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THE COURTSHIP OF THE RED-BACKED SHRIKE 
AND THE WOODCHAT. 

BY 
T H E R E V . F . C. R. JOURDAIN, H.F.A.O.U. and H.M.O.S. 

France, Germany and Holland. 

So far as I am aware only two accounts of the courtship of the 
Red-backed Shrike (Lanius c. collurio) have ever been 
published, one of which differs very materially from my own 
observations, as well as those of the Misses Penrose, detailed 
below. 

In Wild Life at Home, Mr. Kearton writes (p. 53} that the 
male " flew up into a tolerably high oak and began to shake 
his wings, which he allowed to droop loosely by his side, as 
if he were stricken with palsy. The female followed, and 
perching close beside her lord and master, listened attentively 
to some poor attempts at a warbling kind of song, which 
was accompanied by an awkward sort of dance. When this 
entertainment had lasted for half a minute or so, the gay 
Lothario flung himself headlong from his perch, and sailed 
through the air with outstretched wings to another coign of 
vantage, evidently for the express purpose of showing off 
the richly coloured plumage of his upper parts. He then 
began to quiver his drooping wings all over again and if his 
companion did not immediately join him he returned to fetch 
her. Once or twice he flew down to the ground and picking 
up a dainty morsel of food, flew back and gave it to his sweet
heart in the most gallant manner. During their love making 
they wandered along a hedgerow close past me, as I stood 
perfectly still." 

My own experience differs widely from that of Mr. Kearton 
quoted above. 

In Romania the Red-backed Shrike is an extremely common 
species where there is plenty of scrub and scattered trees. 
Only on one occasion, however, did I see the courtship carried 
on, and that was in low bushes about four feet from the ground. 
At the time I was only a few feet away and, as far as one could 
tell, the birds were unaware of my presence. 

This was on May 7th, while the first clutch of eggs was 
found by us on May 21st, so that the actions described were 
definitely those of a courting bird. When first noticed the 
cock was facing the hen and not more than a foot or two 
distant. He raised himself bolt upright, with bill pointing 
upward and tail downward. In this position his rosy-tinted 
breast was displayed to advantage, but his next movement was 
to bow low till his body and tail were practically horizontal, but 
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the bill was directed downward. In this position the grey 
crown, chestnut mantle and bold contrasts of tail coloration 
became prominent. After a moment's pause he resumed the 
upright stance and repeated the bow three or four times. 
This was followed by attempted coition, both birds flying off 
a short distance, when the bowing was repeated in exactly the 
same way. The action bore some resemblance to that of the 
Pigeons and Turtle-Doves, but was of course not performed 
on the ground but from a perch. 

During the present season, while staying in Somerset, 
Miss M. and Miss F. Penrose informed me that they had seen 
the courtship of this species, and gave me the following details 
before I informed them of what I had myself seen. 

" The hen was noticed on the top of a small bush in Holford 
Combe, Somerset, on the afternoon of May 16th. She flew 
up the hillside and settled on a dead branch. We then noticed 
the cock, which was quite close to her and evidently excited. 
He flew to a twig a foot or so away and standing in an erect 
position made a series of stiff, rapid bows, accompanied by 
chirping. Meantime the hen remained still, apparently ignor
ing him. He flew to another twig and repeated his perform
ance without success. At last, leaving the hen, he flew away 
out of sight, but returned in a few moments, and we saw him 
present her with some insect which she opened her bill to 
accept. Pairing then took place, and the two birds flew off 
together out of sight, calling to one another. During 
the whole episode the cock seemed unaware of our 
presence, but the hen, although not shy, had seen us at the 
outset." 

There is one other published reference to this subject which 
occurs in Mr. Eliot Howard's British Warblers, I., p. 13. 
He says that in some cases the attitudes adopted by courting 
birds are ludicrous, and instances the Red-backed Shrike: 
" When perched upon a branch beside the female he raises his 
tail, lowers his body, bends his neck downwards and his bill 
upwards in a comical, almost imploring manner." 

There is obviously some variation in the courtship of 
individual males, but if we exclude Kearton's rather florid and 
not very convincing account, it will be seen that there is much 
in common between the observations of the Misses Penrose, 
Mr. H. Eliot Howard and myself. The main difference 
consists in the fact that his bird turned the bill upwards 
instead of downwards. It is possible that this may have been 
due to the presence of the branch in front of the bird at the 
time. 
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In this connexion it is interesting to note that the courtship 
of the Woodchat (Lanius s. senator) bears considerable resem
blance to that of its ally. In my notes for May 4th, 1915, I 
find the following : " The male has a curious little song : the 
feathers of the head are puffed out, and a rapid, bobbing 
motion of the head takes place, the body in the meantime 
being raised and stiffened." 

Mr. H. F. Witherby also states in the Ibis, 1928, p. 589, that 
" besides its soft warbling song, the Woodchat utters some 
curious notes when courting and at the same time constantly 
bows its head from the neck in a slow nodding kind of manner." 

Mr. B. W. Tucker also observed the courtship of the Wood
chat in south Spain on April 10th, 1935, and has kindly 
supplied the following description. 

"' The courtship performance of the male Woodchat was 
observed by Messrs. H. J. R. Pease, G. K. Yeates and myself 
on bushy ground on the outskirts of open cork wood near 
Vejer. The birds sat on a bush, the male confronting the 
female and going through the most curious bobbing perfor
mance, alternately stretching himself up to his full height 
so as to present a peculiarly attentuated appearance and then 
shrinking down again into a more normal attitude, the move
ments following one another in quick succession, accompanied 
by a bobbing action of the head, and being kept up without a 
break for I should think 10 or 15 seconds or sometimes more. 
In the intervals, but not to the best of my belief during the 
actual bobbing (though I find I did not specifically note 
the point in writing at the time), the bird sang freely. I did 
not observe coition or any other display action than the 
above." 




