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I ’ m  a  f a n  o f  c o n t e m p o r a r y  a r t ,  i n c l u d i n g  
s t y l i z e d  b i r d s  c r e a t e d  a t  t h e  w h i m s  o f  
a r t i s t i c  l i c e n s e .  B u t  I  a l s o  r e a l l y  l i k e  

i t  w h e n  c a r i c a t u r i z e d  b i r d s  h a v e  s o m e  
s e m b l a n c e  o f  a c c u r a c y ,  a n d  e v e n  m o r e  s o  
w h e n  i t  c o m e s  t o  a g e  a n d  s e x .  S u c h  i s  t h e  
c a s e  w i t h  T o n y  F i t z p a t r i c k ’ s  “ C o m m u n i o n  o f  
W a x w i n g s , ”  t h e  o ffi c i a l  a r t  f o r  t h e  2 0 2 0  A B A  
B i r d  o f  t h e  Y e a r ,  d e p i c t i n g  C e d a r  W a x w i n g s .  
T h e r e ,  n o w ,  I ’ v e  g i v e n  a w a y  t h e  s p e c i e s  
i d e n t i t y ,  b u t  t h i s  w a s  q u i t e  a p p a r e n t ,  w a s n ’ t  
i t ?  T h e s e  a r e  o b v i o u s l y  w a x w i n g s ,  
a n d ,  i n  a l l  r e s p e c t s ,  n o t  B o h e m i a n  
W a x w i n g s ,  r i g h t  o n  d o w n  t o  
t h e  d a r k  p r i m a r y  c o v e r t s  a n d  
fi n e  w h i t e  f r i n g i n g  t o  t h e  
i n n e r  w e b s  o f  t h e  t e r t i a l s .
C l a s s i fi c a t i o n  o f  a g e  

a n d  s e x  i n  C e d a r  
W a x w i n g s  i s  
s o m e w h a t  

c o m p l i c a t e d ,  n e c e s s i t a t i n g  e v a l u a t i o n  o f  b o t h  
c a t e g o r i e s  i n t e r a c t i v e l y .  I n  t h i s  c a s e ,  i t  w o u l d  b e  
n i c e  i f  t h e  N a v a j o  p i n w h e e l s  w e r e  c o d e d  t o  a g e  
a n d  s e x ;  a n d ,  i f  t h a t  w e r e  t h e  c a s e ,  i t  w o u l d n ’ t  
s u r p r i s e  m e ,  g i v e n  t h e  s e n t i e n t  a w a r e n e s s  fi r s t  
p e o p l e s  h a d  o f  t h e i r  n a t u r a l  s u r r o u n d i n g s .  B u t  
w e  p r e s e n t - d a y  d o m e s t i c a t e d  b i r d e r s  w i l l  h a v e  
t o  r e l y  o n  t h e  d e p i c t e d  p l u m a g e  f e a t u r e s .
W e  c a n  s t a r t  w i t h  t h e i r  n o t  b e i n g  j u v e n i l e s ,  

b y  t h e i r  n i c e  b r i g h t  p l u m a g e  a n d  l a c k  o f  b l u r r y
s t r e a k s  t o  t h e  b r e a s t .  W e  a l l  k n o w  t h e  j u v e -
n i l e  p l u m a g e  f a i r l y  w e l l ,  a s  t h e
C e d a r  W a x w i n g  i s  o n e
o f  m a n y  s p e c i e s  i n
N o r t h  A m e r i c a  
w h i c h  m i g r a t e
a w a y  f r o m  

n a t a l  s i t e s
t o  u n d e r g o  t h e i r  

p r e f o r m a t i v e  m o l t s  ( P y l e  e t  
a l .  2 0 1 8 ) ;  p r a c t i c a l l y  s p e a k i n g ,  t h i s  m e a n s  
w e  o f t e n  s e e  j u v e n i l e s  i n  m i g r a n t  f a l l  
fl o c k s .  F o l l o w i n g  t h e s e  m o l t s ,  b o t h  fi r s t -
w i n t e r  ( f o r m a t i v e )  a n d  o l d e r  ( d e fi n i t i v e  
b a s i c )  a d u l t  b i r d s  r e s e m b l e  e a c h  
o t h e r  i n  b o d y  p l u m a g e .  O u r  f e a t u r e d  
w a x w i n g s  a p p e a r  t o  b e  e a t i n g  w i n t e r  

b e r r i e s ,  p o s s i b l y  o f  h o n e y s u c k l e  
( i f  i n  t h e  E a s t ) ,  t o y o n  ( i f  i n  t h e  
W e s t ) ,  o r  p y r a c a n t h a  ( i f  a l o n g  a  
f r e e w a y ) .  I n  a n y  c a s e ,  b y  w i n t e r  
t h e  m o l t s  a r e  d o n e ,  a n d  w e  c a n  

