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THE SEXUAL DISPLAY OF THE LITTLE GREBE. 
BY 

P. H. TRAHAIR HARTLEY. B.Sc. 
OBSERVATIONS made on Little Grebes (Podiceps r. ruficollis) 
at Fetcham Pond, in Surrey, during 1931-1933, were concerned 
chiefly with birds which were paired for life (Hartley, 1933). 
The drought season of 1934 interrupted breeding upon the 
pond. In 1935 some information upon the pairing up of 
Dabchicks was obtained; and observations on the sexual 
displays of mated birds were extended. 
1. PAIRING U P . 

The shrill,.trilling " titter," which is so frequently uttered 
by paired birds, and during territorial encounters, is also used 
by unmated birds during the courting period. It would seem 
that this loud note is an expression of a heightened emotional 
state, and takes on a significance according to the circum
stances in which it is uttered. The trill used during a territorial 
demonstration is very slightly different from that used 
sexually, being more " whirring," and a little lower pitched. 

During February, 1935, there was much tittering among the 
Little Grebes on Fetcham Pond ; but it was not until the 
beginning of March that any birds were paired up. Two birds 
would keep together for some while, and titter frequently, but 
soon after separating, one, or both, would call in other 
company. Occasionally three birds would titter together—but 
not four or more. These titters were uttered in the usual pose 
—head drawn in so that the chin rests upon the base of the 
throat, and beak pointing down. In this calling pose, the 
Fetcham Dabchicks differed from those observed by Huxley 
(Huxley, 1914), which, " come face to face, stretch up their 
necks, and emit the well-known cry." There was much 
chasing about, and some fighting, during the courting period : 
but none of the short rushes, with formal poses, and sounding 
of the " whirring " titter, which are used in, or instead of 
fighting in defence of territory. Some of these incidents 
involved four, or (once) five, Grebes. In addition to the vocal 
courting display, an antic display was twice observed ; an 
antic which is interesting in its resemblance to incidents of 
the display of the Great Crested Grebe (Podiceps c. cristalus) 
and to the " display building " of paired Dabchicks. 

February 16th, 1935 : " 12.19 P-m-—A light plumaged Grebe, 
L, was floating by the bank with a darker bird, D. D kept 
making small half-circles round L, pressing in upon it, and 
occasionally rotating a little. D kept its neck very upright, 
with beak sharply horizontal. Once D made a tiny dip of the 
head, reminiscent of a displaying Great Crested Grebe. 
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Suddenly a second light Grebe, L1, appeared and set on D, 
catching hold of it by the back leathers, and splashing about. 
D retreated rapidly. L, L1 and a fourth bird, X, all tittered 
softly." 

" 12.57 p.m.—In the same place as at 12.19 a light Grebe, 
L, sat by the bank. A dark bird, D, tittered, then made a 
pressing half-circle round L, with some rotation on its own 
axis, and neck upright. D dived, came up near L, seized a 
stem of marestail and let it go again ; picked up some weeds 
and placed them beside L : took up a big beakful and added it 
to the weeds already placed ; moved to the other side of L, 
picked up some weeds, and added them to the other two lots. 
Then L dived. D remained in the same place, and L soon 
came up, and sat close by." 

The courting Grebes showed all stages of colour from winter 
to almost complete summer plumage: one couple were still 
pale when they mated. 
2. DISPLAYS OF MATED BIRDS. 

The selection of a mate, and the acquisition of a territory 
seem to take place simultaneously. So long as the birds are 
only courting, the utterance of the titter between any two 
birds may take place anywhere upon the pond ; but as soon as 
a couple of birds have paired up, they proceed to exclude 
other Grebes from a certain area. The paired birds may leave 
this area themselves, but it is only within its confines that 
they titter together. This area is in fact, their breeding 
territory and in its defence a special demonstration, and a 
special note (the " whirring " form of the titter) are used. 
When the breeding season is passed, paired birds still resort 
to special places within their territory, to titter in duet, or 
merely to sit quietly on the water together. The whole 
breeding territory is no longer defended, but other Grebes 
are driven away from the trysting places. In 1935 pairs of 
birds which had mated in the beginning of March, were 
observed to keep tryst regularly until mid-November when 
observation was cut short. Paired Grebes roost by their tryst
ing places, away from the winter flocks. 

The titter in duet is by far the most usual form of nuptial 
display, but occasionally Dabchicks perform antic displays 
reminiscent of the " weed-trick " of the Great Crested Grebe. 

