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INTRODUCTION TO
AUSTRALIA'S
STRIKING
MONOCHROME
AVIAN WORLD

Australia  is  renowned
across the globe for its
un ique  and  o f ten
dazzling wildlife. While
the vibrant plumage of
rainbow  lorikeets  and
the earthy tones of the
emu  are  well  known,
there  is  a  particular
charm  and  elegance
found  in  the  nation's
collection  of  Black
And  White  Birds
Austral ia .  These
monochrome  marvels
are  not  just  visually

st r ik ing;  they  are
deeply woven into the
fabric of the Australian
landscape and culture.
F rom  the  raucous
l a u g h t e r  o f  t h e
kookaburra  to  the
melodious  carolling  of
the  magpie ,  b i rds
b o a s t i n g  a  s t a r k
palette  of  black  and
white  are  found  in
almost  every  habitat
across  the  continent,
from the arid  outback
to  the  lush  coastal
rainforests and bustling
urban gardens.
Understanding  these
birds  offers  a
fascinating  glimpse
i n t o  a d a p t a t i o n ,
behaviour,  and  the
sheer  diversity  of  life
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Down  Under.  Whether
you  are  a  dedicated
twitcher,  a  casual
backyard  observer,  or
a visitor hoping to spot
some  of  Australia's
most  iconic  species,
this guide will walk you
through  the  most
notable  species,  their
unique  characteristics,
and the  best  ways  to
identify and appreciate
them. The appeal of a
Black  And  White
B i rds  Aust ra l i a
checkl ist  is  that  i t
immediately  highlights
some  o f  t he  mos t
intelligent,  vocal,  and
charismatic species the
country  has  to  offer.
They  are  masters  of
contrast, and their bold
colours  serve  specific
p u r p o s e s  i n
c o m m u n i c a t i o n ,
camouflage,  and  social
interaction.

WHY SO MANY

AUSTRALIAN
BIRDS ARE BLACK
AND WHITE

Before  div ing  into
specific  species,  it  is
worth considering why
this  colour  scheme  is
so  prevalent.  In  the
ha r sh  Aus t r a l i an
environment,  the  high
contrast  of  black  and
white  serves  multiple
evolutionary  purposes.
For example, the stark
white on a bird's wing
or  tai l  can  act  as  a
flash  signal  to  startle
p r e d a t o r s  o r  t o
maintain  contact  with
flock  members  during
flight.  Conversely,  a
black back can provide
excellent  camouflage
aga ins t  the  dark ,
charred trunks of trees
in  fire-prone  eucalypt
f o r e s t s .  T h e
combination  creates  a
disruptive pattern that
can break up the bird's
out l ine,  making  i t
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harder for predators to
spot.  Furthermore,  in
the  intense  Australian
sun, a black back can
help  absorb  heat  in
cooler  morning  hours,
w h i l e  w h i t e
underbellies  reflect
heat from the ground,
helping  the  bird  stay
cool.  This  biological
genius  is  why  Black
And  White  Birds
Australia  species  are
so  successful  across
varying  climates.

ICONIC BLACK AND
WHITE BIRDS OF
AUSTRALIA

The
Australia
n Magpie:
The

Songster
of the
Suburbs
Perhaps  the  most
famous  of  all  Black
And  White  Birds
Aus t ra l i a  i s  t h e
Austral ian  Magpie
(Gymnorhina  tibicen).
Easily  distinguished
from  i ts  European
n a m e s a k e ,  t h e
Australian Magpie is a
larger,  more  robust
b i rd  w i th  a  h igh ly
complex  and beautiful
song.  They  are  found
across  most  of  the
continent,  favouring
open  spaces,  parks,
and  suburban  lawns.

Appearance:
These birds have
a solid black
head, neck, and
bib, with a white
nape and white
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patches on the
wings and lower
back. The black
plumage can
have an
iridescent blue-
green sheen in
good light.
Behaviour:
They are highly
intelligent and
social, living in
territorial family
groups. They are
famous for their
"swooping"
behaviour during
the breeding
season (August
to October),
where they
protect their
nests by diving
at perceived
intruders,
including cyclists
and pedestrians.
Diet: Being
omnivores, they
forage on the
ground for
insects, small

reptiles, and
seeds.
Cultural
Significance:
Their carolling
duets at dawn
and dusk are an
iconic sound of
the Australian
bush. They are a
beloved symbol
of Australian
wildlife, despite
their aggressive
nesting season.

