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Jungle funerals: how
chimps mourn their dead

IN Aforest clearing in south-east
Guinea, a mother chimpanzee
gently puts down her baby to crack
open anut. There’s something
wrong with the apparently
mundane scene, though: the baby
is dead, and has been for weeks.

The 1-year-old infant, Jimato,
died of flu when an epidemic struck
achimp community in the district
of Bossou in 2003. The virus also
killed 2-and-a-half-year-old Veve,
and both corpses were carried by
their mothers for weeks (see

Biology, vol 20, p R349).
James Anderson, a psychologist
at the University of Stirling
who studied the episode, says
Pansy’s group of apes showed
signs of “rituals” to cope with
death —although he says different
behaviour has been seen
around adult deaths in the wild.
The events in Bossou, on
the other hand, suggest thata
period of continued contact after
the death of an infant may be

o

Chimps may not only
understand the concept
of death but have ways
of coping with it”

photo). The events were observed
by Dora Biro of the University of
Oxford and her colleagues, who
have just published their account.
Five years later, in Blair
Drummond Safari and Adventure
Park in Stirling, UK, a group of
chimps was seen to “mourn” the
death of a 50-year-old female
called Pansy. After she died,
her daughter stayed beside her
throughout the night. Later,
members of the group cleaned
the corpse and avoided the place
where Pansy had died (Current

important for a mother chimp to
adjust psychologically to herloss,
Anderson says.

Other primates have been seen
carrying infant corpses around,
but rarely for more than a few
days before they were snatched

them to fall apart. The Bossou
corpses, on the other hand, were

Female sharks
are doing it for
themselves

CAN'T find a mate? Try
parthenogenesis. The type of asexual
reproduction may be part of an
extreme survival strategy for sharks.

In parthenogenesis, females’
eggs start dividing without being
fertilised. This produces daughters
that are genetically similar to the
mother. It was first observedina
captive hammerhead shark in 2001,
but this was anisolated incident, and
the shark pup died after three days,
making it difficult to say much about
its evolutionary significance.

Kevin Feldheim at the Field
Museum in Chicago, and an
international team of colleagues,
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have now shown that the incident
was not exceptional and sharks
born from a virgin mother can survive
for many years (Journal of Heredity,
vol 101, p 374).

The team were inspired by the
2001 birth to keep eggs produced by
a captive white-spotted bamboo

mummified by dry-season
conditions, and carried for 68 and
19 days respectively before they
were abandoned (Current Biology,
vol 20, pR351).

In many ways, their mothers
treated the corpses as though they

by males or wet conditions caused were still alive: they groomed

them, swatted flies away and made
high-pitched screams of distress

shark at the Belle Isle Aquarium of
the Detroit Zoological Institute. The
female had never encountered a male
during her adult life and biologists
had assumed the eggs were infertile.
To their surprise seven incubated
eggs produced two pups that
survived five years before they were

Not ready to let go

when they accidentally dropped
the bodies. But there were telltale
signs —occasional flinching, for
instance —showing that they
knew the infants were dead.

The two studies “make a
strong case that chimps not only
understand the concept of death
but also have ways of coping with
it,” says Anderson. ShantaBarley B

transferred to another facility.
Genetic analysis confirmed that they
were parthenogens.

“This suggests that
parthenogenesis is a viable shark
survival strategy,” says Paulo Proddhl
of Queen’s University Belfast, UK,
whois investigating a possible
case of virgin birth in the whitetip
reef shark.

Modern sharks have been on Earth
for several hundred million years. One
theory is that switching from sexual
reproduction to virgin birth might
have helped these ancient creatures
survive so long. Prodéhl suggests
virgin birth could have beena
safeguard mechanism. Several shark
species live in single-sex groups and
he says parthenogenesis may have
ensured that isolated populations
of females could survive without
males. ShaoniBhattacharya B
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