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1 
At the museum 

I’M A VERY AMATEUR NATURALIST. I trained as an art historian, not a scientist, and what I’ve learned about birds is from observation—often of the most ordinary suburban kind, or on holidays in the country—or from reading, or watching nature programs on TV. I bought my first pair of binoculars not long ago. As my interest has grown, my eyes have become keener. On travels in Europe, America, Australia and Africa, I have watched birds with increasing fascination and admiration. Or noted with alarm their depleted numbers. There are no sparrows left in central London, for example, because the bugs the sparrows feed their babies have gone, so the sparrows had to leave too. Pigeons can endure modern metropolitan life and you will find them trundling beside you on the street, our slightly bedraggled fellow citizens. Pigeons enraged Italian writer Italo Calvino, who declared them ‘a degenerate progeny, filthy and infected, neither domestic nor wild’ and bewailed that the sky of Rome had fallen under their dominion.1 But we should not be too disdainful of this species. Their skills as messengers contributed to the French victory against the Germans at the 1914 Battle of the Marne, and during the Second World War the British Army’s Air Ministry included a pigeon section. Some of its flock were awarded medals for bravery.

We tend to take birds for granted, in the landscape or in our neighbourhoods. Yet when they’re gone, it’s as though there’s a hole in the sky, in the air, an absence of beauty and grace, and vivid chatter or haunting cries are replaced with eerie silence. The presence of birds communicates the health of a place. They are our contact with wild nature.

The lives of birds have little to do with us directly. They recognise us as predators. Apart from that, they don’t need to see us. They don’t need us; we don’t have anything to teach them—though we can be helpful. I live with birds quite literally: a family of Indian mynas has nested in the air vent in the wall of my study. An excellent position on the second floor, it offers unobstructed views of the surrounding terrain, sea breezes as well as shelter. Location, location, location could be the birds’ motto.

Common mynas, introduced to Australia from southern India in the 1860s, are generally disliked due to their aggressive behaviour. The yellow patch of bare skin surrounding their glaring eyes resembles a bandit’s mask. I once saw a group of them dive-bomb Prospero, my cat, on the front stairs of my apartment block. I’m not sure whether it was retribution for crimes committed or whether they were merely warning him, but he did not use the front stairs again for some time. Often when I’m in the yard, hanging out the washing or getting in the car, the mynas gather on the roof to shriek at me. I yell back, ‘I’m your landlady! How dare you! I’ll throw you out!’ In fact, we have been happily cohabiting for several years. Proximity has softened my attitude. Their bad temper is only for outside, for real and perceived threats. At home, in their nest, their tones are dulcet as they quietly confer at morning and evening. Like the mynas, many bird species have adopted our structures as their own. Mynas mate for life and my neighbours seem a contented couple. They must hear me, clattering away on the keyboard, answering the phone, reading sentences aloud, cursing when the words don’t flow, but I present no danger. We listen to one another’s languages without understanding but also without demur.

Where did swallows live before there were buildings? The easiest way to locate one of their elegant mud homes is to examine the eaves of your house or any other vertical construction, and there you might find, fixed to the wall and protected by an overhanging beam, a neat triangular cupped shape. You might also spot some bright eyes peering back at you or the shaft of a blue-black feathered tail. Swallows rebuild their nests, the same couple often returning to refurbish and breed after their annual migration. The site of the nest can appear perilously exposed. There’s a swallow’s nest attached to a wall near a cafeteria at Melbourne’s Monash University, where I work. By day it’s a noisy, subterranean, fluorescent-lit corridor, one of the university’s pedestrian arteries. The nest, about two metres from the ground, looks vulnerable; the broom of a zealous cleaner or a missile tossed by a prankster could damage or dislodge it. I approach the nest with trepidation and each time feel relieved to see it intact. It’s easy to feel protective towards nests: they are such flamboyant little miracles of design.

I can’t spot the swallows’ nests in Elsternwick Park, close to where I live, because they’re too well hidden. But I know approximately where they are because the swallows begin to circle me with dizzying speed, a tactic meant to deflect intruders. Swallows are inoffensive birds, but to have dozens of them wheeling around your feet and face can be an unnerving experience.

