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The song of the Superb Lytebird Menura novaehollandiae was recorded at f ive
sltes in the Austral ian Capital Terr i tory (A.C.T.).  l t  was found that a number of features
were common to al l  the songs, namely ihe species own cal ls and the mimicked cal ls
of the Grey Shrike-thrush, Pled and Grey Currawongs, Red Watt lebird, Crimson Rosella
and Yellow-tai led Black-Cockaioo. These features accounted fot 70-90o/" of each bird's
total output and suggest ihat the repertoires ol lyrebirds in the A.C.T. are largely similar.
The greatest distance between two lyrebirds sharing these similar repertoires was 70km,
which is considerably further than had previous'y been thought.

INTRODUCTION

The Sr-rperb Lyrebird is a common breeding
resident in the Brindabella and Namadgi Ranges
of the western and southern Australian Capital
Territoly (Frith 1984). It occupies a wide range
of habitats from wet rainforest gull ies to dry
sclerophyll r idges. For the greatcr part of the
year the bird is rather inconspicuous, but between
May and September, its song is frequently heard.
The species is thought to be sedentary (Blakers
et al. 1984).

While the lyrebird's song has been the subject
of nuch literary acclamation and casual specu-
la t ion ,  l i t t le  has  been wr i t ten  on  i t  in  thc  A .C.T . ,
Frith (1984) described the lyrebild's own terri-
torial and alarm calls, and mentioned that the
Grey Shrike-thrush Co uricin<la harmonica is
often mimicked. Robinson (1975) noted that the
lyrebirds output of song at Tidbinbil la peaked in
June and July when most otlter species in the
area werc silcnt. Robinson an.l Frith (1981) con-
ducted an intensivc study of the lyrebird's breed-
ing biology at Tidbinbil la ancl described the role
of song in the breeding process, but made no
attempt to analyse the song itself.

Bell (1976) con]pared the song of lyrebirds at
various locations thr-oughout south-eastern New
South Wales and described differences in dialect,
and n'rentioned the territorial call and models
inc luded in  the  song o f  l y reb i rds  a t  the  T idb in -
bil la Natrire Reserve, A.C.T. Hc found that at
Mt Ma;ulan, lJ0 l irn north-east of Canberra,
the local dialect relies heavily on the lyrebird's
own territorial call and the calls of the Red
Wattlcbird Anthochaera carunculata, Crimson
Rosella P/aryccrcus elegans and the White-
throated Treecreeper Climacteris leucophaeo. At
Caoura in the Morton National Park, 75 km
east of Marulan, the lyrebird's territorial call,
and thc calls of the Picd Currawong.S/repera
graculina, Climson Rosella, Eastcrn V/hipbird
I'so phodcs olivocc us, Pilotbtd Pyc no ptilus I loc-
.osus, Eastern Spineblll A cant hor hyn. hus tenui-
rostris, Satin Bowerbird P!ilonorhynclLus
riolaceus and Noisv Frialbird Philemon corni-
culatus ate comn-lon. In the Royal National Park,
just south of Sydney the lyrebirds own calls, as
well as those of the Satin Bowerbird, the Grey
Shrike-thrush and the Pied Clurrawong pre-
dominate (Bell 1976).

This study was unclertaken to supplement the
scanty amount of jnformation on the song of
lhe lyrebird in the A.C.T., and to djscover what
variations, if any, existecl within the area.
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TABLE I

Descript ion of Sitcs

METIIODS

In July and August 1984, the song of the
Supeib Lyrebird was recorded at f ive locations
in and around the A.C.T. For Iocation and
clescription of sites, sec Figure l and Table 1
respectively. A continuous, sustained segntent of
the song of each of two individual lyrebirds was
recorded at each site. To ensure that the same
individual was not recorcled twice, the second
song was recorded a short distance from the site
of the first recording, in most cases 200-500 m,
only a few minutes after the first recording was
made.

A Phil ips AR-789 cassette recorder with built-
in stereo condenser microphones was used. Bell
(1976) demonstrated that a seven minute sample
ol song is largely representative of an individual
lyrebird's repertoire, particularly with regard to
the overall frequency of the major models. The
presence or absence of less important models in
these shorter samples may be largely a matter of
chance. The length of song recorded at each site
during the current study (9-18 min) nore than
fulfi l ls the criterion for the representative nature
of the flequency of major models in the sample.