(1) May 22nd, 1932.—•" 12.1 p.m. B.S.T.: One of a pair of 
Grebes, which had recently lost their brood, appeared to be 
holding a fine strand of weed, while tittering with its mate. 
At 12.3 they were again floating breast to breast, and one was 
holding weed. At 12.5 they floated breast to breast, and 
tittered loudly in duet. Both were diving excitedly and 
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carrying weeds, but did not seem to be building. Once, just 
after one had dived, the Grebes swam together and touched 
bills—perhaps some minute food was passed." 

(2) March 2nd, 1935.—" 2.12 p.m. : Two Grebes were 
floating in their territory breast to breast. One bird picked 
up a strand of weed, and held it up. The second bird also 
picked up some weed, and each bird held up its fragment. 
Then one bird placed its strand of weed on one side, and the 
second on the other." 

(3) March 30th, 1935.—" 11.57 a.m. : A Grebe, B, emerged 
from a dive right in front of its mate, K, and began to titter. 
Instead of tittering, K dived like a flash, with much splash, 
emerged with a trail of weed which it held up, dived again, 
and came up, still carrying some weed, and close to B. B 
dived, and when it emerged, both birds swam away." 

(4) April 4th, 1935.—" 10.40 a.m. : B and K were near 
together : they dived and emerged about three feet apart. 
One of them, B, picked up some weeds, and carried them with 
very upright neck to its mate, K, as though about to hand 
them over; but, keeping its neck stiff, B lowered them to 
the water before K. K picked up the weeds, held them for 
a moment with upright neck, and replaced them. B held up 
some weeds, and placed them. K did so too, then B did it 
again. After that one of them moved a little way away, but 
at 10.45 a.m., they tittered in the same place." 

(5) May 12, 1935.—" 4.22 p.m. B.S.T,: Two Grebes dived, 
and, emerging almost breast to breast, tittered loudly while 
floating with their heads drawn in, in a stiff, conscious manner: 
meanwhile each bird rotated a little on its own axis." 

(6) June 12th, 1935.—" 12.9J p.m. B.S.T. : B swam to K 
with upright neck, carrying some weeds. K picked up some 
weeds, held them up and dropped them. B held up, and 
dropped, some more weeds. So did K. Then one swam to the 
other, carrying some weeds with upright neck. The second 
bird took hold of these same weeds and the heads of both 
swayed a little to one side, as though in a gentle wrestle with 
the stuff. Later, one bird carried some weeds with upright 
neck towards its mate, then turned round and added them to a 
little mound which it had built." 

(7) June 8th, 1935.—" 11.53 a.m. B.S.T. : A single Little 
Grebe had been floating alone. A second Grebe swam out to it, 
whereon it picked up a stem of marestail, silently placed it 
before the newcomer, and then swam away." 

A rather different antic display was observed by G. Bird 
(I933) :— " On April 2nd . . . the display of the male. His 
head was held well back, with the neck curved and wings and 
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feathers fluffed out, so that he presented the appearance of 
a floating feathery ball. As he approached the hen he seemed 
to be excited, and uttered a faint note, only audible at close 
quarters, pecking from time to time at the water. Then riding 
off some distance he made the well-known trilling call and 
(apparently by means of his feet) splashed water up over his 
back to a remarkable height for so small a bird. The hen 
remained quiet, and showed no excitement." This display 
was between paired birds on a pond in Suffolk. 

Pecking at the water appears to be a sign of considerable 
nervous excitement. It was not observed at Fetcham during 
sexual display ; but in the course of three territorial encounters 
in 1932, and two in 1935, one, or both, birds were seen to 
snatch at weeds, or splash the surface of the water with their 
bills. 

When two birds are floating breast to breast in the tittering 
position, each must see the little patches of lemon yellow 
skin at the base of the mandible of the other, strikingly 
distinct against the rufous cheeks and dark throat. In this 
way a visual stimulus may be added to the vocal, as with 
Fulmars (Fulmarus g. glacialis) and Razorbills (Alca tor da) 
(Selous, 1905). 

The titter and the slight " weed-trick " do not form the 
initial part of a more complex series of reactions ; they are 
purely self-exhausting. Another form of behaviour exists, 
which was referred to in my notes as " display-building." In 
the earlier part of the breeding-season this also is a self-
exhausting display, and, indeed, differs from the " weed-trick " 
only in the more conscious disposal of the weeds. (Only a few 
instances of " display-building " can be quoted. It was much 
more frequently seen than the " weed-trick.") 