Elwood, lush, low lying and close to the sea, was once a swamp and, like most of the suburb, Elsternwick Park is reclaimed land. It’s a great green swathe ringed by river red gums and it has a children’s playground, sports ovals and a manmade lake occupied by ducks and a family of black swans. (The lake was dug to manage the floods that periodically deluge Elwood. In the nineteenth century, before the bridges were built, folk often drowned at night trying to get from Elwood to St Kilda. They’d set off for the lights of Barkly Street and that was the last anyone ever saw of them.) Though the park seems dominated by team sports and people with dogs, the swans provide the true centre. They are worshipped like gods by the locals, who gaze in awe as the family glides in magnificent tandem from their reed-enclosed nest on the lake’s island. Two winters ago when the female was savaged by a dog who’d scaled the fence which surrounds the lake, the communal outcry was hurt and real. The dog and his hapless owner were threatened with banishment and retribution. In fact, the swan intitially survived her wounds. It was the shock, the awful indelible memory of what had happened to her that left her lingering for weeks and finally killed her. Swans mate for life and the male has remained with their brood, the haughty widower of the lake.

By contrast, when the turtle doves took up residence, I had to chase them away. With their spotted collars, dusky grey-pink feathers and melodious cooing the doves are prettier than their cousins the pigeons. A pair landed on my balcony and decided to set up house on the aluminium casing of the air-conditioning pipe. The casing is narrow and slippery but the doves were determined to build. It is a good position, high and sunny. For several days, the doves brought a selection of grass stems which they deposited on the casing and which immediately slid off. It’s best to be careful around birds, to move silently so as not to alarm them. But, after observing this pair’s fruitless efforts and tired of picking up stems, I loudly remonstrated with the doves, who flew off with shocked faces.

I don’t mean to sentimentalise birds. Most are not gentle, placid creatures but fighters and predators, the determined defenders of their territory. Isaac Watts, the eighteenth-century preacher who coined the cloying adage ‘Birds in their little nests agree’, clearly had not spent much time observing them. Some species of cuckoo have a nasty habit of dumping their egg in the nest of a smaller bird. When the cuckoo chick hatches, monstrous, blind and featherless, it pushes the other eggs out of the nest, then tyrannises its adopted parents for food. Kookaburra kids often kill their brothers and sisters. Hierarchies, for some birds, are cruelly and perfunctorily administered and the punishment meted out to the young, the old or the injured can be brutal. Hens and ducks are bullies who deal with their inferiors by pecking the backs of their necks raw. A friend and I were picnicking at St Kilda’s Blessington Gardens when he pointed out a gathering of white ducks with golden beaks and pristine plumage who were swaggering across the lawn, proud but comical. I noted the straggler in the flock, an isolated creature who seemed too inhibited to join the others. Its neck, tender, pink and pimpled, was denuded of feathers due to the jabs of its fellows. Its fate was sealed, I explained, and it was unlikely that the duck would ever enjoy the same companionship, food or mating rights as the others. My friend told me I’d ruined our picnic. 

At Elwood Beach, I watched a silver gull turn to its neighbour dozing on the sand and, without provocation, stab its beak into the other bird’s breast with all the force it could muster. Near my home, a slender canal runs through a verdant water meadow, rich with eucalypts and flowering native plants. In that little paradise, wattlebirds and mynas, magpies and mudlarks fight it out all day, sometimes it seems for the sheer pleasure of shrieking and swooping, like fighter planes, to assert who is faster, meaner, louder. Watching mynas dip and dart around my car simply for the fun of competing with its speed, I wonder if they consider cars a species of alien, ground-hugging bird. On windy days, riding the currents and tossed around the skies, birds are thrill seekers displaying the reckless confidence of the truly adept.

Magpies appear devoted parents, patiently feeding their young who, after fledging, are as large as they. The young trail the adults, wailing to be fed as they did in the nest, and the parents comply. But when the bird matures, the parents drive their child from the nesting territory with all the power their knife-sharp beaks and wicked speed allows. The magpies’ glorious dawn carolling translates as little more than, ‘Get the hell out of here. This place is mine.’ In winter, the oval opposite my apartment hosts local football matches. The magpies, who believe the oval is theirs, stand on a tall light pole and watch with bemusement the running, yelling humans who occupy their land. After making a few half-hearted attempts to frighten them off, the magpies, outnumbered, retreat to the light pole to wait.

