
$ i l j l  h i r ) l  in  r t l cndrncr .  l t  i r  r r f  i r r te rLs l  t r r  no lc
thc fact that this bowcr was dcmolishcd whcn
thc bird rvas applrcntv t(x) sick 1() protcct it.
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t l  Fcrtrtt le Satin Boxcr-hird on nesr.

. Althou-sh nrost birds dispcrscd fronr the vicinity
o f  o ther  bo$crs  in  th is  d i i t r i c t  dur ing  Novcnrbcr
and rcntaincd .dispcrsed unti l July tie foltowing
ycar. sonlc atlult nralcs rcnraincd. Occlsionally
inrmilture nrales rcturncd for short visits during
the  sunr rncr .

lf an itdult rcnraincd rcsidcnt throughout thc
\u r ) rn r ( r  hc  J iJ  n r , l  ( i J \ t r r ) )  l r i \  b ( )ucr .  bu t  ncg-
lcc tc ( l  i r .  i rnd  i t  f c l l  rn ro  ( l i . r rp i r i r .  p l rs t i c  o rn i -
n rcn l \ .  \ \h ich  con l l r r i \ c  thu  - r r t . t t c r  pur t  o f  thc
b luc  dce( t r i r l i , r r ) \ .  d iJ  nu t  d . . t c r io r . l t c ,  hu(  wcrc
uashcd clcitn by rir in. and so thc bowers often
lookccl bricht uhen not in usc. We havc evidcncc
to suggcst thrt t$o adult nrales who ieft for
thc sumntcr disnlantlcd thcir borvcrs bcfore
icav  l  ng .

Rudirnentarv Rowers

-. Although lris borver u'as half a milc away,
Nr'. l i5 eonsirl..rcJ our girr{lcn to hc plrt of his
tc rn t i , r \ .  i rnd  dur ing  thc  In i t l i ng  sc i l son ,  \ \ou ld
not rl low othcr adult nrales into it. On the
r rc r r ion  r r I  such r i : i t s  i rc tu l | l  phys ic l j  co I l lb r l
took  p l i rLL ' .  o f tcn  in  f l ig l r t .  Thc  in t rud- . rs  wcrc
u lu r rys  dc feu tc t l .  i l nd  d id  no t  re tu rn  un t i l  th (
following vcur. cxccpt fnr hurricd raids.

Pholo:  N.  ChalTer

The intnrtture malcs, howcvcr, wcrc not driven
1w.11. : r r rd  l r ( 'n t  Autu \ t  lh rough to  Oct r lb . , r  thcy
bur l t .  n l i t in tJ in (  d .  l rn r l  d isp l r r l r .d  i r t  l r  sc r ics  o f
Dr)w"cr\ In \ itrrous \l: lgL.s ol pcrfcctitrn. Onc
p l  l lo rm.  i lnd  ( ,nq  nc j r r l y  co t r lp lc tc  howcr ,  wcre
bur l t  In  our  g l r rdcn  anr l  wc  r rc re  t rh le  to  obscrve
them closely. Four othcrs rverc in close proximity.

The bchaviour at thcsc rudimentary bowers
has led nre to bclievc that the male Satin
Bowcr-bird docs not altogethcr inherit his abil itv
to build a bower and display in the manne"r
thut hc cventually docs and that thesc skil ls are
pcrfectcd only aftcr ycars of pri lcticc.

Young birds, in thcir l irst and sccond years,
took . grclt inlcrc\t in lr l l  procccdings. und
gr thcred  in  sn : r r l l  g roups  in  r r  t r i c  ncar  u .su i t rb le
loc i r t ion  fo r  I  hower .  lhc i r  t i r s r  a [empt  r l
building. was-confined to mirking a platform. They
gathered a few sticks, much ihicicr than those
uscd by expericnced birds. and placed them in
r  e i rcu l r r r  a r r rngen)cn t  on  th (  g round.  Somc b i rds
wr tched wh i lc  o thcr \  l l t ) cd  \ \J th  lhc  s t i ck \ .  o f ren
takrng . tu rns  a t  thcsc  ac t iv i t ies ,  indu lg ing  in  a
Srcrt d3al of noisy tcrrestrial and arb;rcal dis-
p l i ry .  ( j r rdua l l )  rhc  p l r t fo rnr  p rcw unr i l  a r  thc
cnd o l  lhc  sc i tson  | t  \41 \  somc 2J  fcc l  in  d i tmcter
and 2 inchcs thick.
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Tlrerc wcrc alrvavs oldcr immaturc rnale birds
about. lnd somctinles onc would fly down and
placc r fcw sticks in an upright position, sticking
thcn) into thc platforn in an intcrlocking cradlc
fash ion . ' lh is  c rosscd in te r lock ing  ar rangement
of sticks is thc foundation of cvery avenue, and
it is extrcntcly strong and durable. Occasionally
i l lnrost a full boncr would bc constructed on
thc sitc. onl! to bc pullcd down an hour or so
latcr.

