
limerick:

A kinglet is named for its crown,
Which can hardly be seen from the ground,
If the bird is above,
You can give it a shove,
And look at its dome while it's down!

It should go without saying that accosting kinglets is very bad form, as is my
poetry.
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If you're looking for inspiration, why not consider a
Tangled Bank? The thirty-ninth installment of the
Tangled Bank is presented today by The Questionable
Authority.
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Swallows Are So Superficial
 
Issue 2520 of New Scientist magazine includes a great synopsis of a
provocative study of Barn Swallow (Hirundo rustica erythrogaster) breeding
strategies that proves that looks really do matter: 

It's not just Desperate Housewives who stray when their husbands go to seed.
Female barn swallows will happily cheat on their mates too. But they can also
be fooled into staying faithful if their mate is given a plumage "makeover" to
enhance his looks.

Rebecca Safran and colleagues at Princeton University waited until 60 barn
swallows had paired up and laid their first clutch of eggs, before removing
them to encourage a second attempt at breeding. This time they captured
males before mating and painted the collars of a third of them with red ink to
make them as colourful as the collar of the most dominant male. Another third
were painted with clear ink, while the rest were left unpainted so that their
collars would fade naturally.

Analysis of DNA from eggs in the first clutch suggested that around 70 per cent
of eggs were sired by the "husband". But in the second clutch, spruced-up
husbands sired 95 per cent of their nestlings, while the other males were
cuckolded just as much as first time around (Science, vol 309, p 2210). "Our
research shows that it really pays to keep up appearances," says Safran.

The Cornell Lab of Ornithology has released a more detailed look at the
various wrinkles and implications of this research, including a great summation
by Safran:

"The bad news for male swallows is the mating game is never over," said lead
author Rebecca Safran, who conducted the study while a Cornell postdoctoral
researcher in ecology and evolutionary biology, and in the Cornell Laboratory of
Ornithology. "It is dynamic and continual. This is something that most humans
can relate to--think of how much time and money we spend on our looks and
status long after we have established stable relationships."

One hates to anthropomorphize animal behavior, or at least hates looking
foolish after being caught doing so. However, there is nothing wrong with
using observed activity as a kind of a mirror, a launching point from which to
consider human motivations. Barn swallows consider physical appearance in
prospective mating partners. Does this make them superficial or sordid? Is it
fair for female swallows to objectify males on the basis of certain body traits,
be it the length of their tail feathers or the richness of their chest coloration?
These questions are N/A, not applicable; these are just birds after all. But I can
imagine a number of cultural factions eager to draw life lessons from the
comparisons between barn swallow breeding strategies and human
relationships, either to derive useful tips or to defend what they were already
doing. What am I taking away from this research? That it's time to get back to
the gym! 




