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DURING the summer of 1947 I had opportunities of watching the 
breeding displays of the Razorbill (Aha torda), the Guillemot (Una 
aalge), and the Puffin (Fratercula arctica) on Skokholm, Pembroke
shire. The displays of the three species occurred chiefly on the water, 
but also on the cliffs. 
Coition. This was only commonly seen in the Puffin. It was the 
only true form of sexual behaviour, the others being used in social 
as well as sexual circumstances. Coition occurred mostly on the 
sea, but it was also attempted on land, usually at the entrance ot 
the burrow. No attempts were seen at interference by neighbouring 
birds, and the action provoked far less interest among other birds 
in the flock than billing. It did, however, seem to have an infectious 
quality and other presumed pairs copulated at the same time as, 
or just after, the originating pair. 
Billing. In the Puffin billing was by far the commonest display 
and in the early breeding season was used mostly in sexual circum
stances. Very occasionally a third bird was seen to try to join a 
pair billing on the sea. On land during billing the body was sometimes 
held very rigidly with the tail cocked up and the wings drooped. 
One of the two birds sometimes crouched more than the other. 
Billing was infectious and other pairs began billing near the origi
nating pair. Other birds often looked as if they wanted to join in. 

During July the display was definitely social and up to six birds 
were seen billing in a group. Other birds watched closely. One was 
seen to run three yards to join in. When one bird solicited billing 
and the second remained inactive, the first billed at the second's 
breast feathers but did not nibble them. A form of bow, when the 
Puffin adopted a posture similar to the billing posture, is believed 
to be the billing posture without a partner. Birds on the sea in this 
bowing posture did not seek a partner but swam round within the 
flock. It was seen on land in July at 21.00 hours G.M.T., when a 
bird came in from the sea with fish and met its presumed mate at 
the burrow entrance, and bowed so that the fish almost touched 
the ground. 

In the Razorbill, billing was also a very common display on sea and 
on land. My impression was that it occurred only between pairs. 
It was possible to see birds that had billed and become parted in 
the flock rejoin to bill again. One bird normally adopted a crouching 
posture such as that used by a Passerine in courtship feeding. The 
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bird in the upright position was slightly in front of the crouching 
bird and turned its head back. Birds about to bill seemed drawn 
together like a magnet and steel : they swam faster the nearer they 
came. The beginning was very sudden, and they looked as if they 
were pecking each other. After one pair had started it others in 
the same flock often took it up. 

In the Guillemot billing was the only action other than 
coition which was used in sexual circumstances. It was not observed 
so frequently as in the other two species. It occurred usually between 
presumed pairs when one was incubating. The beak touched more 
at the tip than the centre. The crouching posture was not so marked 
as in the Razorbill. Fondling of breast feathers sometimes followed 
billing, and sometimes only one bird would do it. It seemed that 
this action was related to billing because of the similarity of posture 
and because one turned into the other. 

Head flicking. This action in which a Puffin on land or sea suddenly 
and continuously jerked up its head was seen quite commonly 
throughout the period that the birds were on the breeding grounds. 
Its significance seemed to change throughout the breeding season, 
being apparently mostly connected with the female during the 
period when coition was common, and later, when the eggs had 
hatched, it became a social display. By the male it was used when 
defending the female from intruders, when soliciting coition, and 
after billing. It was also used by a presumed intruder after being 
driven off by a presumed male. 

Later in the season, particularly in July, it had a social quality. 
In the evening, when most of the Puffins were standing around the 
burrows, groups of them could be seen jerking their heads as if 
they all had hiccoughs. Groups of ten or more birds spread over 
the colony would be head nicking at the same time. This display 
was most intense just before the birds flew out to sea or went into 
their burrows for the night. It seemed to be connected with the 
excitement experienced by many species at the approach of night. 
Perry (1940) suggests that only the males cock their heads. I 
cannot say definitely that the females did not do it, but it seems 
very likely that they did. 

No similar display was observed in the Razorbill, but it is thought 
that the bowing of the Guillemot is basically the same as head 
flicking. 

Bowing. This was by far the commonest action of the Guillemot, 
and it was apparently caused by any excitement, whether of fear, 
sex, or aggression. After a bird had been threatened it began bowing ; 
after a close inspection of the ledge by a Herring-Gull (Larus argen-
tatus) all the Guillemots bowed. An adult, wanting to get to its 
chick, but kept away by the aggressiveness of other adults, also 
bowed. It was particularly common when the ledges were crowded. 

A form of this display occurred on the water. It was after the 
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" swimming together " display. After some shallow dives by a 
small flock of Guillemots, they swam around keeping about two or 
three Body lengths apart and repeatedly poked their heads beneath 
the water. It was at first thought that the birds were bathing, but 
then it was noticed that the heads were being drawn out rather 
jerkily, and I considered the action to be similar to the bowing 
display so common on the ledges. 

Another form of bowing showed a resemblance to the preening 
of the juvenile by a brooding adult, except that the wings were not 
drooped. The bird stood with its legs apart and bowed its head so 
that/the beak almost touched the webs of its feet. It was directed 
by an adult towards its presumed mate, which was brooding a chick. 
I thought that the bird wanted to take over brooding. 

The " swimming together " display. This was performed by all three 
species, often in mixed flocks. As flocks on the water became 
denser before the display it could be seen that the individuals were 
becoming alert, as they turned their heads quickly from side to 
side. Then they all swam rapidly round and round within the 
flock as if trying to avoid each other. Suddenly most of the flock 
made shallow dives and when they reappeared most of the flock 
were in the ecstatic posture. 