Mcanu'hilc. not far awny, practicc bowers wcrc
hr ing  bu i l t  b r  th r r  h i r t l : .  Ihcsc  rvc re  in  v  r ious
stagcs oi pcrfection, but none was ntade of such
fine sticks. or was as largc and well nlade as an
adult nrl lc's boucr. Thc construction of thcsc
bo\\'crs wirs ()ftcn vcrv quick. Onc was built ncar
our housc onc morning during our absence of 2l
hours .  I l  $as  la tc r  pu l l cd  to  p icccs  i tnd  rebu i l t
n lany  t ro lcs .

This borvcr bclongcd to three or four imnlature
birds uhich h;rd acquircti l ight colourcd bil ls
tyg : ica l  L r l  an  ac lu l t  n ra lc .  a l though thcy  wcrc  s t i l l
in grccn plunrau:. At this ngc thcy hud bccomc
quitc prolicicnt buildcrs. Six or nrorc birds rvcrc
aluavs in rttcndlncc anti thc borvcr rvas uscd fbr
sorne six \\ecks. L-ach birt i took turns at placing
sticls in positiorr antl this wus done rvith nruch
ccrcnlon\. oftcn thc stick bcing rcarrangcd
sJvcr r l  l imc \ .  Mant  youngcr  b i rds  t r i cd  thc i r
hand at this rhcn thc oldcr bircls wcre absent.
Somc $crc not rblc to build at f irst and would
pllcc sticks out of position. I watchcd one bird
pick up an eight inch stick and try to turn round
and upcnd it so ls to placc it in position. At
e ch attcnrpt thc cnd hit un obstruction and the
birtl could not turn rl i th it. Hc did nol discover
thrt by turning in the oppositc dircction or
l i f t ing  h is  heat l  u  l i t t l c  h i rhcr  he  cou ld  havc
placcd thc stick uithout intcrfercncc. After f ivc
trics hc droppcd thc stick and searched for
I notlrcr.

Wc havc  ncrc r  scen n la t ing  by  inn ta tu re  male
birds in grccn plumagc. even though the rudi-
nrcntary bo$cr ncrr our window wts under
alnrost constunt obscrvation when in use. Females
oftcn visitcd it and rcn)ained about it while the
imnraturc nrirles displaved to them for long
pcriods. Nol oncc did an immaturc nrale chasc
a fcntalc lu'al. Onc fcmalc, No. 337, w.ls ssen
ncrr this borvcr for sevcral days bcfore mating
u ith No. l l5 at lr is bowcr.

Painting

Thc avenue undcr obscrvation was always
painted with green liverwort \Lunularia sp.)
which No. {i5 dcposited in a wct lump near the
f r r  cnd  o f  the  avcnuc .  Dur ing  a  p r in t ing  scss ion
he returned several t imes to this material, chewing
it up and mixing it with saliva, and then applying
it to thc inside of thc avcnuc walls with a
nibbling action. A great deal of saliva was used,
and when thc morning sun shone on the bower.
thc moisturc could bc scen running down thc
s t lcks .

On two occasions during the mating season I
saw immrturc mirles (two diflcrcnt birds) enter
the avenue of No. 85's bowcr in his absence and
paint. Each time the intruder l irst rc-arranged
a fcw sticks and then commcnccd to paint. Only
saliva, without any foreign matcrial, was used.
On thc first occasion painting continucd for l0
minutes and on the sccond occasion about 7
minutcs .  Each t ime No.85 re tu rncd l i kc  a  bo l t
of l ightning, strcaking into thc avenuc aftcr the
trespasser, who dcpartcd in cxtraordinary haste.
On crch occusion, after making surc the intrudcr
had gonc, No. f l5 rcturncd to thc i lvenuc and
thoroughly paintcd over thc arca whcrc thc ethcr
bird had paintcd, using l iverwort with saliva.
'fhe repainting seernc<l to bc donc in a mood
of considcrablc agitation and angcr.

