Familiar Birds

Blackbirds of the Americas. GorpoN H.
ORriaNs. With drawings by Tony Angell. Universi-
ty of Washington Press, Seattle, 1985. 163 pp.,
illus. $24.95.

The blackbirds of the subfamily Icterinae
have attracted more scientific and public
attention than any other American song-
birds. Blackbirds abound in a wide variety of
habitats and show remarkably diverse forag-
ing tactics, diets, social organizations, and
vocalizations. Few birds have adapted so
well to mankind’s modifications of the land-
scape. Familiar grackles, cowbirds, and red-
winged blackbirds gather in roosts number-
ing in the millions and at times become
serious crop pests. In Central and South
America, colonial caciques and oropendolas
are among the most conspicuous birds of
tropical lowlands. Cowbirds, which lay their
eggs in the nests of over 400 other species,
have been the subject of particularly inten-
sive study both because they pose a serious
threat to the continued existence of many of
their host species and because they provide
evolutionary biologists with extraordinary
examples of coevolution. In addition to
these conspicuous and abundant species are
the less gregarious and more aesthetically
appealing orioles, meadowlarks, and bobo-
links. The richness and variety of their adap-
tations makes blackbirds ideal for compara-
tive studies.

In Blackbirds of the Americas, Gordon
Orians broadly surveys the major adapta-
tions of blackbirds and discusses the current
state of blackbird research. Orians writes in
an informal style designed to be understood
by the layperson. Each chapter addresses a
general topic such as the role of the sexes
(chapter 8) or communication (chapter 9)
and draws on examples from the blackbird
literature. Most chapters contain brief expla-
nations of the basic theories underlying be-
havioral ecology and evolution. There are
no species-by-species accounts, but most
species are illustrated, and a useful appendix
summarizes what is known about the habitat
use, diet, plumage, and social organization
of each of the 94 species. The result of this
approach is a book that is primarily useful
for the general public but that also contains
material of interest to the specialist.

Throughout the text, Orians draws on the
vast experience he has gained during nearly
25 years of studying blackbirds from Canada
to Argentina. The first two chapters treat
the evolutionary radiation of blackbirds.
Orians argues convincingly that the key
adaptation of blackbirds is their ability to
gape, that is, to open their bills forcibly
against resistance. Chapter 2 describes the
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surprising number of ways blackbirds use
gaping when foraging. Chapters 3 through
8 summarize the relationships among forag-
ing, resource distribution, sociality, breed-
ing behavior, and mating systems. Orians
and his students have made many seminal
contributions to the literature on these sub-
jects through studies of marsh-nesting
blackbirds. Some of the theoretical models
presented in this set of chapters may be too
advanced for a general audience, but on the
whole the material is clearly explained.
Chapters 9 through 11 are devoted to com-
munication and coloration. These chapters
include much speculation, largely because so
little is known about these topics. The final
chapter of the book is a highly personal
account of the aesthetics of blackbirds and of
their value to humans.

Nearly half of the space in the book is
devoted to line drawings by Tony Angell.
These drawings effectively illustrate many
key plumage and behavior patterns and thus
provide a useful accompaniment to the text.
The drawings do not, however, stand well
on their own. There are many errors in the
proportions of birds, tail shape, and plum-
age, but these flaws should not detract from
the usefulness of these illustrations to a
general audience.

Orians several times refers to this book as
a progress report rather than the final word
on the subject. Throughout the text, he
emphasizes the tentative nature of some
conclusions and the ambiguity of many re-
sults from field studies. There have been too
few long-term studies of marked popula-
tions of blackbirds, especially in the tropics,
where the majority of species live. Blackbirds
of the Americas sets the stage for and even
anticipates the results of the next generation
of blackbird studies.

Scorr K. ROBINSON
Iilinois Natural History Survey,
Champaign, IL 61820

Museum Life

The National Museum of Natural History. 75
Years in the Natural History Building. Erris L.
YOCHELSON. Mary Jarrett, Ed. Published for the
National Museum of Natural History by the
Smithsonian Institution Press, Washington, DC,
1985. 216 pp., illus. Paper, $17.95.

Anyone familiar with museums knows
that much more is to be seen behind the
scenes than in the public exhibits. The aver-
age visitor seldom is aware of the extent of
the stored collections not on display or
understands that the primary concern of the
staff is to add to the sum of human knowl-

edge by study of the objects assembled in.
the collections. Yochelson’s account of the
Smithsonian Institution’s Museum of Natu-
ra] History provides fascinating glimpses
into the varied activities, contents, prob-
lems, and objectives of a large museum and
the personalities of the staff who make it
function. In addition, this book gives an
excellent feeling for the variety and complex-
ity of the supporting facilities—shops, ex-
hibit preparation areas, education depart-
ment, library, specialized laboratories, com-
puters, auditorium—not to speak of the all-
important collection storage and specimen
records. The need for a bathtub in the
director’s office and many other surprising
facts are explained and illustrated.

From its beginning in 1846 the Smith-
sonian Institution was charged with custody
of all objects of art and of natural history
belonging to the United States government.
These collections were at first kept in the
original Smithsonian building (“the castle”),
where they soon outgrew the available
space. In 1881 the first United States Na-
tional Museum (now the Arts and Industries
Building) opened, and the natural history
building followed in 1910. From its open-
ing until well into the 1960, natural his-
tory materials shared the building with por-
tions of the national art collections. In more
recent years the Smithsonian has acquired an
imposing complex of art galleries and muse-
ums, including a large Museum Support
Center in Maryland.

It seems astonishing that construction of
the natural history museum was started well
before the final plans were developed and
that these plans were changed repeatedly
during the construction. The east and west
wings, authorized in 1930, were not con-
structed until 1961-65. The original exhib-
its, installed soon after the building was
erected, remained with little change for
many years. Major new exhibits in the
1950’s and again in the late 1970’s each
brought new concepts and techniques. The
changing goals and methods in museum
curation and exhibition are well docu-
mented.

Two outstanding features of this history
are its emphasis on people and their achieve-
ments and the abundance of fine illustra-
tions. It is a highly readable humanistic
account of the programs and vicissitudes,
problems and frustrations, successes and tri-
umphs of a major cultural center. Succinct
biographical sketches of the directors and
many of the curators are enlivened by amus-
ing anecdotes that reveal the personalities
and idiosyncrasies of these living inhabitants
of the museum. Supporting staff receives
due attention. Readers unfamiliar with the
museum will be surprised to learn that a
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