Birds are pragmatists. One evening in a neighbour’s garden, I spotted a big sleek tabby cat, its tail twitching with anticipation, as it surveyed an unfledged magpie chick hopping about and uselessly flapping its wings. The chick had fallen from its nest somewhere nearby. Shooing away the cat, I was trying to catch the bird when, out of the blue, one of its parents descended, zooming towards the cat and me. I hoped the parent would stave off the cat so I could grab the chick. But the parent, assessing the situation after a few more swoops, disappeared into the sky. The cat, the chick and I watched its exit with decidedly different emotions. Perhaps the parent made the right decision. I managed to keep the cat at bay and capture the bird in my shopping bag. As soon as I slipped the bag over its head, it ceased struggling and squawking and lay perfectly still. Playing dead? At the vet’s the next morning I was assured the bird was fine and that a wildlife officer would care for it until it was ready to be released in the wild. The young magpie had spent the night on my balcony inside a slotted laundry basket with a book for a roof. At least it had avoided a future where it would be thrashed and abandoned by its parents when they considered it old enough to fend for itself. 

Cities may be inhospitable to birds but they can offer a few advantages. A different diet can change behaviour. The crows seen strutting purposefully about the streets, eating whatever they can find, are more polite than their country cousins who will pluck out the eyes of a dying lamb before feasting on its flesh. The wider array of food available in the city makes such predatory behaviour unnecessary. Some birds use our roads as maps. When the gulls that congregate in Melbourne’s centre decide to head for Port Phillip Bay, they use the boulevard of St Kilda Road to navigate their route to the sea, dropping a right turn near South Melbourne. They might be heading for the banquet provided by St Kilda, a raucous, bustling, beachside tourist strip of cafes and fast food joints. (What’s more raucous than a gull clamouring for food?) Or the flock could be returning to hunt in the old-fashioned way, taking from what the sea offers.

Gulls are casual builders. On a rocky promontory on Cockatoo Island in Sydney Harbour, I observed a colony of silver gulls, their nests little more than a detritus of twigs strewn on shit-spattered terrain. So completely at home were the gulls that a human leaning over the fence caused not a flicker of alarm as they attended to their chicks, brown and fluffy as sparrows. For gulls, life on the wing is obviously more attractive than labour-intensive design projects.

Birds, of course, are not the only creatures that produce nests: female alligators make holes in the damp earth in swamps to incubate their young. Termite mounds stand metres tall in the desert like weird mud-carved totems. The architecture of the beehive is a sweet, golden and humming complex. Wasps and rabbits, fish and snakes, turtles and hedgehogs make a variety of nests. Even chimpanzees construct beds from branches as night falls in their treetop residences. When it rains, they make roofs of leaves. Not all birds build nests— some move into a deserted nest built by another species, some use a ledge on a cliff.

Once upon a time, when humanity lived a more rural existence, watching birds and finding nests was an integral part of childhood. Boys, and sometimes girls, clambered up trees to examine nests and maybe to steal the eggs and the nest to boot. How can you appreciate nests if you can’t see them? Where can you see them nowadays? In 2010 in the Melbourne Museum, I held a nest in my hands for the first time. It was an astonishing and exquisite experience.

The nest itself was delicate and beautiful. However, as an art historian I’m used to the regulations that govern the conservation of precious objects, whether paintings, manuscripts or photographs. The more prestigious the institution and rarer the object, the stricter the rules. I’m not arguing: collections need care. There is an etiquette involved with personally viewing or handling artworks which is rather like being seated at a formal meal. First you enter a clean, hushed, temperature-controlled room. Then a curator indicates where you will sit and offers you a pair of white cotton gloves so your grubby fingers won’t stain the artwork. Then a box of treasures is placed before you. Sometimes you are not even allowed to open the lid.

