
 

Glimpses of paradise: Magnificent birds,
striking science in Harvard affiliate's
National Geographic project

November 21 2012, by Alvin Powell

  
 

  

Adult male greater bird of paradise shaking his plumes as part of his display.
When attracting a female, the male will turn away from the female on a
downward-sloping branch so his yellow plumes are displayed in an "explosion of
color." Credit: Tim Laman

For Tim Laman, mornings in the rain forest started early, before the
night was truly done.
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Laman, an affiliate of the Department of Organismic and Evolutionary
Biology, typically woke well before dawn to search the tropical forests
of Papua New Guinea, Indonesia, and Australia for some of the world's
most spectacular creatures: birds of paradise. During 18 expeditions over
eight years, he rose in the dark, hiked in the dark, and even climbed trees
in the dark, all in order to get in place before the birds started the
elaborate courtship displays for which they are famous.

Laman, who received a doctorate in biology from Harvard in 1994,
teamed with colleague Edwin Scholes of the Cornell Laboratory of
Ornithology to document all 39 species of bird of paradise. The birds,
related to crows, evolved into an array of very different species, with
striking plumage and elaborate courtship displays that have drawn
attention from legendary naturalists, including Harvard evolutionary
biologist Ernst Mayr and 19th-century British explorer and naturalist
Alfred Russel Wallace.

"Tim has just accomplished what so many ornithologists—including
myself—can only dream about—to actually observe and record the
behaviors of the entire diversity of birds of paradise," said Scott
Edwards, a professor of organismic and evolutionary biology, Alexander
Agassiz Professor of Zoology, and curator of ornithology in Harvard's
Museum of Comparative Zoology. "This is a truly extraordinary feat,
and the fruits of his labor will be a great benefit to both scientists and the
general public."
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A male red bird of paradise performing the practice of plumage display at a tree-
top lek, where the males gather. The two central tail feathers, which are black
and ribbonlike, have a plastic feel. Credit: Tim Laman

Laman, who began photographing the rain forest during his doctoral
work, first shot the birds in 2004 on an assignment from National
Geographic magazine. It took several field seasons to complete the
article, which was published in 2007. When it was done, Laman said, he
and Scholes, the field scientist he'd been working with, decided to push
on and try to document every bird of paradise species.

"It's striking how little research was going on about them," Laman said.
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A male blue bird of paradise foraging. One of its most unique characteristics is
its upside-down courtship display. Credit: Tim Laman

The two received funding from National Geographic, which this year
published a book on their efforts, "Birds of Paradise: Revealing the
World's Most Extraordinary Birds." The book, complete with full-page
photographs, shows the dazzling variety of color, shape, and texture in
the birds' plumage, from the almost impossibly long tail feathers of the
ribbon-tailed astrapia, to the hairlike tail feathers of the twelve-wired
bird of paradise, to the puffy yellow cloaklike plumes of the greater bird
of paradise.

The variety, mainly seen in males, is thought to be driven by sexual
selection by females, whose plumage is less spectacular, and by the
isolation of different species on smaller islands and in the valleys of the
large but ruggedly mountainous island of New Guinea.
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"Ducks all kind of look like ducks, but birds of paradise have this
incredible variety of forms," Laman said.

  
 

  

Photographer Tim Laman and a colleague set out to document all 39 birds of
paradise species. Their work resulted in a book published by National
Geographic. A link at the bottom of the story provides a time-lapse video of
Laman unpacking the immense amount of equipment necessary to do the job.

Though the project was driven by photography, Laman and Scholes
recorded several scientific firsts, documenting the courtship displays of
two species that had never been seen and making both audio and video
recordings that may be of use to future researchers. Laman, who spoke
Monday evening at the Harvard Museum of Natural History, said that in
addition to the book, the two are preparing a half-dozen scientific papers
for publication.
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Each expedition took four to six weeks, Laman said. He typically rose
before dawn so it would still be dark when he reached a blind near a site
where males displayed regularly. He'd observe and photograph the males'
displays for several hours before heading back to camp. He'd return to
the blind in the late afternoon to catch the evening displays before
wrapping up for the night and returning to camp for dinner, a wash in a
nearby stream, and a chance to download photos to his laptop.

"The type of resource that Tim is collecting—high-quality digital
photographs and video—will rapidly become as essential to integrative
biological inquiry as traditional museum specimens have been," Edwards
said. "These are the collections of the future and like all collections need
to be curated with care."

  More information: To view a time-lapse video of Tim Laman
unpacking and repacking all of the gear necessary to complete his work
in the field, visit his website.

This story is published courtesy of the Harvard Gazette, Harvard
University's official newspaper. For additional university news, visit 
Harvard.edu.
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