Raiding of llowers

During thc nrating scason No. 85 left his bowcr
only when all was quict about it, in order
to ny direct to our gardcn for food. Aftcr fceding
quickly hc would visit each rudimcntary platform
and bower in 1urn, stcaling every flowcr and
ornament, and stufl ing his bil l  as full as he
could with trcitsures. Hc often madc scveral
trips back to his bowcr. (Some young birds
arc not as sclcctivc in thc colours bluc, crcamy-
green, and onion-skin brown as thc older birds,
and No. 85 did not stcal anything that was oll
colour). While the owncrs stood by passively.
he would then savagcly wrcck thc bettcr con-
structed avcnues by digging his feet into the
platform and dragging thc avenue apart with his
bil l , and steal any sticks that were fine cnough
for his own use. Hc sometimes nli ldly attacked
them before leaving, but thcy did not attack
h im.  Sat is f i cd  th i r t  thcsc  boucr r  werc  in  ru ins ,
No.85  thcn  ca l l cd  loud ly  in  nearby  p laces  in
an elTort (often succcssful) to cnticc fcmales
back to his bowcr. When hc had departcd thc
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bluc colour and could casily be held in the bil l
for displa1,. Aftcr going back and forth to a
rudinrcntury bower for sevcral days, it was
evcntually wover into thc inncr wtll of No. 85's
bower with a stick through rhc ring. A parrol
fcathcr to \.vhich I attachcd a piccc of blue
tinscl. was tirst takcn by an inll l laturc bird and
p l i l ced  on  h is  bowcr .  No.85  s to lc  i t  and  i t  was
on his pluttbrm iur sevcral days. Latcr I saw it
()n irnolhcr atiult nralc's bowcr at Wcntworth
Fa l ls ,  two n t i l cs  away.

lliscussion

As nrating takcs place at the bower or in the
inrnridiltc vicinity, it is cvidcnt that bowsr
bu i ld ing ,  c lccora t in r ,  pa in t ing  and d isp luy  is  a
fornr of cxtrenrcly specializcd courtslrip bchaviour.
I t  i .  sur l l r i s ing  t l l r l  \o  Ic$  r ( l ro r ts  o f  n r r t ing  o f
t l t i .  .pLr ' i . s  h r rvc  h , . r 'n  puh l i shcd t ' )  d l l t c .  Norm n
Cha l lc r  (1959)  rccorded n ta t ing  a t  a  bower  as
witnessed [-ry Ell is McNanara, and also thrcc

':;-=:51
- . fr*tj.d. !:f;

.  l l l t l<'  Suti ,  IJ.t tL,r-hinl \r i t l t  (r 'nd,t. ,nts in l t i . r  hi l l ,  l isplal. int to t lk, lonel( ut t l t .  bt,r.cr.
Pholo: Fldcric Slalef

,o rn la tu rc  b i rds  in rn tcd ia tc ly  bcgan to  rebu i ld .

Manv countcr ntids occurrcd. The imnlaturc
b i rds  \ rou ld  g i rns-up  nnd swoop on  No.  85 's
boucr .  Ih is  u i rs  s l rcn  d isp ln l  rvus  most  f ran t ic .
No.  35 's  cvcs  bccrn)c  rcd  and bu lgcd  in  h is
h . r r r l .  Hc  uou ld  th r 'n  I \ i j k  up  l \ \o  oh j (c ls .  onu
l l l l r c  i l t l ( l  t '  (  c re : r | l r .  in  h i .  h i l l .  and  pnrncc  in
c i rc lcs .  c l : f cnd ing  in  u l l  d i rcc t ions .  Somct imes a
r iva l  adu l t  n ra le 'uou ld  jo in  in  thc  ra id ,  and I
hilvc sr'en intrudcrs s\\ 'ccp tlrrough the avcnuc.
Thcy ncler took possession of thc bowcr, for
N( ' .  l t5  i ' l \ \ : r \ \  i l , r , ' r l  h i .  c ro l lnd .  : r l though thcy
l t l ! ! i r \ ' \  \ n i l l ( h ( ( l  \ r , r ) l (  t l n t i l  ) c n t  l r o l n  l h c  p l J t -
forrl. 