The song of each bird was analysed into its
component calls - the lyrebild's own calls and
the mimicked calls of other species - on the

Site Vegetation Durat-  Total

song cal ls
(mins)

UnJe rg ru$  t h  B i rd No. of Remarks
aypcs
of cal ls
used

Mountain
Cfcck Road

Lces Crcck

Tidbinbi l la
Nat. Rcs.
Corin Road

Namadgi
l.\at. Res.

Dry sclcrophyl l

Wcl sclcroph)11
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Wel sclerophyl l

Sparse MT I
MT2

LEE I
LEE 2
T I D  I
T ID  2
COR ]
COR 2

Sparsc NAM 1
NAM 2

19:12 201
1 1 : 2 9  1 3 1

l3 :03
I l :07
9 :23

i0 :43
9 : 1 7

lO:z1l

l'7.36
I7:45

t2
l 1

Lyrebirds

diJficLrlt to
approach.
Displaying

50m apart
easi l)  approached.
200 m apart,
casily approachcd,

Area burnt
out in 1981,
Rarc, shy.

Dense

Very dense

N{odcrale

l 0
1 1

t29
1 1 9
129
E4

121
t12

96
125

l 2
l 3
l l
l 3
1 6
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Figrrc 2. Compnsition ol the song ol the Supcrb Lyrebird in the A.C.T., showing percenralc
ol totat output oJ each component. Component codes are as lollows..

49

58

{5

49

35

39

ztr
2S

l5

l8

5

5S

45

4A

35

30

28

15

10

5

58

4t

4Q

35

30

2'

zs
15

t0

5

50

45

{0

35

3S

?1

29

l i

10

5

SL Superb Lyrebird
GST Grey Shrike-thrush
PC Picd Currawong
RW Red Watt lebird
CR Crimson Rosclla
YTB Yelbw{ai ledBlack-Cockaroo
SB Satin Ilowerbird
GC Grey Currawong
B Begging
WEH Whitc,eared Honeyeatcr
LK LaLrghi lgKookaburra

C 'Clickins'

AM Australian Magpie
GI] Grey Butcherbird
AG Austral ian Goshawk
BT Brown Thornbill
BFC Black-facedCuckooShrike
YR Ycllow Robir
AKP Austral ianKing-Parot
PB Pilotbird
YFH Yeilow-facedHoneyeatcr
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basis of thc nunbcr of t ines cach type of call
was hcard. The pcrcentage that each type oI call
I cp lescn ted  in  the  rcpe l to i re  was then ca lcu la ted .

RESULTS

Thc nost frequent conlponent of almost all
thc lyrebircls' songs was their own tei-ritorial and
contact calls. Thcse calls, of which four distinct
varicties were noted, comprise about 30qo of the
total number of calls i lr each bird's entire output
(Figure 2). The most commonly heard and most
voiuminous call is a loud descending whistle
rvhich is cften repeated rapidly a number of
tlnles - 'pew, pew, pew, pew'. This call varied
in specd in dilTercnt areas, for example, it was
ilci ive[ec] coltsiderably more rapidly at the Corin
Road sites than at Titlbinbii la. More often than
not, this call was preceded by a high pitched
whis t le ,  no t  un l i ke  the  ca l l  o f  the  Rufous
Whistler Pnclry< c phala rufiventris. This call was
irlways followcd by the 'pcw, pew, pew' call,
aithough the latter r,vas sometimes heard alone.

Two birds (LEE I and NAM l) were display-
ing whilc their songs were being recorded. Two
difierent calls characterised their songs: the first
is a low-pitched lapid gravelly call, reminiscent
of the sound of hand-beaters - 'gulla, gulla,
gulla'. This call rvas interspersed with an
explosive 'plick'. While these two calls were
rusually heard togerher, they were also hcard
independcntly. Owing to small samplc size, no
altenlpt was made 1o conparc the models used
by displaying birds with those used by birds
lhnt wcro Dot displaying.

ln addition to their own calls, the lyrebirds
under  s tudy  mimicked the  ca l l s  o f  a  to ta l  o f
cigh'rcer species of biId. In addition, sounds
rcsembli|rg lhe beating of wings and the begging
calls of young birds were recorded.

