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Which is the ‘real’ magpie?

Australian magpies are popular and have won national approval across Australia, 
having made it also to Emblem status in Western Australia. Magpies have clubs and 
organisations named in their honour. One can buy trinkets with magpie motifs, 
choose works of art (excellent etchings and paintings of magpies) and a good choice 
of sculptures. Apart from personal contact that many enjoy with wild birds, one of 
the reasons for this multi-level acknowledgement is that magpies are among a 
handful of Australian avian species that occur almost right across the nation 
(deserts excepted)1 and, because of their size and colour, tend to be highly visible.

When European settlers and scientists first arrived in Australia, they attempted 
to fit the species they found into known European classifications. Even the 
vernacular names of Australian birds generally reflected European origins. The 
magpie is no exception, as already mentioned. A good deal of mythology and 
guesswork often caused confusion. A charming example comes from possibly the 
earliest European painting of a magpie (Fig. 2.1), produced by Thomas Watling, 
who belonged to the group of painters called, in the singular, ‘Port Jackson Painter’ 
and these are dated 1788–1792. The painting, now held at the Natural History 
Museum in London, names the bird as a ‘Piping Roller’ and its inscription reads: 
‘This bird has a soft note not unlike the sound of a well-tuned flute. It is a Bird of 
Prey.’ We know differently today.

The IOC World Bird List2 and the BirdLife Australia Working List of 
Australian Birds3 are regularly updated and are considered authoritative reference 
lists for bird taxonomy. These lists currently give the scientific name for the 
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Australian Magpie as Gymnorhina tibicen, a name which could mean ‘bare-nosed 
flautist’ or ‘joyful flautist,’ depending on whether one considers the Greek or 

Fig. 2.1. Possibly the earliest painting of the Australian magpie, this watercolour is estimated to have been 
produced between 1788–1792 by the ‘Port Jackson Painter’. The artist called the bird the ‘Piping Roller’ and 
described it as a ‘Bird of Prey’. Source: Natural History Museum, London.
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Hebrew origins of the name. This is an apt name given the magpie’s special status 
as an extraordinary songbird in terms of octaval breadth and depth of repertoire, a 
quality that distinguishes the magpie from all other cracticids (butcherbirds).

However, magpies have long been considered an interesting group in 
taxonomic and evolutionary discussions. One issue is the question of relatedness of 
magpies to other birds. As early as 1914, Leach suggested that magpies should not 
have their own genus but be included in the genus Cracticus.4 Schodde and Mason 
classified magpies in the genus Gymnorhina and butcherbirds in the genus 
Cracticus, both of which they included in the family Artamidae.5 Since their work, 
however, genetic studies have shown that the magpie is actually ‘nested’ within 
butcherbirds; that is, the Black Butcherbird (M. quoyi) is more closely related to the 
magpie than it is to other butcherbirds.6 That opens up several options for generic 
classification of magpies and butcherbirds. While some publications have opted to 
refer to the Australian Magpie as Cracticus tibicen (e.g. Christidis and Boles7), and 
some lists treat it as Gymnorhina tibicen,2,3 magpie taxonomy continues to be a 
dynamic area of study in which researchers have not yet reached full agreement. 

Given the ongoing nature of the debate, this book follows the current IOC 
World Bird List and BirdLife Australia Working List of Australian Birds in using 
Gymnorhina tibicen and the family Artamidae when referring to the Australian 
Magpie. This approach is also in agreement with Cake et al.30

Generally, one can speak of two obvious plumage differences in magpies: one is 
called the white-backed magpies and the other the black-backed magpies (Fig. 2.2). 

Fig. 2.2. White and black-backed magpie comparison. Left: White-backed magpie (WBM). Right: Black-
backed magpie (BBM). Both images depict males. Of all magpies, the white-backed magpie of Western 
Australia is the most sexually different (dimorphic) – while males of WBM sport a completely white back, 
females have a visibly different greyish/motley back. In the BBM, sex differences are very slight – the female 
may have a small strip of grey feathers at the nape of the neck (between the black and white feathers).
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Communication

To some extent, each chapter has discussed acts of communication, be this in terms 
of revealing food sources, in territorial defence and in everyday life. Birds living in 
socially complex groups, such as ravens, some parrots, honeyeaters, superb blue-
wrens and magpies, may develop very complex communication systems compared 
to other species in their weight class and some may be comparable to those of some 
mammals (e.g. great apes or wild dogs). Most of the more vocal behaviours are now 
known to be acquired through learning, and some may depend on higher 
cognition.1 Mastery of communication skills, including those of vocalisation, may 
play a very important role in the degree of success a bird has in finding a partner, 
breeding and holding on to a territory.