When I visited the Melbourne Museum to see some of the nests, which were not on display, the young woman at the desk said, ‘The nests are in there,’ indicating a seminar room off the Discovery Centre. I hovered, waiting to be accompanied, to be given cotton gloves, to be shown where to sit. I had brought my own pencils for making notes. ‘In there,’ she said again, firmly but not unkindly. ‘You can stay as long as you like.’

After years of obedience training, I was daunted. What if I wrecked a nest? The seminar room was unremarkable: modern, windowless, with about fifty charcoal-coloured chairs in neat rows. On the desk at the front was a huge cardboard box. I picked it up. It was light. For a moment I thought there’d been a mistake and the box was empty; then I opened it and saw it was full of nests. Each was in a snap-lock plastic bag, the sort you put sandwiches in, with a handwritten catalogue card. I slid the topmost nest out of its bag and into my hands.

The striped honeyeater’s nest shimmered with long, soft, beige and tawny-coloured emu feathers, at least one hundred of them. It had been squashed flat from some previous, less commodious form of storage; otherwise it was perfectly preserved. An elaborate piece of work, it looked like an exotic purse worthy of an empress, stitched by a Surrealist seamstress. It was like holding an object that belonged to the wind and it gave the expression ‘feathering your nest’ quite a new meaning. Feeling my way into the lip of the nest with my fingertips, I found a dense arrangement of woven grasses. First the honeyeaters had collected the grasses and constructed the nest proper, which hangs like a hammock between the branches of a eucalypt, then they collected the feathers which they deftly slid into the interstices.

The catalogue card informed me that the nest, like many of the others in the box, had been donated by a member of the public, in this case R.P. Cooper from Milparinka in 1969. Milparinka is in a remote corner of north-western New South Wales, near the tri-borders of Queensland, New South Wales and South Australia—truly the Outback. Several parties of our doomed explorers, including Charles Sturt and Burke and Wills, trekked through the country, heading north. In the 1870s, gold was found at nearby Tibooburra, but Milparinka had something more precious in that arid region: a creek with a water hole. I learn from Penny Olsen, one of Australia’s leading ornithologists, that Ray Cooper was an honorary ornithologist at the Melbourne Museum.

Emus, nomadic wanderers, congregate near water holes in the dry season. (Australia’s unofficial bird emblem, the emu is a large flightless creature with a tiny head, massive feet and a voluminous feathered coat.) The honeyeaters build their nests in the same period. So the water hole at Milparinka is probably where the honeyeaters gathered the feathers that the emus had shed. Today Milparinka is a ghost town, with a population of less than 300, but emus still wander the land and perhaps the honeyeaters still gather their feathers. Did the honeyeaters use the feathers as camouflage? Emus stand up to two metres tall and honeyeaters sometimes build their nests at around the same height. Emus are big strong birds that can run like the wind and slash with their great claws. A predator, thinking it had glimpsed an emu in the brush, might desist from robbing the nest of eggs or attacking the chicks. On the other hand, Indigenous tribes avidly tracked the emus, seeking out their large eggs and often ambushing them at water holes; around Milparinka that tribe was the Maliangaapa people, who also used the water holes for their ceremonies.

The honeyeaters’ nest arrived at the museum in February 1969, midsummer and the end of the breeding season. It means Ray Cooper was a nest thief, as were many of the other donors. After the honeyeaters’ endeavours, they returned home to find their home was gone. Ray must have shinnied up a tree, pulled or cut the nest from its moorings and then, carefully and somewhat proudly I imagine, posted it to the museum. The catalogue card notes that the nest is unusual for its large number of feathers. Its beauty lies in its excess. This must be what enticed Cooper who, by stealing it, sought to preserve it. I slide the nest back into its plastic bag, the lustre of my pleasure somewhat dimmed. There’s worse to come. The nest of the mudlark, whose official name is the Australian magpie-lark, contains three pink speckled eggs.