Sc . , rnc l  to  the i l  oun ca l l '  i n  p romincncc  were
the calls of the Grey Shrike-thrush which usually
fepresentcd about twenty percent of total output,
although in the case of MT I ancl MT 2, the
level was nearer thirty per cent. Most common
was the 'dit, dit, dit-a-wit ', but this was oftcn
followecl by the corresponcling call of the female.
ln somc cases, the peevish whistle that precedes
the  more  s t r ident  ma in  song was a lso  de tec ted .
Thc fanril iar single bell-l ike call of this species
r . t \  I cco f ( l cJ  un  i l  numher  o f  occas ions .

The Rcd Wattlebir d was also an important
nr r , . l c l .  t ip i r 'u l l y  i rccou t i I s  to r  about  ten  pcreent
t ' l  t h e  l y r c h i I i s '  t o r u l  o u l p u t .  A  r a I i c r 1  o f  h a r s h
cacli l ing and grating calls were noted, as well
l h e  t c f f i t o r i a l  a n l i p h c , n u l  s o n g  o f  c h u c k .  c h u c k ,
c l ru (k '  r i rL I  'pew.  pcw.  per , ' ' .  Sumer in tes .  I  s ing le
lyrcbird r,vas heard nrimicking both parts of t i i is
(lLlet simultaneously.

Thc calls of t lre Piccl Currawong also nrade up
ilbout ten pcrcent of 1he song recorded in this
region. Most frequently hearcl was the diagnostic' cu t tuwong,  Cur fa \ !L ,ng ' .  r l l l tOUgh l l te  Cont i l c l
( r l l  u l  ' pee-oo-  uu '  i ' l su  recorJed.

-i-hc 
haish, screechirg alalm call of the Crim-

son Rose l ia  i s  an  impor lan t  component  o f  the
lyrcbird's repcrtoire, alt irough both bircls in the
Nanat lg i  Nat iona l  Park  im i ta ted  the  h igh-p i tched
lising whistle rvhich is thc typical alarn call
o l  the  C l r imson Rosc l la  in  the  sout l te rn  A .C.T .
On one occas ion ,  a  b i rd  (LEE l )  a lso  used the
bc l l - l i i re  contac t  ca l l  o f  the  lose l la .

The d iagnos t ic  c ry  o f  thc  Ye l low- ta i led  B lack-
Cockatoo Calytorltyntltus lunereus and the'k l ing ,  k l ing '  o f  thc  Grcy  Cur rawong S/ repcra
versicolor each accoLlntecl for aborrt f ivc per cent
o f  the  ly rcb i rds ' to ta l  ou tpu t .

As  Be l l  (1976)  obscrvcc l .  l y rcb i rds  usua l ly  on ly
imit3tc the roll i lrg prelude of the song of the
Lirugh ing Kookaburra Dacelo novqeguineoe, bul
the birds at Lees Crcck and Namaclgi also gavc
molc  con l l ) l c tc  rend i tons  o f  th is  ca l l .  S imi la r ly ,
i l r c  rap id  p rc iu ( lc  10  the  song o f  the  Grey
ilu lclrcrbircl Cractitus totquetus 'too-ee,

too-cc ,  too-ee ' -  was  mimicked more  o f ten  than
iis rnclorl ious fluting ca1l. The two lyrcbirds in
lhc  Namac lg i  a rca  im i ta ted  bo th  the 'peeoo 'a la rm
cil l l  and thc typical caroll ing of the Australian
l"4agpre G y m nor hi n a t i bic en.

On one occasion, a sound rescmbling the beat-
ing of ,, i, ings was heard. lt was detected inter-
H i t ten t ly  ove l  a  span o f  about  a  minu te  a t  the
end of a proloilge(l pcriod of suslained song (COR
2). Bell (1976) ncteC that this sound is included
in the repertoircs of lyrebilds at Royal National
Paik ancl Mt Marulan. In this case, however,
this soutrd may rot have been mimicry. The calls
of a nun]ber of other species were detected. The
rciative frequency of each call for these species
ancl thosc describecl above are sholvn in Table 2.
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- With the cxceptions of Pied Currawongs near
NAM I, Brown Thornbil ls Ac.anrhiz.t pii l ta at
Lee '  Creek^anL l  a  pa i r  o f  Kookabur ras  a t  NAI \ l
r .  none L , t  thc  o ther  m( ,Je ls  was hearJ  o r
, ' h s e n c t l  u i t h i n  e u r s h o t  o f  u n y  o f  r h e  l y r e b i r d s
unr le r  : lu ( l y .  a l though most  a re  knonn to  be
common brecding residents or alt itudinal
mlglants ln the ranges.