It is apparently a more formalized form of this display that has 
been described by Darling (1938). 

Ecstatic posture. In all three species the most excited form of this 
display was with the head and neck well stretched up, beak pointed 
upwards and open, and perhaps calling the guttural note, but the 
birds were usually too far away to be certain. The Guillemot held its 
beak higher than the other two species. The display seemed to show 
increased alertness and excitement particularly when the flock 
became denser. 

Line abreast formation. This was only seen in the Razorbill and the 
Guillemot. In the Razorbill the formation was rather straggling but 
in the Guillemot it had an almost military precision. The birds 
would swim in line abreast across the water. Sometimes presumed 
pairs could be seen in the line with a short gap between them and 
the next pair. It had been noticed before that individuals of a 
pair were inclined to swim side by side, and it is thought that this 
may bear some relation to the origin of the display. 

The " butterfly " flight of the Razorbill. In describing the general 
habits of the Razorbill The Handbook says, " in leaving the cliff 
glides in long sweep, frequently with peculiar slow wing-action quite 
different from that of ordinary flight." This flight with the " peculiar 
slow wing-action " has not been described as a display, which it 
undoubtedly is, falling into the " butterfly flight " class. 

At Skokholm I saw it used by one, two or three birds when leaving 
the cliffs, usually the nesting ledge, and returning after a short 
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circling flight, usually to the same ledge. The flight lasted about 
thirty seconds, and the birds often changed from the butterfly 
flight to the normal flight, using the butterfly flight for ca. 3-5 
seconds and the normal flight for slightly longer. 

By single birds this display was used when one was frightened 
off its ledge by the sudden appearance of a human being, or on leaving 
its mate or juvenile, and after a billing display. When the bird 
returned to the ledge billing often continued. 

It was often used by presumed pairs which took flight after billing : 
keeping two or three body lengths apart, they circled over the sea, 
alternating between the butterfly and the normal flight, then returned 
to the ledge and continued billing. However, it sometimes seemed 
that two birds that were not a pair flew out. The circumstances 
differed slightly in that the birds were not so close together, that 
one bird used the butterfly flight less than the other, and that often 
they came from different ledges. It seemed in this case that one 
bird was displaying from the causes mentioned above and that the 
second was an intruder attracted and reacted upon by the infectious 
nature of the display. 

When three birds were seen together it seemed that the display of 
a pair had attracted a third. It was noticeable that two birds were 
often 2-3 feet apart and the third 10-15 i e e t away ; the centre 
bird was often seen to be " edging " its presumed mate from the 
presumed intruder. 

The " moth "flight of the Puffin. The " moth " flight of the Puffin 
is another display which is apparently unrecorded. It was often 
noticed in early summer when the birds landed in large numbers 
for the first time during the day, and also when the bulk of the 
birds went to sea for the night. 

From one to seven birds were seen using i t ; single birds or pairs 
were more usual. Pairs usually flew within two or three feet of 
each other. When the group of seven were seen displaying not 
every bird used the flight at the same time, and, as in the " butter
fly " flight of the Razorbill, the " moth " flight alternated with the 
normal flight. 

Another characteristic of the display was that the birds usually 
gained and retained height. Normally a Puffin loses height very 
rapidly when leaving the cliff, and generally tends to fly low over 
the sea. The flight was usually used for about fifteen seconds, 
although a bird was seen flying in this way until it was lost to sight 
after about thirty seconds. The display did not seem to have any 
sexual significance. 

Curiosity. In all three species it was evident that individuals on 
land and on sea were very curious about displays between pairs, 
and yet at the same time there was a feeling of intrusion which 
kept them from interfering. The Puffin seemed to show more 



VOL. XLIII.] COURTSHIP AND DISPLAY OF AUKS. 69 

curiosity than the other two, and it should be remembered that it 
is also the most social of the three. Curiosity is perhaps an important 
factor 'in the displays, as it draws birds together for displaying 
purposes. 

Curiosity was not restricted to the breeding displays. When 
Puffins were standing idly in the colony and they saw a bird land 
and rush to its burrow, they immediately ran to the entrance and 
looked down. 
Feeling of intrusion. It was noticeable in many of these flocks on 
the water that some individuals near displaying pairs seemed to 
show a feeling of intrusion. A small circle, larger than the usual 
" mated-female distance " (Conder, 1949) would gradually be formed 
round the displaying pair. There was no indication of any form of 
threat display, and the birds seemed to withdraw of their own accord. 
It was as if the sight of displaying birds repelled them. This did 
not always happen, as Puffins often watched the displays with 
considerable curiosity. Lack (1946) has stressed that the retreat 
of the intruder is quite as important a part of behaviour as an 
attack by the owner. If the bird did not have this psychological 
feeling of intrusion, fights between rival birds would depend upon 
the physical strength of the individual and in that case results would 
perhaps not always be in favour of the owner. 
Relationship between social and sexual displays. It seemed that in 
the auk species the social displays were almost as important as the 
sexual displays. All these species nest in colonies on cliffs and it is 
obviously impossible for them to have breeding territories of the 
same size as a Passerine's because of lack of space. At the same time 
it can be seen that the sexual displays are far less specialized or 
ornate than those of some Passerines and it seems that because there 
is so little room for displaying a deux, the social display has evolved 
to play the part of some of the missing paired displays, and has 
become an important part of the mechanism necessary for keeping 
birds keyed up to the required state of excitement. 

I would like to thank Dr. Lack for his criticisms of this paper. 
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