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A Study of Bird Song. By Edward A. Armstrong. Oxford 
University Press, London, 1963. xiv+335 pages; 17 plates; 43 
figures and 14 tables. 45 s. 
Far more work has been done on the vocal behaviour of birds than of 
all other animals combined. Much of it is of excellent quality and it is 
illuminating for investigators of other groups to refer to bird studies in 
the interpretation of their results. Until now this has been difficult 
for anyone unfamiliar with the copious and widely scattered publica
tions of ornithology. E. A. Armstrong's new book, with its exhaus
tive review of the English and German literature, thus fulfils a need 
felt by general zoologists and ornithologists alike. Within the frame
work of a 'natural history of bird songs and calls' the author contrives 
to cover all the major aspects of the subject, the only obvious lack 
being a review of the physical methods of sound analysis which have 
provided many of the data he discusses, and which can be less easy to 
interpret than is sometimes assumed. 

He begins with a discussion of the size of the vocal repertoire, 
hampered somewhat by variation in the judgement of different 
investigators about whether sounds which grade into each other should 
be labelled as one call or divided into several. Nevertheless, some 
realistic comparisons are made, Blackbirds for example having a 
relatively small repertoire (9 sound signals, with the song representing 
only one of these) and Chaffinches a larger one (21 signals). The 
function of these sounds is approached from a discussion of the various 
types of information that they convey to other birds, and he concludes 
that there is 'ample justification for speaking of bird utterances as 
language'. 

A survey of the physical properties of bird sound begins with pitch, 
loudness and quality, considering such phenomena as the range of 
sound frequencies represented in songs of different species and the 
occurrence of transposition from one key to another. The relation
ship between these might be explored still further. For example, the 
boom of the Bittern is heard at far greater distances than the song of 
the Goldcrest not only because the booming is much louder when it is 
produced, but also because it is lower pitched and therefore fades out 
less rapidly with distance. 

In a review of the temporal aspects of song and subsong, the author 
shows a healthy reluctance to commit himself to any fixed set of terms 
by which the different parts of songs can be classified. This would 
surely be premature until more different types of songs have been 
analysed, particularly some of the more complex ones. The deve
lopmental basis of song is dealt with concisely in summaries of recent 
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work, including W. H. Thorpe's Chaffinch studies and the contribu
tions from Germany by E. and I. Messmer and H. and G. Thielcke on 
the complex role of learning in the development of Blackbird song. 
Mrs. Joan Hall-Craggs's fine study of this species (Ibis, 104: 277-300) 
appeared too late to be included. 

Mimicry of other species is an important and fascinating subject and 
yet it has received little special study. The author's review serves well 
to give a tantalising foretaste of the rich yield in behavioural and 
ecological material that would accrue from a thorough study of the 
processes and functions of natural mimicry in one of the more talented 
common species such as the Jay or the Starling. 

Later chapters of the book become more concerned with functional 
questions. What is the significance of song dialects as signs of incipient 
species formation? What are the relative demands of defence, mate 
selection and other factors in the evolution of territorial song ? The 
multiplicity of functions that is brought out under such headings as 
song flights, pair-formation song, courtship and nuptial song, nest-
invitation and incubation songs, roosting and migration songs, and 
the relationship between song structure and habitat, is a timely re
minder for those of us who sometimes use a simple view of song 
function as a point of departure for theoretical discussions. The 
factors which determine the seasonal and daily times of singing, or the 
singing of females as well as males, are shown to be equally complex. 
The excellent survey of the effects of light, temperature and weather 
demonstrates how external factors can affect the behaviour. It is a 
challenge for physiologists interested in behaviour to give us the 
complementary picture of the hormonal and neural mechanisms res
ponsible for the patterns that characterise each species and sex. 

Perhaps the most original chapter in the book is the last, on bird 
song as art and play. Zoologists are often concerned that the empathy 
with animals which can bring them into the subject may in turn be 
damaged by the analytical approach that science requires. The 
conflict is peculiarly strong in studies of bird song, and has led some to 
adopt rather anti-scientific positions. Maybe birds just sing because 
they enjoy it ? The implication is that those who seek for the biological 
function of song are missing the main point. The author shows clearly 
and elegantly that this is a false position. The aesthetic properties of 
song can be explored in parallel with the analysis of function without 
any necessary conflict between the two. 

The book thus serves to quell the doubts that amateurs may have 
about a scientific approach to bird song, as well as providing facts 
and ideas to those already committed to studying animal vocalisations. 
On both counts A Study of Bird Song serves a valuable function, for 
which bird-watchers and biologists alike can be grateful. 
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