
 

New larks revealed in Africa
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Distribution of the Corypha africana–C. sharpii–C. hypermetra–C. somalica–C.
ashi complex based on BirdLife International and Handbook of the Birds of the
World (2020) and Kennedy and Finch (in prep.), with type localities indicated by
asterisks. Note that information on distribution should be regarded with caution
because further research is required for precision and accuracy. The distributions
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of specific taxa are listed in Table 2, but their boundaries (particularly within and
between the two large continuous ranges in southern/south-western Africa and
East Africa) are unclear and in need of updating. For example, there have been
records further east in southern Tanzania and northern Mozambique (Baker and
Baker 2014; Supporting Information, Fig. S1B), indicated on the map by a
question mark. Some additional information on distribution can be gleaned from
Supporting Information, Figure S1, which shows localities for birds that have
been sampled genetically or whose song has been recorded.

Researchers at Uppsala University, together with colleagues at the
Swedish Museum of Natural History, the University of Gothenburg, and
institutions in seven other countries, have studied the relationships
between five closely related species of larks that occur in Africa south of
the Sahara. Two of these have not been observed for decades, so the
researchers analyzed DNA from museum specimens, some of which
were over 100 years old.

The DNA analyses revealed nine distinct evolutionary lines, which were
estimated to have been separated for up to at least five million
years—which is about as long as humans and chimpanzees have been
separated. Five of these branches on the tree of life are normally
classified as different subspecies of Rufous-naped Lark Corypha
africana, and two of them as subspecies of Red-winged Lark Corypha
hypermetra.

Based on the genetic results, combined with extensive analyses of
plumage, size/structure, vocalizations, and behaviors, the researchers
demonstrated that the relationships are considerably more complex and
that the branches were previously missorted. They propose that the two 
species be split into seven. Conversely, the analyses showed that Ash's
Lark Corypha ashi, which is only known from a few specimens collected
in Somalia, is the same species as the slightly better-known Somali Lark
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Corypha somalica.

Most of the 'new' species are extremely poorly known, and the paper
describes songs and behaviors for the first time for several of them.
After the article was accepted for publication, the lead author, Per
Alström at Uppsala University, had the opportunity to study one of the
least known 'new' species in north-western Zambia, on the border with
Angola, in November 2023.

"This species, which we propose to be called Plains Lark Corypha
kabalii, but which does not yet have a Swedish name, is even more
distinct than we concluded based on the data we analyzed earlier,"
Alström says.

"Among other things, it has a unique display behavior, which is probably
used both for defending territory and attracting females. The Plains Lark
male rapidly ascends to a height of a few meters, where it claps its wings
to produce a rather strong sound before descending to the ground again
on spread wings."

Another recently published paper by largely the same research group
presented the family tree for all but one of the more than 100 lark
species in the world.

That study confirmed that many species that are similar in appearance
are not closely related at all but likely developed similarities due to
similar living conditions—so-called convergent evolution. Conversely,
some close relatives have diverged so much in appearance that their
close relationship can no longer be traced in their external
characteristics.

The work is published in the Zoological Journal of the Linnean Society
and Avian Research.

3/4

https://phys.org/tags/family+tree/


 

  More information: Per Alström et al, Integrative taxonomy reveals
unrecognised species diversity in AfricanCoryphalarks (Aves:
Alaudidae), Zoological Journal of the Linnean Society (2023). DOI:
10.1093/zoolinnean/zlad107 

Per Alström et al, Systematics of the avian family Alaudidae using
multilocus and genomic data, Avian Research (2023). DOI:
10.1016/j.avrs.2023.100095
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