The
Australia
n Magpie-
Lark: The
Mud
Builder
Often  confused  with
the magpie due to its
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name  and  colouring,
t h e  M a g p i e - L a r k
(Grallina  cyanoleuca),
a lso  known  as  the
Mudlark or  Peewee,  is
a  much  smaller  and
more delicate bird. It is
another  staple  of  the
Black  And  White
B i rds  Aust ra l i a
family.

Appearance:
Unlike the
magpie, the
Magpie-Lark has
a white belly and
a distinct white
eyebrow. The
male has a black
throat and a
white face, while
the female has a
white throat and
a black face,
making it easy to
tell the sexes
apart.
Habitat: They
are almost
always found
near water
sources,

including
wetlands, farm
dams, and
suburban garden
ponds.
Behaviour:
Their name
comes from their
remarkable mud
nests, which they
build using their
beaks to carry
mud balls to a
branch, often
constructing the
nest over several
weeks. They are
known for their
distinct, piping
call that sounds
like "pee-wee."

The Pied
Currawon
g: The
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Forest
Forager
Moving  to  the  forests
and  wood lands  o f
eastern  Australia,  the
P i e d  C u r r a w o n g
(Strepera  graculina)  is
a  f o rm idab le  and
high ly  inte l l igent
member  of  the  Black
And  White  Birds
Australia  grouping.  It
i s  t e c h n i c a l l y  a
passerine  bird  related
to  the  Aus t ra l i an
Magpie, but it acts very
much  like  a  crow  or
raven.

Appearance: A
large, mostly
black bird with a
heavy, powerful
beak. Its key
identifying
feature is the
bold white patch
at the base of
the tail and white

wing tips, which
are most visible
in flight. It also
has striking
yellow eyes.
Diet:
Currawongs are
omnivorous and
opportunistic.
They are known
for eating berries
(which helps
spread native
seeds) but can
also be
predatory, taking
small birds, eggs,
and insects. They
are notorious for
raiding other
birds' nests
during the
breeding season.
Sound: Their call
is a loud, echoing
"curra-wong" or
"kar-wee-kuk,"
which is a
haunting and
familiar sound of
the Australian
high country and
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coastal forests.

The Black
Swan:
The Regal
Waterbird
No discussion of Black
And  White  Birds
Australia  would  be
complete  without  the
Black  Swan  (Cygnus
a t r a t u s ) .  W h i l e
predominantly black, it
is  the  contrast  of  its
white  flight  feathers
against the black body
t h a t  m a k e s  i t  a
m o n o c h r o m e
masterpiece. When the
swan  is  at  rest,  the
b l a c k  b o d y  i s
dominant.  However,
when  it  takes  flight,
the  white  pr imary
feathers  c reate  a
stunning visual display.

Habitat: Found
in wetlands,
lakes, and
estuaries across
southern
Australia.
Behaviour:
They are less
migratory than
northern
hemisphere
swans but will
move in
response to
water
availability. They
are known for
their long,
graceful necks
and their habit of
upending to feed
on aquatic
vegetation.
Symbolism: The
Black Swan is the
state emblem of
Western
Australia and
holds a special
place in
Aboriginal
Dreamtime
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stories.

The Willy
Wagtail:
The
Cheerful
Acrobat
Small  but  mighty,  the
W i l l y  W a g t a i l
(Rhipidura  leucophrys)
i s  one  of  the  most
beloved  Black  And
W h i t e  B i r d s
Australia species. It is
a member of the fantail
family, and its constant
motion makes it  a joy
to watch.

Appearance: A
small bird with a
black head, back,
and throat,
contrasting
sharply with a
pure white belly

and white
eyebrows. Its
most distinctive
feature is its
long, fan-shaped
tail, which it
constantly wags
from side to side.
Behaviour:
Unlike many
small birds, the
Willy Wagtail is
fearless. It will
aggressively
chase away
much larger
birds, including
magpies and
raptors, from its
territory. It is an
insectivore, often
seen darting
from a low perch
to catch flies and
moths in mid-air.
Cultural
Significance: In
many Aboriginal
cultures, the
Willy Wagtail is
seen as a
messenger or a



Black And White Birds Australia 9

9

bringer of news.
Its active, curious
nature makes it a
favourite in
backyard
gardens.

The
Crested
Pigeon:
The
Elegant
Ground-
Feeder
The  Crested  Pigeon
(Oxyphaps lophotes) is
a  subtle  but  striking
example of Black And
W h i t e  B i r d s
Australia.  While  it
appears  a  soft  grey
from  a  distance,  up
c lose  i t  revea l s  a

beaut i fu l  ar ray  of
detail .