During one breeding season, I watched two mudlarks tend their nest in a eucalypt near the Elwood canal. They build, as their name suggests, with mud and plant fibres, on the bare horizontal fork of a tree several metres up. Prior to hatching, the couple took turns to incubate the eggs and afterwards both worked alternate shifts to feed the family. It was a dawn-to-dusk enterprise and the parent scoring the food stayed nearby in case a predator should arrive. Though I cannot know what the mudlark feels or thinks, and evolution teaches that survival is the motivating force, the uncomplaining resolve of animals is impressive, stoic and dignified. The mudlark is a quirky bird with the bold presence of its larger relative, the magpie. If I pass a mudlark when out walking along the Elwood Canal, it often won’t bother to move but cocks me a sideways glance, self-contained and unafraid, with its very pale blue eyes, before continuing to forage. It’s my place too. 

In the museum, I take the mudlark’s nest in my hands. The donor had thoughtfully included its foundation—a sawn-off branch. I’m surprised at how heavy it is: it must weigh around one kilo. Without a date on the catalogue card I’ve no clue to its age but it’s rock solid and strong, without a crack, as sturdy as an ancient wall built by those other great engineers, the Romans.

Holding a nest allows you to share the bird’s intimate domestic space. While the exterior of the mudlark’s nest is tough, inside it’s cosy and layered with grasses. The whiteplumed honeyeater makes a tiny nest like a cradle, quite deep, woven with cobwebs stolen from spiders, and insulated with strands of clean white wool. The circular shape of nests is determined by their friction-built foundation—twig upon twig—or, in the case of plant fibres and mud, the shaping of moist material that dries hard. Birds don’t only use their beaks to build: they press their breasts against the inner wall to make it round, imprinting their shape on their home, an interior formed by the steady rhythm of their beating hearts. 

In 2010, a contemporary art exhibition in Melbourne celebrated birds. Christian Froelich, a young sculptor, made a work imitating a nest that was woven with twigs and rose brambles. Positioned aloft at the rear of the gallery, it was an arresting homage, monumental yet fragile. In a media interview, Froelich explained the difficulties of constructing the nest and how long it had taken. What if a mudlark and a magpie were invited to the gallery to assess the human’s handiwork? The artist had the privilege of working at his own pace with two hands in a studio out of the weather. For birds, time is of the essence and their projects take place in nature, whatever the conditions. The magpie makes broad airy treetop nests that, cunningly, are almost indistinguishable from the branches. They may look flimsy but they are secure and Froelich’s nest is not. If Froelich’s nest were in a storm, the chicks would fall, and down would come baby, cradle and all.

What places Froelich’s nest in the category of ‘art’ and excludes the birds’ nests? Intent? Froelich pays tribute to birds’ technical and aesthetic flair while the mudlark’s goal is survival. Location? One nest is found in a gallery with a price tag attached; the other is in the wild. Design? Skill? On that count, the birds’ craftsmanship is superior. Over the millennia, humans have studied avian architecture while birds—who were making homes for millions of years before homo sapiens populated the earth—learned about materials, structure, balance, endurance and disguise from the trees as well as, of course, through their own failures and successes. 

The willie wagtail is a cute imp with a sharp chirruping call and it would harass a Great Dane without a second thought if the dog wandered into its territory. It’s a little bird with a big personality. Found all over Australia, it has a distinctive dance, hopping along the ground and wiggling its black iridescent tail. In Aboriginal mythology, the willie wagtail is associated with gossip and deviousness in social relationships. Don’t say anything in confidence if there’s a wagtail around! Its mud nest is tiny, about seven millimetres across, ringed with cobwebs and leaves. In the museum, I hold it in the palm of my hand. How does a family of six fit? The parents must sit on top of the youngsters, shielding them from the elements and keeping them warm. Inside it’s cushioned and springy like a miniature mattress. Birds keep their nests scrupulously clean. Helpfully, the nestlings’ poo comes in a faecal sac that the parents carry away, an activity almost as time-consuming as finding food and feeding their babies. When the nestlings get older, they hang their little behinds over the nest edge. The birds who don’t have poo bags, like pigeons, have very smelly nests indeed.

The wagtail’s nest was found in 1952, so it’s the same vintage as me. Growing older, I’ve learned to appreciate birds. Perhaps it’s the humility that comes with age and which recognises that the struggle for existence—Charles Darwin’s phrase—is shared by us all. Issues about hierarchies in nature, who is the boss of whom, seem less compelling at this point in the planet’s history than what we can learn from one another, whatever our species. Birds, with their capacity for building their homes unaided—quite aside from their ability to fly and to inspire us to do the same—should earn our respect as they manage to make the trials of life look graceful.

