
REVIEWS 
C U R I O U S NATURALISTS . By N. TINBERGEN. {Country 

Life, London, 1958). 280 pages ; illustrated. 35s. 

IN HIS PREFACE, Dr . Tinbergen writes that he long hesitated about 
writing this semi-autobiographical book, and repeatedly in the 
main text he seems to find it necessary to defend the pursuit of 
such "use less" knowledge against the practical commonsense of 
the average layman, and to justify his devotion to field natural 
history before his more laboratory-minded professional colleagues. 
He need not have been either hesitant or defensive. His book is 
one of the best possible advertisements for the general interest and 
scientific value of natural history in the proper sense of the term, 
and should secure many valuable recruits to its pursuit. 

Dr . Tinbergen (like Konrad Lorenz and A. R. Wallace, and 
indeed Charles Darwin himself) is a natural naturalist. He loves 
nature in all its beauty and strangeness, and wants to understand 
its manifestations. In this book he decribes the various projects 
which this combination of devotion and interest has led him to 
undertake, usually in collaboration with a team of students and 
colleagues. These include a study of how predatory wasps 
recognize their prey and learn the surroundings of their nes t ; 
the amazing memory-capacity of sandwasps; the biological value 
of camouflage, warning coloration and " terr i fying" patterns like 
eye-spots; the study, largely carried out by his colleague Manning, 
on the allaesthetic relations between flowers and their insect 
pollinators; the extraordinary courtship of the Grayling butterfly ; 
the dispersal habits of Camberwell Beauty caterpillars; a voyage 
to Greenland to investigate the behaviour of Snow Buntings and 
Husky Dogs (and incidentally to learn a great deal about the 
Arctic and its ecology); the ontogeny of behaviour in Hobbies ; and 
finally the elaborate and still incomplete studies of reproductive 
behaviour in Eiders and in various gulls. For some reason 
(perhaps because the work was all done in the laboratory), he 
regrettably does not include an account of his important 
researches on Stickleback reproductive behaviour. 

It is, of course, his ornithological studies which will be chiefly 
interesting to readers of British Birds ; but they will find that these 
are illuminated by his work on insect behaviour and adaptations. 
In addition, it is very helpful to his professional colleagues in 
other branches of biology to have his general conclusions set forth 
so clearly, without over-abundance of detail and technical argument. 

Not unnaturally, what I personally find of chief interest is 
the flood of new light that he and Lorenz have shed on bird 
courtship and display. When , at the start of my biological 
career over 45 years ago, I began studying and puzzling over these 
problems in grebes and divers and various waders, all I had to go 
on was the Darwinian assumption that all displays were epigamic, 
and that the bright colours and striking attitudes involved in them 
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had originated because of their capacity to stimulate the opposite 
sex. I introduced the idea of mutual selection, and paved the way 
for the concept of the pair-bond by suggesting that mutual display 
served' as an emotional bond between members of a mated pair 
in species where both sexes played similar rfiles in caring for the 
eggs and young. By the 1930's it had become clear that a large 
proportion of displays subserved threat against rivals, not stimulus 
to mates. Then Lorenz and Tinbergen, largely on the basis of 
comparative field-study of related species, showed that display 
attitudes originated from intention movements, displacement 
activities and other expressions of conflict, and later became 
genetically ritualized', and enhanced in effectiveness, by the 
development of appropriate bright coloration and special plumage. 
In so doing, they made the evolution and function of display much 
more intelligible (we can now really understand what the Great 
Crested Grebe's courtship is all about, instead of just speculating 
"as to its Darwinian selective value). They also initiated compara
tive ethology as a new branch of biological science: one which 
the field naturalist and bird-watcher can understand and' to which 
he can make useful contributions. 

Tinbergen is also one of the chief exponents of taking 
experimental methods into the field. His work with dummies and 
models has led to the concept of specific sign-stimuli (e.g. the 
importance of the red breast in the Robin, as later demonstrated 
by Lack) and of supernormal stimuli (e.g. with outsize models of 
eggs). He has also well brought out the grea t range of 
individual variation in display behaviour. Here too, as with simple 
field experimentation, the amateur can make a real contribution. 

I have only one point of general criticism to make. Tinbergen 
calls the head-flagging posture of Black-headed Gulls "nothing 
but (my italics) the outcome of the simultaneous arousal of fear 
and a tendency to s t ay" , and the upright posture of Herring Gulls 
"nothing but a combination of movements belonging to two 
different actions—attack and escape". My experience is that 
whenever anyone says that something is "nothing b u t " something 
else, he is almost always wrong! This is the error of reductionism, 
which tries to explain the present nature of something wholly in 
terms of its origins or components. 

It is of the greatest interest to discover that such attitudes 
result from the simultaneous arousal of conflicting t rends ; but 
they are not "nothing b u t " bits of the two sets of activities, any 
more than the properties of water are nothing but a combination 
of the properties of hydrogen and oxygen. The combination is 
something in its own right, with certain properties which cannot 
be wholly foretold by a knowledge of the properties of its 
components. It is a novel entity, which can exert a novel 
allaesthetic effect, and so become a new sign-stimulus in its own 
right. 

But this is a detail. In general, Tinbergen's book can be warmly 
commended to all naturalists (which includes, I hope, all readers 
of British Birds). JULIAN HUXLEY 
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L 'ART FRANCAIS DANS LE L I V R E D ' O I S E A U X 
(Elements d'une iconographie ornithologique franchise). By R E N £ 
RONSIL. (Metnoires de la Socidte Ornithologique de France et de 
I'Union Francaise, No. 6, Paris, 1957). 136 pages ; 20 plates, of 
which 4 in colour; 4 text illustrations. 

T H I S , a work of bibliography rather than of ornithology, is an 
account of French bird-book illustration from the invention of 
printing to the present day, from the first crude fourteenth century 
beginnings, through th,e gradual rise in competence, to the start 
of the great age in Francois-Nicolas Martinet 's illustrations to 
Buffon's Histoire Naturelle des Oiseaux, and from the age of 
Levaillant, Vieillot and Temminck to Audubon (who is claimed as 
a Frenchman) and the lesser known figures of later times. It is 
unfortunately obvious that the statement of William Swainson 
quoted on the title-page, "F rance has always excelled in 
ornithological painters" , applies to the past , that the great age 
was the beginning of the nineteenth century, that the great 
French ornithological artists have been primarily museum 
illustrators and that later French bird-painters have not kept up 
with the modern trend of portraying birds in action. In spite of 
the excellence of the illustrations chosen by M. Ronsil, they are 
few and it is difficult for the ornithologist who is not also a 
bibliophile to judge of the text without knowing the works (some 
of them very rare) with which it deals. However, it is salutary 
for the British bird-watcher, who all too commonly utterly neglects 
this branch of his subject, to be informed about the founders of 
ornithology, the great men of the past, who to him are simply 
"somebodies" after whom a stint or a skua may have been named. 
It is salutary also for us to be reminded that it is our duty to 
preserve the fine bird books of the nineteeth century, the finest 
that have ever, or probably will ever, be produced, lest they be 
dismembered to decorate the studies of the rich and provide 
table-mats for their dinner parties. M.F.M.M. 
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