
 

www.paynecountyaudubon.com 

Page 1  e-Vo lume 2,  Number 

7,  Ju ly  2010  
Feathers  

 

 

Mirror, mirror on the wall, who's the fairest of them all?  

Feather color plays a variety of roles in the lives of birds, and is critical to their 

specific life styles. 

Mating 

In some species the colors and markings of the male have a direct impact on how at-

tractive he is to a female, and his mating success. In a few isolated cases the roles 

may reverse, with the male duck looking for clues to a female's value as a mate by 

evaluating the coloration of her feathers.  

Camouflage 

 The colors of a bird's feathers are often used to provide camouflage from  

predators. 

 Females are generally drabber or paler, brown and green so that they can sit on 

the nest and not be seen.  

 The winter plumage of the Willow Ptarmigan is pure white to match  its snow -covered 

winter home. The spring molt produces mottled brown feathers, making the female 

almost invisible as she sits on her nest.  

 Ever wonder why cardinals are the last ones at your feeder in the evening?  Red 

becomes black in dim light, making them harder for a predator to see.  

Many species (including Killdeer, Northern Mockingbird, Eastern Kingbird, many spe-

cies of shorebirds, and most gull species) exhibit a color pattern known as coun-

tershading—a dark back over light underparts. When viewed from above (perhaps 

by a hungry falcon) the dark back appears lighter in the sunlight, while the lighter 

lower half of the bird is darker as the result of being in its own shadow. The ef-

fect is one of a single color, making the bird hard to see at a distance. When viewed 

from below the bird blends with the sky.  

Territorial Dominance  

birds in good health are able to produce feathers with brighter colors.   In estab-

lishing a nesting territory, strongly colored male birds may be sending a signal that 

they are especially fit.  

Plumage Changes 

Feathers come in an amazing array of colors, including just about every hue imagin-

able. All of a bird's feathers are referred to as its plumage. A bird's plumage can 

change over time for several reasons:  

 passing through one or more molts until adult plumage is reached  

 molting into and out of breeding plumage 

 staining by food sources and the environment 

 wear and tear 

 bleaching by the sun 

 

Adapted from Cornell Lab of Ornithology’s All about Birds 

http://www.birds.cornell.edu/AllAboutBirds/studying/feathers/
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o White 

1.__________________________ 

 

o Black 

2.__________________________ 

 

o Red 

3. _________________________ 

 

o Blue 

4.__________________________ 

 

o Slate Blue 

5.__________________________ 

 

o Green 

6.__________________________ 

 

o Yellow 

7.__________________________ 

 

o Scarlet 

8__________________________ 

 

ooo Yellow, Red & 

Black 

9.__________________________

ooo Red, Blue, Green 

10.___________________________ 

 

oo Yellow & Black 

11.___________________________ 

 

oo Orange & Black 

12.___________________________ 

 

o Brown 

13.___________________________ 

 

o Rust 

14.___________________________ 

 

o Gray 

15.___________________________ 

 

oo Black & White 

16.___________________________ 

 

o Pink 

17.___________________________ 

 

oo Violet 

black 

18.___________________________ 

Name a bird for each of the following colors. 