(1) March 2Sth, 1935.—" 12.30 p.m. : B began to place 
weeds—two bundles from the surface, one from a dive, three 
from the surface, one from a dive, and two more from the 
surface. One of B-K swam, carrying some weed with rather 
upright neck to its mate, then turned, carried it back (the 
distance was a foot or more), placed it and continued to build." 

(2) April 4th, 1935.—" 11.16 a.m. : B and K tittered while 
a yard apart; within half a minute both were busily piling 
marestail (Hippuris vulgaris). At first each made a separate 
pile ; then B transferred several beaksful to K's pile. Both 
placed weeds picked up from the surface on K's pile, then 
B floated quietly, while K continued to build." 

(3) March 30th, 1935.—" 11.8 a.m.: A and E were both 
building one platform, on to which one of them climbed." 
When both birds are building, one of them will climb on to 
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the heap, and either squat down and pull the weeds about, 
or stand, trampling and arranging the material. 

It is doubtful whether any distinction, having a meaning 
in the life of the bird, can be drawn between " display-
building " and work upon the first stages of a true nest. As 
spring advances, the performance of " display-building" 
often leads to the assumption of the crouching " invitation " 
pose by one bird. 

May 4th, 1935.—" 1.16 p.m. B.S.T. : B and K added 
material to a little heap of marestail. Then one of them, K, got 
onto a minute platform of weeds close by, and on it assumed 
the invitation pose. B placed some weeds in front of, and 
behind, K. K went to the first heap, floundered up onto it and 
crouched again. B piled up weeds before K with great energy: 
the latter pulled some of them about and then went off." 

The piling up of weeds around a crouching bird is a frequent 
response to the assumption of the " invitation " pose. A heap 
of marestail rising well above the water is made so quickly 
that it is probable that the nest in which eggs are eventually 
laid is merely a superstructure on the platform whereon the 
hen sits most frequently before oviposition. 

That there is no initial psychological difference between the 
true nest and the small weed-platform is suggested by the 
fact that the " invitation pose " and copulation take place 
upon both. 

Both sexes add to the nest throughout the period of 
incubation. Cargoes of weed are brought in not only at changes 
of incubating duty, but also at the frequent interim visits of 
the free bird to the nest. 

It is possible that reversal of pairing attitudes (Selous, 
1902) takes place, as in the Moorhen (Gallinula ch. chloropus) 
and Great Crested Grebe. That is to say, it is possible for 
either sex to mount the other in order to effect copulation. 
When reversal takes place, it cannot be assumed that the 
mounted bird is necessarily the hen. 

The assumption of the " invitation " pose by one Grebe 
signifies that the bird is strongly sexually excited, and is ready 
to receive its mate. The Great Crested Grebe has a rather 
similar position, by which both sexes can show their readiness 
to pair. Huxley (loc. cit.) gives an example of this :— 

May 2yd, 1900.—" The hen incited the cock by lying along 
the water ; the cock responded by also going into the passive 
attitude ; the hen ascended the nest, and assumed the passive 
attitude, and the cock then attempted to pair." 

The second Dabchick may react to its mate's invitation in 
four ways :— 
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i. It may ignore the invitation. 
2. It may pile up weeds around its mate. 
3. It may climb onto the nest beside the inviting bird, 

and itself assume the crouching pose. 
4. Copulation may be effected. 

In 1, there is no reaction. In 2 and 3 the reaction is of low 
intensity: the bird is sexually stimulated but cannot, or 
will not, pair. Reaction 3, since it is a form of behaviour first 
manifested later in the breeding season than reaction 2, is 
probably of higher intensity than 2, and suggests that the 
assumption of the crouching pose has two meanings :— 

1. A true invitation pose. 
2. That the bird is sufficiently sexually stimulated to take 

the passive part in copulation, and receive its mate, but 
cannot itself take the active part. There is no visible difference 
in position—the distinction is purely functional. When the 
second, Grebe of a pair assumes the crouching pose, its 
behaviour may be interpreted as a reaction of inadequate 
intensity to its mate's invitation. It is probable, also, that in 
the first assumption of the "invitation" pose in the earlier part 
of the breeding season, the crouching bird is not physiologically 
ready to receive its mate, but is in a state of sexual excite
ment too high to be satisfied by " display-building." 