*  A .  r r r rmhcr  t , f  u r i le r i  t c .g .  Rob inson l \ )7o ,
F r i t h  l ' 1 8 4 ) .  l l , r e  u l r e a L l y  c o m m e n t e d  o n  t h c
signii icance of the fact that the lyrebird's models
are .genera l l y  s i len t  dur ing  thc  per iod  o f  the
l  .  r c b i n l ' . ,  g r e r t c s r  r o c a l  a c t i r i t y .

DISCUSSION

There was a degree of similarity jn the com-
position of the songs of all the lyrebirds which
werc stu(l ied. A number of features were
\ o n r m u r )  t , '  a l l  s o n g r  -  n a m c l y  t h e  s p e c i e , ' o w n
(  i r l l ,  u n , l  r l r e  m i m i c k e t l  c r l l  o t  r h e  G i e y  S h r i k e -
th lu .h .  P icd  an( l  Cre)  (  u r r i rnong, .  Rcr l  Wr t t le -
h r r r l .  (  rn l \on  Rose l la  rnc l  yc l low- ta i led  B lack_
(bckatoo. These features account for i0-909o of
each b i rds  to ta l  ou tpu t .

As Beli (1976) shou'ed, the Mt Marulan dialect
relics heavily on the calls of the Red Wattlebird,
Crimson Rosclla and White-throated Trcecreepei-
\\,hich account togeiher for 647o of output. How_
ever, the Grcy Shrike-Thrush, yellow-tailecl
B lack-Cucka(oo and Grcy  Cur rawong arc  ra re ly
nr in r ickc , l  i l  a r  a l l .  In  rhe  Caoura  d ia lec t ,  te r r i
torial calls and thosc of the Crimson Rosella,
Pied Currawong, Satin Bowerbircl and Easter;
Spinebil l account for 489o of the song. In the
Royal Natiolal Park, mimicry of the bowerbird,
terntorial calls (including ,clicking'), 

the Grey
Shr ike- th rush ,  the  P iec l  Cur rawong ind  the  p i lo t " -
bird make up 539o of the song. In all these areas,
many calls which ar.e frequentlv imitated in the
A.C.T. are not heard.

The sites at Mountain Cr.eek Road and
Namadgi National Park are approximately 70 km
apart, yet the songs rccorded there exhibit a
number  o f  s im i la r i t ies .  Th is  cas ts  some doubt
on  Fr i th 's  (1984)  s ta tement  tha t ,b i rds  in  d is t r i c ts
only a few milcs apart have quite dif lerent"c l ia lec ts " ' -

Be l l  (1976)  pos tu la ted  tha t  the  amount  o f
mimicry in a repertoire is less in arcas with
th rnner  vegc ta t ion .  Th is  v iew is  no t  suppor ted
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by the data presented here. Bjrds at Tidbinbil la
(dcnse rainforest where visibil i ty at ground level
i s  i -2  m) ,  used l0 - t3  d i f fe r .en t  mode ls  and mimi -
cry accounted for 68-'7l9o of output. At
Molmra i r r  Creek  Road rd ry  sc le rophy l l  w i rh
\ r \ r h r l l y  a t  g r o u n d  l e r e l  o f  2 0 - 4 0  m ) ,  l j _ 1 2
n'rodels were used ancl mimicry was 69-719o ot
the birds' song.

Obviously, a great deal mole data must be
gathered to answei the following questions. What
factors contributc to thc gener.al i inl i l{rrit ies that
exist in the calls of the Jyr.cbirds in the A.C.T.
ancl account fol the clif ierences in dialects at Mt
Marulan and Caoura? To v,,hat extent does the
relative abundance ol suitable models allect
repertoire? To what extent do lyrebirds learn
the i r  song l ' rom o ther  l y rcb i rds  in  the  loca t i t y?
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