Appearance: It
has a grey head
and body, a
black wing tip,
and a distinctive
black crest. The
key white feature
is the white wing
patch, which is
bordered by
iridescent bronze
and green. The
tail has a broad
white terminal
band.
Habitat: Very
common in urban
areas, parks, and
grasslands
across mainland
Australia.
Behaviour:
They spend most
of their time on
the ground
pecking for
seeds. One of
their most iconic
behaviours is the
loud whistling
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sound their
wings make
when they take
off in alarm. This
whistle is created
by a special
primary feather
and serves as a
warning signal to
other pigeons.

RARE AND
NOTABLE BLACK
AND WHITE
SPECIES

The
Black-
faced
Cormoran
t
For those interested in
coastal  Black  And
W h i t e  B i r d s
Australia,  the  Black-

f a c e d  C o r m o r a n t
( P h a l a c r o c o r a x
fuscescens) is a must-
see.  Found  along  the
southern coasts, it is a
large,  marine  bird.  Its
body  is  mostly  black,
with a white belly and
a distinctive black face
mask. They are expert
divers,  often  seen
perched  on  cliffs  or
jetties with their wings
spread to dry.

The Pied
Honeyeat
er
In  the  arid  interior  of
the  country,  the  Pied
H o n e y e a t e r
(Certhionyx variegatus)
offers  a  delicate
contrast. The male is a
stunning  bird  with  a
black head,  back,  and
tail, contrasting with a
white breast, belly, and
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wing patch. They follow
flowering  plants,
feeding  on  nectar  in
the red sand country.

The
Black-
shouldere
d Kite
A beautiful raptor, the
Black-shouldered  Kite
(Elanus  axillaris)  is  a
study  in  pale  grey,
white, and black. It has
a white head and body,
with a distinctive black
patch on the shoulder
o f  each  w ing  ( the
" s h o u l d e r s "  a r e
actua l ly  the  w ing
coverts).  Its  red  eyes
and  hovering  hunting
s t y l e  m a k e  i t  a
spectacular  sight  in
open  grasslands  and
farmland.

BEHAVIOURAL
TRAITS OF BLACK
AND WHITE BIRDS

The Black And White
B i rds  Aust ra l i a
spec ies  d i sp lay  a
remarkable  range  of
behaviours  that  set
them apart from other
birds.  Many  of  these
species are known for
their  high intelligence.
The  Australian  Magpie
a n d  t h e  P i e d
C u r r a w o n g ,  f o r
example,  have  been
s h o w n  t o  h a v e
excellent  problem-
solving skills and long-
term  memory.  They
can  remember  human
faces for  years,  which
explains why a magpie
that  swoops  you  one
season will likely do so
again the next.
Social  structure  is
another  key  t ra i t .
Australian Magpies live
in  complex  territorial
groups  with  a  strict



12

12 Black And White Birds Australia 2023-08-23

h i e r a r c h y .  T h e y
cooperate  to  defend
their territory and raise
y o u n g .  P i e d
Currawongs  are  more
solitary  during  the
breeding  season  but
form large flocks in the
autumn  and  winter,
o f ten  moving  into
suburban  areas.  This
flocking  behaviour  is  a
survival  strategy,
helping  them  find  food
a n d  w a t c h  f o r
predators.
Vocalisation is perhaps
the  most  defining
b e h a v i o u r a l
characteristic.  The
d a w n  c h o r u s  i n
Australia  is  heavily
dominated  by  black
and  white  birds.  The
carolling  of  magpies,
the  piping  of  magpie-
larks, and the warbling
of willy wagtails create
a complex soundscape.
These songs are used
to  define  territory,
attract  mates,  and

maintain social  bonds.
The  ability  to  mimic
other  bird  calls  and
even human sounds is
common among these
s p e c i e s ,  f u r t h e r
highl ight ing  their
cognitive  abil it ies.

HABITAT AND
DISTRIBUTION
ACROSS
AUSTRALIA

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
interesting facts about
Black  And  White
Birds Australia is how
they  have  adapted  to
almost  every  niche.
You  can  find  them  in:

Urban Areas:
Magpies,
magpie-larks,
crested pigeons,
and willy
wagtails have
adapted
incredibly well to
city life. They
utilise gardens,
parks, and
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buildings for nesting and
foraging.