' lhcv 
thcn usually retired to a nearby lree,

i tnd  in  thc i r  tu rn .  thc  immr ture  malcs  cn t iced
\ \n i t in r  fenr r l cs  l rwa l ' .  Ra id ing  adu l t  mt lcs  a t  th is
tlnrc $cre chasctl arvav by No. 8-5.

SPccil l trcitsurcs solltctinrcs changcd ironr this
bo\\cr to rudinrcntlrry bo*crs scvcral t incs a day.
A b luc  cc l lu lo id  l cg  band th ich  I  th rcw out  in
thc  g l l rdcn  *as  nruch pr izcd .  I t  r r rs  thc  f l vour i tc
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natings which he witnessed and photographed.
Two of the latter occurrcd on the same dav. and
it is mcntioncd lhat on the first occasion lhe
fcmalc seemcd nervous of the hide, and that
nating took place about 8 feet away, whilst the
sccond took no notice of the hide and matins
*rrs in rhc botrcr. The third copuhrion recordcd
h}  Chr r f fe r  {p .  l0 l )  w i rs  on i  year  la te r  and
was l0 fcct away frorn the bowcr. Possibly this
bird was also nervous of the hide. Four matinss
u i tncr rcd  by  us  rook  p lace  in  thc  bower ,  uh iE t
thc fifth was on the platform close to the avenue.
Wc do not usc a hide, but are able to sit quite
c losc  t ( )  thc  boucr  concca lcd  bv  th in  fo lhee.
Fror r  lh is  i t  wou ld  sccm lha t ' i f  rhe  fem; te
cannot bc induced into the bower. matins wil l
occur in closc pruximity ro i l. I have becn rinable
to find any rccord of mating elsewhere.

Although Challer (p. 300) recordcd two
natings on the same day, he does not suggest
that they wcrc different females. The varied
behaviour (on thc first occasion the female ap-
pcurcd  ncr rous  o f  the  h ide ,  bu t  l r te r  in  the
day took no notice of it) suggests that these
ntay have been two different birds. Marshall
( 195.1) statcs-"lt is dil icult to bclicvc that
the astonishing display elaborations of the male
Satin-bird give him no greater numbcr of mates,
and probably a lcss number of ofispring (onc,
er two, rarcly thrcc) than arc achievcd by thc
nrost drab fly-catcher or scrub-wren sharing his
tcrritory". That Marshall had in mind that the
bird was qither promiscuous or polygamous is
quitc evident by this statcmcnt and subsequent
tcxt. Howcvcr hc had no proof of this.

Whcn reviewing our records of the behaviour
of No. 85 at his-bower, it would seem that thc
bird is promiscuous rather than polygamous. In
uddition to the five matings witnessed during thc
scason under review at least ten courtships with
identif ied females occurred at the bower which
did not tcrminate with copulation. Although some
fcmales return to our garden each year, we havc
to datc only witncsscd thc mating of No. 85 with
one femalc (No. 337) in two consecutive years.
We be l ieve  tha t  No.85  w i l l  mate  w i th  every
mature femalc that he can entice to his bowcr.
Carcful records of futurc breeding seasons wil l
be kept to prove or disprove this.

On the basis of our observations it aPpears that
the adult male plays a considerable part in
cducating the young male in bower building and
disolav. Whether this is intentional or whether
the curiositv of the immature birds induces them

to continually watch thc performancc is not
known, but inrmature male birds certainly arc
tolerated and are displaycd to outsidc the mating
scason. Thc older immature males also display
to the younger immature nalcs, and during Junc
and July partics of immature males accompanied
by adult males are oftcn secn.

Immaturc birds are sometimcs displayed to at
principal bowers vcry early in thc scason, and
are frequently sccn near these bowers during
courtship. Chaflcr (1969, p. 299) mcntioned
that on two occasions a second green bird ac-
companied a female to thc male's bower, and
again during anothcr visit three green birds were
ncarby in bushes. Hc further stated "Thc second
green bird could havc bccn a young male, and
the intentncss with which it watchcd the display
gave one the imprcssion that it was receiving a
lcsson."

The behaviour at rudimcntary bowers has
produccd much evidence that thc young bird
must learn to build a bowcr, and does not
altogcthcr inhcrit the abil ity to do so. However
the fact th:rt cvcry adult nale builds his bower
exactly to the samc pattcrn, the only difference
bcing pcrhaps in size, nrust indicilte that the
bird has an inborn urge to act in this manner.
ln order to provc thc cxtent of this inborn urge
it would bc helpful to rcar a chick apart fronl
its spccics. Marshrll, I havc bcen told, hopcd
to do this.