In the 1980s, I began visiting Apollo Bay, regularly spending part of each year there, and that’s where I began watching birds. There are two equally intriguing ways to get to the bay: the first is along the winding and aptly named Great Ocean Road, the second is the quicker route through the massive forests of the Otway Ranges. In winter, if you’re lucky, it will be snowing in the mountains. It was my friend Stephen Benwell who introduced me to Apollo Bay and who showed me the bowerbird.

With his wide amber eyes and slender frame, Stephen is as handsome and amusing as a cat. He made an ideal travelling companion. Stephen can seem casual, even lazy, but he is a practical person. He’d been a scout during his miserable years at one of Melbourne’s classiest boys’ schools. His father went there so he did too, though for a young gay man in the 1960s it had little to offer. Then he attended art school, like his mother, and became a potter who paints watercolours on clay, floating transparent figures on giant irregular vases, little statues of vanilla-coloured men who appear to be melting, and small fantastic animals.

An expert navigator, Stephen took the wheel in a most gentlemanly fashion on our travels and kept a stash of maps in the glovebox. When I went to New Mexico, he loaned me the map he had used twenty years before. He explained that, to reach my destination at Ghost Ranch in the desert beyond Santa Fe, I had to drive due north for about an hour until I reached Espanola, then I turned left and that was the only turn I had to make until I reached the entrance for Ghost Ranch. I was terrified of driving in America, something I had never done, let alone through a desert. I felt so frightened I couldn’t imagine it, as if my mind had shut down and just wouldn’t let me think. But when I got into the rented car and timidly headed out of Santa Fe, I put the map on the seat next to me, Stephen’s map, and knew I’d find my way.

On our journey to Apollo Bay, Stephen and I stopped at Wye River on the Great Ocean Road. Strewn under a bush, I noticed a collection of small, bright blue objects—glass, buttons, feathers. I wondered if it was rubbish dumped by whoever had been there before us; odd that it was all the same colour. Stephen explained it was the work of a bird—a satin bowerbird—and if we waited the bird would return. The male bowerbird doesn’t make a nest but a bower, a spectacular and studied creation.

Shortly afterwards there was bustling in the undergrowth and a medium-sized, black-feathered bird appeared with a shard of blue plastic in his beak. He placed it with the other objects, inspected the arrangement, made a few adjustments and then flew off. But that’s not all. Behind this colour-coded display, the male builds a bower, a symmetrical twig arcade which he daubs with pulped fruit and saliva, often applied with a wad of bark fibres like a paintbrush held in his beak. This is the inner sanctum where he will mate with a female—if she so desires. That’s what all this activity is about: seduction. ‘Painting’ the arcade is also designed to please the female: not only does it subtly hue the bower, it also provides something for her to snack on while she judges the male’s presentation, and watches him sing and dance. Often, after the male’s complex and frantic display, the female flies off, unimpressed. Sometimes she needs to hide in the bower because the revved-up male can go berserk and attack her.

Scientists are fascinated by bowerbirds because they clearly demonstrate the power of sexual selection, the evolutionary force that Darwin defined to explain conspicuous male traits such as song, bright colours, and horns. In The Descent of Man, Darwin made particular note of the male bowerbird’s display: ‘The playing passages of bower-birds are tastefully ornamented with gaily-coloured objects; and this shews that they must receive some sort of pleasure from the sight of such things.’2 As writer Virginia Morell notes, these multi-talented birds can 

build a hut that looks like a doll’s house; they can arrange flowers, leaves and mushrooms in such an artistic manner you’d be forgiven for thinking that Matisse was about to set up his easel; some can sing simultaneously both the male and female parts of another species’ duet, and others easily imitate the raucous laugh of a kookaburra or the roar of a chainsaw. Plus, they all dance.3