a s s u m e  t h a t  o u r  w a x w i n g s  a r e  e x h i b i t i n g  
e i t h e r  f r e s h  f o r m a t i v e  o r  f r e s h  d e fi n i t i v e  b a s i c  
p l u m a g e .
I n  s o m e  s p e c i e s ,  i t ’ s  b e t t e r  t o  d e t e r m i n e  a g e  

b e f o r e  t u r n i n g  t o  s e x ,  w h i l e  i n  o t h e r s ,  l i k e  t h e  
C e d a r  W a x w i n g ,  t h e  r e v e r s e  i s  t h e  b e t t e r  c o u r s e .  
W h e t h e r  i n  f o r m a t i v e  o r  b a s i c  p l u m a g e ,  t h e  

A g i n g  a n d  S e x i n g  C e d a r  W a x w i n g s

t h r o a t s  o f  f e m a l e s  
h a v e  a  r e d u c e d  

a m o u n t  o f  b l a c k i s h ,  
w h e r e a s  t h o s e  o f  m a l e s  
a r e  m o r e  f u l l y  b l a c k ,  w i t h  
l i t t l e  i f  a n y  o v e r l a p  i n  t h i s  

c h a r a c t e r .  S o  i n  o u r  c o v e r  
p i e c e ,  t h e  f e m a l e  i s  t h e  b i r d  w i t h  
t h e  b e r r y ,  o n  t h e  l e f t .
N o w  i t  g e t s  m o r e  f u n .  A s  n i c e l y  
d o c u m e n t e d  5 0  y e a r s  a g o  b y  

B o b  Y u n i c k  ( 1 9 7 0 ) ,  t h e  n u m b e r  o f  w a x y  t i p s  
t o  t h e  s e c o n d a r i e s  o f  C e d a r  W a x w i n g s  v a r i e s  
w i t h  a g e  a n d  s e x ,  r a n g i n g  f r o m ,  o u t  o f  n i n e  
s e c o n d a r i e s ,  0 – 3  w i t h  t h e s e  t i p s  i n  f o r m a t i v e  
f e m a l e s ,  1 – 7  i n  a d u l t  f e m a l e s ,  0 – 7  i n  f o r m a t i v e  
m a l e s ,  a n d  3 – 9  i n  a d u l t  m a l e s .  L o o k i n g  c l o s e l y  
a t  o u r  s u b j e c t  b i r d s ,  I  c o u n t  s i x  w a x y  t i p s  o n  
t h e  s e c o n d a r i e s  o f  t h e  f e m a l e  a n d  fi v e  o n  t h e  
m a l e .  A c c o r d i n g l y ,  a n d  a l o n g  w i t h  t h e  n i c e  
b r o a d  y e l l o w  t i p  t o  t h e  t a i l  ( d i s c u s s e d  b e l o w ) ,  
t h e  s i x  w a x y  t i p s  o n  t h e  f e m a l e  i n d i c a t e s  a n  
a d u l t .  B u t  w h a t  o f  t h e  m a l e ?  H e r e ,  fi v e  w a x y  
t i p s  c a n  o c c u r  i n  b o t h  a g e  g r o u p s ,  s o  w e  m u s t  

F e a t u r e d  “ P h o t o . ”  T h i s  i s  a  p a i n t i n g  o f
C e d a r  W a x w i n g s ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  b u t  t h e  b i r d s
c a n  a l s o  b e  a g e d  a n d  s e x e d .  S e e  t e x t  f o r
                            a n a l y s i s .  D r a w i n g  a n d
                          c o l l a g e  b y  ©  T o n y  F i t z p a t r i c k .

J o i n  t h e  o n l i n e  c o n v e r s a t i o n :
a b a . o r g / m a g a z i n e

I n  a  d e p a r t u r e  f r o m  n o r m a l  p r a c t i c e ,  w e  p r e s e n t
a  t e c h n i c a l  a n a l y s i s  o f  t h e  2 0 2 0  A B A  B i r d  o f  t h e  Y e a r

P E T E R  P Y L E
S a n  F r a n c i s c o ,  C a l i f o r n i a
p p y l e @ b i r d p o p . o r g



F E B R U A R Y  2 0 2 0  |  A B A . O R G / M A G A Z I N E     23

turn to another character, in this case the 
rectrices (tail feathers).