The titter never appears as a reaction to the invitation. 
This confirms that it is a distinct, self-exhausting action, 
having no part in the behaviour pattern which leads to nest 
building and mating. 

Upon two occasions (May 12th, 1935, 4.40 p.m. B.S.T. ; 
May 18th, 1935, 10.59 a-m- B.S.T.) when the reaction of the 
second bird to the invitation of its mate has been of low 
intensity—building in each case—the inviting bird has risen, 
and turned upon the nest, so that on resumption of the 
" invitation " pose, the hind quarters, with the under tail 
coverts fluffed out, have been towards,the sluggard partner. 
Before copulation takes place, the Grebe which will take the 
"ac t ive" part, floats for a few seconds behind its mate: 
this turn places the invited bird in that position, and is, 
doubtless, an invitatory action. During this pause before 
mounting the " active " Grebe may, with upright neck, make 
a rhythmic swing of the head from side to side. Perhaps this 
last action is auto-excitatory, and serves to raise the birds 
emotional tone to the maximal stage, wherein the " active " 
pose is assumed (compare Whitman, quoted by Howard, 
1929). This rhythmic swinging of the head is sometimes 
accompanied by a soft, high-pitched whirring note, not heard 
at any other time. 
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During coition the " passive " bird always makes a similar 
rhythmic, side to side swing of the head : for example :— 

x.May 12^,1935 — "3.10 p.m. B.S.T: As B mounted, 
K drew in its head, and all through the mating made the 
rhythmic swing. The Grebes were exactly side on to me, and 
I noticed that K seemed to be rubbing the back of its head 
across B's lower breast—it seemed that K's nape was pressed 
against B's feathers the whole time. When B dismounted, it 
stood on the pairing platform in front of K, rather uprightly ; 
K bent down, stood upright, bent forward, and toyed with the 
weeds of the heap ; then both left." 

2. July nth, 1935 — "1.9 p.m. B.S.T : . . . the incubating 
bird, E, was in the crouched position ; the free bird A, on the 
water just behind it, and making a slight swing of the head. 
A then mounted E and copulation was attempted—probably 
successfully. E made the head-swing, but at first held its head 
low, gradually raising it, so that the nape rubbed first against 
A's belly, and then against its breast. When copulation was 
over, A was tipped off over E's head ; they both stood upright, 
and, I think, touched beaks, relaxed their pose, and straight
ened again ; then E walked off the nest, and A took over the 
duty of incubation. E brought four beaksful of weed to the 
nest." 

If the rhythmic swing of the head have an auto-excitatory 
effect upon the " active " bird, it has doubtless a similar 
influence upon the " passive " one, and ensures a maximal 
emotional tone upon its part also. The greater the sexual 
ardour of the birds, the greater the probability of a successful 
coition. The stroking of the " active " bird's breast may be a 
fortuitous result of the position of the head and neck during 
copulation. Or, although originally a mere by-product, it may 
now form a significant part of the copulatory behaviour 
pattern, and serve to increase the pleasure of (that is, in 
effect, to stimulate) the active bird as well as the passive. 

SUMMARY. 
The suggested relationship between an increasing sexual 

excitement and the actions of the Little Grebe is shown in 
Table I. 

Three distinct forms of behaviour are manifested. The first 
is the titter in duet, and the occasional " weed-trick." The 
second is the defence of territory. The mated Little Grebe is a 
passionately territorial bird. Defence of territory is as strong 
an indication of pairing up as the limitation of tittering to the 
area defended. A loud titter from each of the pairs of birds 
involved is the invariable end to a territorial demonstration 
but otherwise these two forms of behaviour are independent; 
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Both are self-exhausting and not stimulative to coition ; they 
are seen not only during the breeding-season but also in the 
winter months, when no excitatory actions are observed. 

TABLE I. 

BREEDING SEASON. 

State of 
Sexual 

Excitement. 

Maxi 

• 

mal. 

* > 

3 

Beginning, 

Non-
Existent , 

Manifestation. 

I S T B I R D 
True 

" Invi ta t ion" 
pose. 

Auto-excitatioi 
bird. 

2ND B I R D 
"Active" 

Fairing pose. 
A 

l of invited 

Assumption of "passive" 
pose as a reaction to the 

" Invitation " pose. 

" Display-building." 

Tittering in duet . 
Defence of territory. 

Occasional antic display. 

Tittering in duet and trio. 
Rare antic display. 