Satin bowerbirds opt for a blue palette with a few hints of yellow, while in the tropical woodlands of northern Australia the great bowerbird selects a fashionably muted range of ornaments—bleached snail shells, stones and pebbles, sometimes adding a note or two of olive-green for contrast. It might even choose only one object and one hue, such as uniformly sized grey stones, to create a dramatic, minimalist Zen-like effect. The male’s ‘welcome mats’ can include thousands of items, sometimes filched from other males competing nearby for the female’s attention. In New Guinea, the Macgregor’s bowerbird may spend weeks erecting, and years perfecting, a ‘maypole’ bower up to two metres high atop a ring of moss. Others, like the Vogelkop, also found in New Guinea, make patterns with hot-pink flowers, black beans and wide green leaves on the jungle floor. Human rubbish is not ignored and the enterprising Vogelkops collect discarded soft-drink cans and brightly coloured confectionery bags to lure the female. Indeed, Western researchers believed for decades that the bowers must be the work of diminutive undiscovered forest tribes.

Scientists are wary of anthropomorphism, the assignment of human characteristics to animals. As naturalist and author Lyanda Lynn Haupt comments, most young scientists take their first university classes under a sign that actually forbids it. At her college the sign read ‘Thou Shalt Not Anthropomorphize’, and it was ‘penned in ornamental calligraphy on faux parchment, as if it had been inscribed by a medieval monk taking dictation directly from God’.4 Anecdotal observation is also frowned upon. As you are already aware, this book is full of such crimes. In Darwin’s time, however, when the professions of ‘scientist’ and ‘ornithologist’ were being defined, anthropomorphism was not viewed with the same opprobrium with which current scientists regard it. Darwin’s sympathetic participation with animals—which makes his writings about birds, for example, so engaging—was quite common. In the Falkland Islands, Darwin spotted carrion hawks which he described as ‘very mischievous and inquisitive . . . [they] are quarrelsome, and extremely passionate; it was curious to behold them when, impatient, tearing up the grass with their bills from rage’.5 Petrels approaching his ship were ‘tame & sociable, & silent’ and a certain thrush especially ‘inquisitive’.6 Haupt describes how Darwin ‘utterly, and even joyfully, abandoned his privileged human status. He threw his own thoughts and behaviours right into the animal mix, putting all creatures, including humans, on the same continuum of consciousness.’ It meant that rather than imposing human consciousness upon animal behaviours, Darwin ‘animalized consciousness in general’.7

Recently Mike Hansell, emeritus professor at the University of Glasgow and an expert on animal architecture, has become emboldened to believe that ‘not only might bowerbirds feel pleasure from building the bower but also that we might be able to obtain objective evidence of it’.8 The bowerbird’s skill at designing fabulous colour schemes and extravagant bowers develops over several years, and the more sophisticated the bower, the better the bird’s success rate in attracting a female. It seems that males and females recognise and enjoy ‘a sense of beauty’, as Darwin described it.9 What the bowerbird admires, so do we. Aghast at his temerity, Hansell wonders if he seems to be ‘losing his critical faculties in suggesting that bowerbirds might be artists’.10 After all, the study of animal behaviour needs to show objectivity and investigate only the measurable to establish its scientific credentials. But Darwin’s preparedness to use his imagination has encouraged a discerning and influential scientist like Hansell to consider that some non-human animals, such as the bowerbird, have a capacity for discriminating visual pleasure. Does the female bowerbird fall in love with a beautiful mind?

At the museum, the female satin bowerbird’s nest was the oldest in the box. It was found on 10 February 1900 by S.W. Jackson near the Bellinger River in New South Wales, half a metre from the ground. According to its accompanying note, it was in ‘an Oak tree near the edge of a dense Cedar scrub’. After mating, the male and female have no further contact and the female raises the family alone, not unusual in the animal world. After the intense scrutiny to which she subjects the male’s creation, the female doesn’t waste her time on ornaments and bravura technique, though her nest is lovely in its simplicity.

I watched a documentary that showed a bowerbird busily arranging the boudoir. When he’d nearly finished, a brush turkey many times larger than he wandered through the bower searching for food, picking and kicking his way along the forest floor. The bowerbird, forced to sit to one side and watch the methodical disarray of his composition, seethed. Philistine. Perhaps one artist in the family is enough.
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