In most birds, the juvenile rectrices grown 
in the nest are narrower and more tapered 
than those of adults. Breadth and fullness in 
terms of barb density are sacrificed for quicker 
fledging—and less time for predation (see 
Nick Minor’s report, “Predators may explain 
awkward avian teens,” Birding, Aug. 2019, pp. 
22–23). In contrast, adults can take their time 
during the relaxing period of prebasic molt. 
This is the case in Cedar Waxwings, with 
the yellow tips in first-winter birds averaging 
duller and narrower than in adults. In the mid-
1990s, I measured the width of the yellow 
tips to the rectrices in each age/sex group, 
and found ranges of 0.0–4.5 mm in formative 
females, 3.5–7.0 mm in adult females, 3.0–7.0 
mm in formative males, and 5.0–9.0 mm in 
adult males. So I enlarged Tony Fitzpatrick’s 
piece on my computer monitor to approximate 
life size, and measured yellow tail tips of ~6.5 

mm on the female and ~4.8 mm on the male. 
This further supports definitive basic plumage 
for the female, but indicates formative plumage 
and a first-year male—the latter already 
showing the namesake “wax” wings.

Sexual selection in birds often has an age-
related component. With regard to waxwings, 
my hypothesis is that either sex chooses mates 
not only of the same age, if available, but also 
with characters which match or exceed their 
own in the spectrum of within-sex variation. 
In other words, females of relatively vibrant 
plumage tend to choose mates with similarly 
robust plumage features. That the female’s 
yellow tail tip in the artwork is broader than 
the male’s goes counter to this, and could 
indicate a skewed sex ratio in favor of females, 
as we see in some bird populations. Females 
by necessity might choose younger males.

Or, perhaps, it’s just what happens in 
vibrant cities, especially among those in the 
contemporary art milieu.
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Supplemental photos—Cedar Waxwings 
of differing ages and sexes.

A. This formative (first-winter) female shows 
little black to the throat and no red waxy tips 
to the secondaries, along with dull and narrow 
yellow tips to the tail. San Mateo County, 
California; Mar. 28, 2019. Photo by © Donna 
Pomeroy.

B. A formative male (left) shows dull yellow 
rectrix tips and lacks waxy tips to the 
secondaries. However, he has a broader and 
more-extensive black throat patch than the 
adult female (right), which also shows two or 
more waxy tips. San Mateo County, California; 
Mar. 28, 2019. Photo by © Donna Pomeroy.

C. This female (with reduced black on the 
throat) shows broad yellow tail tips and 
several waxy tips, indicating an adult. San 
Mateo County, California; Jan. 4, 2019. 
Photo by © Donna Pomeroy.

D. This appears to be an adult, with bright 
plumage overall; the wing feathers are fully 
barbed, and rectrix tips are broad and bright 
yellow. At this angle, the throat is difficult 
to evaluate for sex, but this appears to be a 
male. The berries are of toyon (Heteromeles 
arbutifolia), also known in California as 
Christmas berry. San Mateo County, California; 
Mar. 28, 2019. Photo by © Donna Pomeroy.
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J o i n  t h e  o n l i n e  d i s c u s s i o n
a b o u t  t h e  F e a t u r e d  P h o t o :

a b a . o r g / m a g a z i n e

J o i n  t h e  o n l i n e  d i s c u s s i o n
a b o u t  t h e  F e a t u r e d  P h o t o :

a b a . o r g / m a g a z i n e

T h e  C e d a r  W a x w i n g  i s  o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t  e a s i l y  I D ’ d  b i r d s  i n  

N o r t h  A m e r i c a .  P u t  a  p a i r  o f  t h e m  i n  a  f r u i t i n g  t r e e ,  a n d  

y o u  w o u l d  b e  w i t h o u t  e x c u s e  f o r  m i s i d e n t i f y i n g  t h e m .  B u t  

w h a t  i f  y o u  w e r e  a s k e d  t o  t e l l  m a l e  f r o m  f e m a l e ?  S e c o n d - y e a r  

f r o m  a f t e r - s e c o n d - y e a r ?  I n  a n  a p p r e c i a t i o n  o f  T o n y  F i t z p a t r i c k ’ s  

b r i l l i a n t  w a x w i n g  a r t ,  b i r d  I D  g u r u  P e t e r  P y l e  p r o v i d e s  a  

t e c h n i c a l  a n d  r e a d a b l e  a s s e s s m e n t  o f  t h e  m o l t s  a n d  p l u m a g e s  

o f  B o m b y c i l l a  c e d r o r u m ,  t h e  2 0 2 0  A B A  B i r d  o f  t h e  Y e a r .

F l i p  b a c k  t o  p .  2 2  f o r  P y l e ’ s  

a n a l y s i s .  A l s o ,  g o  o n l i n e  f o r  f u r t h e r  

d i s c u s s i o n  o f  t h e  b i r d s — a n d  

e v e n  t h e  b e r r i e s ! — i n  F i t z p a t r i c k ’ s  

“ C o m m u n i o n  o f  W a x w i n g s . ”
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