Birds unpaired. 

AUTUMN & W I N T E R . 

State of 
Sexual 

Excitement. 

N
o 

in
cr

ea
se

 

— 

Non-
Existent , 

Manifestation. 

Tittering in duet . 
Keeping of 

* 'Trys ting-places." 
Occasional defence of 

territory. 

— 

Birds unpaired. 

The third form of manifestation of sexual excitement is the 
behaviour pattern leading to nest building and mating—that 
is, the succession " display-building," assumption of the 
" invitation" pose, auto-excitation and the active and 
passive roles in copulation. Only the last of these actions are 
self-exhausting ; the others may lead on toward the end-point 
of the pattern. " Display-building " certainly has a highly 
important function in bringing about the construction of the 
nest; but it may also be a stimulus to the assumption of the 
" invitation " pose, and a low intensity reaction to invitation. 
Squatting in the " invitation " pose is an action leading 
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solely towards coition, and forms a necessary part of the 
copulatory behaviour pattern. " Display-building," although 
serving a more obviously important purpose, is an incidental 
part of the pattern. That it has a place in the copulatory 
behaviour pattern at all, is perhaps explicable by the theory 
that nest-building arose from the originally purposeless antics 
of sexually excited birds (Selous, 1933) 

COMPARISON WITH THE GREAT CRESTED GREBE. 

The titter of the Little Grebe appears to correspond with 
the " bout of shaking " of the Great Crested Grebe.* The 
titter is the common form of nuptial display of the Dabchick, 
and is used after the successful defence of territory. The 
" bout of shaking " is the common display of the Great 
Crested Grebe, and is used after the expulsion of an intruder. 

The occasional slight " weed-trick " of the smaller species is 
doubtless the same action as the " weed-trick " of the Great 
Crested Grebe; but it has never been developed to the 
elaboration of a " penguin dance." 

The Little Grebes of Fetcham Pond maintain the strictest 
of breeding territories, from the time of pairing up until the 
autumn, when the young of earlier broods have been indepen
dent for some weeks. The territories have, in all probability, 
a value in the conservation of food supplies (Howard, 1920). 

In some localities the Great Crested Grebe appears to be 
equally strictly territorial—for example, upon Hickling Broad, 
where food suitable for young Grebes is not plentiful (Turner, 
1924). At Frensham Ponds, on the other hand, some of the 
Great Crested Grebes are non-territorial, and those which do 
maintain territories in the earlier part of the breeding season 
desert them when the young are hatched (Venables and Lack, 
I93D). 

Since there is evidence that a strict territorial practice may, 
in some circumstances, be forced upon the Great Crested 
Grebe, Venables and Lack are probably correct in assuming 
that in those birds which show it incompletely, or not at all, 
territorial behaviour is vestigial, rather than less highly 
evolved, in comparison with the Little Grebe. 

It seems that " display-building " (that is, building regarded 
as a manifestation of sexual excitement) is shown by the 
Great Crested Grebe. Huxley says of the construction of the 
true nest—" During the main building period . . . one bird 
might also lie along the nest in the passive pairing position, as 
an invitation to the other to pair. But apparently pairing and 

*The nomenclature of the various actions in the display of the 
Great Crested Grebe is that used by Huxley. 
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pairing actions are gone through when the bulk of the nest is 
finished, or when a platform alone exists—nest construction 
appearing to use up most of the emotional energy of the 
birds." Both species of Grebe pair upon casually built 
" pairing-platforms " and on the true nest. 

The elaborate " discovery ceremony '"of the Great Crested 
Grebe, with the remarkably different positions of the two 
birds, has no antic counter-part in the Little Grebe. None 
the less, a " discovery ceremony " is often practised by Dab-
chicks : the birds either approach one another under water, 
and emerge breast to breast, to titter loudly ; or one emerges 
from a dive close beside its mate, and both titter. 

The Dabchick does not extend its neck in the " invitation " 
pose as the Great Crested Grebe does. The assumption of the 
" invitation " pose by a floating Little Grebe has never been 
observed—it is an attitude which seems to require a solid 
support. 

The Little Grebe is a species which has evolved a vocal 
expression of its emotions—an inter-sexual display of sound 
rather than of action. Its slight antic displays are probably 
very like those of the ancestors of its genus ; but in the 
Dabchick's small gestures may be seen the beginnings from 
which the elaborate and beautiful displays of the Great 
Crested Grebe have grown. 
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