Thc painting of bowcrs of Satin Bowcr-birds
was f i rs t  no t iccd  by  E.  Nub l ing  (1921) ,  and
a l though hc  mcnt ions  tha t  the  male  (p .  l3 )
"night bc sccn nibbling at some brownish
substancc attached to his bilt", his observation
of the bird painting thc bowcr sccns not to have
been publishcd at thc time. However, A. H.
Chisholm (1924) states that this proccdure "had

bcen brought to noticc by Mr E. Nubling".
Chisholm furthcr states "The dyc drying flat,
resembled soot or the afternatlr of f ircs." Later
Nub l ing  (1939)  and P.  A .  G i lbc r t  (1939a)
obscrved thc use of the fruit of thc Paroo Lily
( Dianella caeru[ea), Blue-berry Ash (Eloaocarpus
claneus), Native Plum (Sidero.rykn australe),
and several specics of Geebungs (l 'ersottnia spp.).
Marshall (1954) reportcd that in the London
Zoo onc bird nibbled thc soft wood from a
s ieve .  and G.  R.  Gannon (1930)  rcpor ted  char -
coal as having been used many times. Chafier
(1931) rcportcd that frbrous bark and blue-gum
bark were frequcntly used as'brushcs'for painting
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thc bowcr. Bluc bags (bleach) have also been
uscc l  occas iona l l y  (  Marsh ! l l .  1932) .'I 'he 

function of thc painting habit in bower-
birds has causcd some spcculation. Nubling
( l9l9) susgestcd that it nright bc purely aesthetic,
and Marshrll ( 19521) suggested that it might bc
ir substitution irctivity for courtship feeding. As
another possiblc cxplanation, our observations
lcad us to suggcst that the matcrials used for
painting. whcn nrasticated with the bird's saliva,
nrav providc idcnti l lcation of the owner, visually
or olfactori lv. Howcvcr. as the nostri ls of thc
Satin Bou'cr-bird arc situated at the top of the
bil l and arc covcrcd with feathers, it would be
considercd unlikclv that the bird's sense of smell
is onc of intportancc. Whether therc is sufficicnt
variation of thc rnatcrials uscd for painting to
supply visual identif ication, or if thc saliva has
iln individuitl charitctcr, nceds further rescarch.

Ncvcrthclcss. with our continued watching of
thc bird painting his bower, we are convinccd
that painting is a nrost important function in thc
courtship cycle. and that identif ication of owner-
ship plavs a largc part in this procedure. The
clandcstine painting of the bower by two inr-
maturc birds which I witnessed, when only
saliva l l,as uscd, and the thorough overpaint with
livcru'o11 by No. {l-5 nray hc significant. We havc
ncvcr scen lln inlnrtture malc paint a communal
rudinlcntarv bowcr. ln addition, the ritual of
Ne. l i5's prcparrtion of the bower in thc early
morning, \\ 'hich always includcd bringing a fresh
supply of l ivcr$'ort. and again painting the bower
with l ivcrwort lnd saliva when it was rcpaired
aftcr usc clurirc thc day. imprcsscs us as being
of grcilt inrportancc. It was not unti l this was
cornpletcd that No. 85 flcw to his look-out and
ca l l ing  pcrch  (h igh  up  in  a  t ree) ,  and loud ly
callcd his milt ing call for females. The excessivc
flow of saliva during painting could also indicate
a  scnsut l  re tc t ion .

Conclusion
This study was ttcmpted as an rmateur project

irnJ I hird no prcc,.rnceived idcl. i concerning it.
As it progressed I cornmenced to delve into
available l iteraturc, and found that some ideas
forrnulatcd in nry mind as a rcsult of our
obscrvattions had bccn vaguely hinted at by others,
but had not bcen elaboratcd on because of lack
of proof.

Thc valuc of systematic colour-banding as an
ornithological tcchnique can bc rcadily seen from
thcsc observations. Without this tcchnique the
irrgc number of birds involved would not have

:een apparent, and thc relationship within the
;roup could not have been documcnted. Neither
could we have successfully put thc immature
male birds into thcir "known" age groups with-
out positive idcntif ication of retrapped birds.
Somc early obscrvations, such as those rccorded
by Nub l ing  (1939)  and Gi lber t  (1928 and
I939b) may have been misintcrpreted, as they
wcrc  n r rde  w i th  unmarked b i rds .
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