The view has developed that animals living in close affiliative associations 
acquire what is termed ‘social intelligence’. This is precisely because of their need 
to maintain close, affiliative and cooperative contacts that are thought to require 
more extended communication skills than those living in loose flocks.

In a recent set of interesting experiments, Australian magpies were set to solve 
colour-associated foraging tasks and while they did, there were significant 
differences. Individuals from larger groups were more likely to attempt to solve the 
task. Additionally, older individuals were more successful, suggesting that both 
social and individual differences contribute to associative learning ability.2 Of late, 
social species have not only been linked with cognition but with longevity, an 
interesting point since so many Australian native birds, including magpies, are 
long-lived.3
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Complexity in communication has also been linked to group size, closeness of 
affiliation and cognition. How spurious or real these links really are needs to be 
tested in each individual species. It seems though, that the Australian magpie, 
with its vast net of communication options and song may have developed many 
special cognitive and communicative abilities. Perhaps in their case these may 
well be essential in order to secure their position and allow them to create and 
maintain territories and thus prime properties. They repay by allowing their land 
to be used by other species and, perhaps inadvertently, defending other species 
again predator incursions.

Often when one thinks of a songbird, one thinks of its song. Not all 
vocalisations in birds are song. Songbirds and non-songbirds alike make many 
others that form an important and integral part of the bird’s communication, 
indeed, on a daily basis they carry substantial weight. These are typically short 
vocalisations, chief of which are its alarm calls. Excepting a few notable analyses 
short calls have been relatively neglected, possibly because they are often rather 
stereotyped or appear to hold little promise in terms of broader questions on vocal 
learning. However, within this group, alarm calls have been singled out and a vast 
literature has arisen within this category alone, be this for an interest in acoustics, 
effect, communication or even cognition.

Magpies have many different classes of vocalisations in their total vocal 
repertoire. Even without studying these in detail, one might well and rightly 
suspect that repertoire size of different call and song categories may suggest a 
potential for the utilisation of very different message types.

As Fig. 11.1 shows, the classes of vocalisations also may have different origins. 
We can be fairly sure that emotional expressions, some basic alarm and distress 
calls are not learned but part of the inherent template of magpies and other birds, 
songbird or not.

But for all other vocal categories, several qualifications might be required. In 
sexually dimorphic males (in species in which only the male sings) song is learned 
by juveniles and often has to be acquired in a relatively short time window (called 
the sensitive period), as in zebra finches for instance.4 Learning ability (referred to 
as plasticity) may decline relatively early in development once the song(s) that need 
to be learned have been perfected. However, in other species, learning ability may 
continue over a lifetime5 and add to the bird’s overall repertoire.6 Quite a separate 
category are species that retain plasticity throughout life as some songbirds do, 
including the Australian magpie.

A further complication lies both in number and type of song, its function and 
even male competition or female choice that determines how much can be learned 
by tutoring or by a self-styled improvisation. The magpie is an improviser and can 
add or subtract from its song as young birds are not taught, as already mentioned.
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The category that was most contentious, is now well established. It is called 
intentional communication, i.e. expressing vocally an intention to inform others 
about something and something very specific. For both sender and recipient it 
means that the sender needs to have someone in mind and for the recipient to 
understand that the message may contain information of importance and may 
even require anticipatory thinking. Most often, this is studied in referential signals 
(discussed below).

On the surface, communication sounds quite simple. Communication, as 
distinct from vocalising, somehow presumes that one bird sends a message to 
another and that the information conveyed is received, understood and, if need be, 
acted upon (Fig. 11.2). It is not quite that simple. Some ‘messages’ are not vocal, 
especially close-up communication, others are long distance and distorted. Some 
are heard and not acted upon.

In some bird species communication through sound is equally important or 
superior to visual information.8 This need not involve sophisticated vocalisation 
but may require excellent hearing. It was mentioned that the magpie, able to locate 
underground grubs by sound alone (as explained in Chapter 5), has obviously 
excellent hearing in detecting sounds of low intensity. Magpies also have very 
strong and high amplitude calls that may carry far over a large terrain.

Nest defence

Emotions

Alarm

Distress

Begging

Mimicry

Song
Non-directed

Directed

Alarm calls

Food call

Call to arms

Contact

Territorial calling

Referential
signals

Spontaneous

Learned

Intentional

Fig. 11.1. Categories of vocalisations in Australian magpies. Magpies may express a wide range of 
emotions and information via vocal means. Note that alarm calls alone can be subdivided into six major 
categories (27 different alarm calls in total have been identified that fall largely into these six categories). The 
shaded area refers to call types that juveniles may also express.
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Regardless of the relative importance of one or the other modality, generally, 
no single aspect of the communication system functions entirely in isolation. At 
close range, communication can occur without any vocal signals. Thus, before 
coming back to any long-range vocal signals, it is worth exploring these non-vocal 
signals. These are often overlooked in discussions on communication but may have 
important regulatory functions in a group.

Body posture
Birds, like mammals, have a wide range of body postures available to them for 
communicating a particular message, and magpies certainly use a great variety of 
these. Magpies express agonistic behaviour by arching of the neck, extending the 
wings outwards, and stretching the head forward before engaging in any specific 
agonistic locomotion or action. Some of the body postures issue a warning not to 
approach and readiness to either run or fly in the direction of an intruder, a 
posture similar to the vigilance posture as shown in Fig. 6.8. Others are meant for 
appeasement or submissiveness, as already described in Chapter 9. A distinct 
appeasement/submissive gesture by magpies, also used by currawongs, is the flutter 
of the wings involving not the entire wing, but mostly the primary feathers (called 
the manus flutter). Submissive behaviour in magpies is expressed by falling down, 
rolling over on the back and exposing the belly. One can see this behaviour within 
the play behaviour of juvenile magpies but also of juveniles when an adult pursues 
them. Usually, the juvenile will have done something wrong and the adult will 
pursue to punish but before being able to do so, the juvenile flings itself at once 
onto its back, at times emitting woeful sounds. The adult may still deliver a peck 
but usually the strategy works to appease the adult. Such use of body language is 

Fig. 11.2. Sender and receiver. The magpie on the left is sending a message. The large circle represents 
the power at which it was sent. That power can be diminished in various ways. Distance alone makes the 
amplitude of the sound diminish (called attenuation). Other factors can cause further attenuation or even 
distortion (grey squiggles). These may be invisible obstructions, such as sounds created by wind, updrafts, 
rain and fog, and a range of visible obstructions such as trees and shrubs, refracting the sound. The 
recipient of the sound may receive a signal that is much diminished (smaller circle), possibly distorted or 
interrupted (cf Kaplan7).
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rarely seen among birds, except parrots and corvids, but is much more typical of 
dogs and primates. It suggests that magpies have developed a particularly complex 
system of communication.

For agonistic interactions magpies may open their wings, as was shown in the 
magpie’s play-fighting series or in squabbles over food already mentioned. In rare 
situations, play-fight posturing can take on very realistic forms (Fig. 11.3).

Feathers and facial expressions
In magpies, feathers are used for subtle signals during very close interactions. 
Signals, issued by feather posture alone, have rarely been systematically studied yet 
they may be quite important within visual range.9 Feather movement and 
positioning is under the control of underlying musculature. Such musculature is 
essential in order to regulate moisture and temperature on the integument. Cold 
weather requires fluffing of the feathers to ensure better insulation. Feathers can be 
held erect to allow the sun to shine directly onto the skin. Magpies take sunbaths 
regularly and spread out their feathers to do so.

The same mechanisms of feather control can also be used in communication 
and express a surprising range of emotions. Magpies can fluff their feathers in a 

Fig. 11.3. This juvenile (six months old) is play-fighting, displaying typical agonistic behaviour shown 
normally to intruding magpies: arched back, splayed wings, head arched forward and emitting sharp staccato 
‘call to arms’ calls. There was no opponent and minutes later the same bird, sitting quietly on my arm, tried 
very subdued, charming begging calls.
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Plate 1. Beautiful magpie: understated, elegant, sensitive, intelligent and courageous.

Plate 2. Magpie in autumn.
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Plate 3. An example of a colour variation in a juvenile magpie.

Plate 4. First-year fledgling with a mottled/scalloped breast.

180717 Australian Magpie Final.indd   216 07/01/2019   13:31:33.62



P la tes 217

Plate 5. Branchling looking very self-satisfied. This bird is barely over 4 weeks old but very adventurous. 
Note that the tail feathers are missing due to an attack by a raven when it was a nestling. Those tail feathers 
will not regrow for some time and initial flights attempts may be less successful but, in general, most birds 
can adapt to flying without tail feathers.

Plate 6. Singing magpie, barely opening the beak.
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Plate 7. Solo play – moving in and out of the water and getting comfortable. Source: The Magpie Whisperer, 
www.magpieaholic.com

Plate 8. Three magpies engaged in social play. Note, one magpie is using the foot of another bird to give it a 
swing. Source: The Magpie Whisperer, www.magpieaholic.com
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