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– Think “Birdbrain” Is an Insult? Nevermore! –
If there were a TV quiz show for birds, the raven would probably capture the top prize. No raven would ever be curtly dismissed as the “weakest link.” 

Long recognized as one of the most intelligent birds, the raven also has a less than savory image throughout history as a scavenger that does not discriminate between humans and animals. 

NATURE explores how these all-black creatures acquired their dual and contradictory images — as birds of life and death — in the encore of “Ravens,” airing Sunday, December 9, 2007, 8:00-9:00 p.m. ET on PBS. 

Ingenious and versatile, ravens are members of the crow family, which includes jays and magpies. They are found everywhere in the northern hemisphere and adapt to very different terrain, from deserts to mountains — a feat requiring high intelligence. 

They learn to find food even in the harshest conditions, such as the dead of winter in Yellowstone National Park. As scavengers, ravens know how and when to take advantage of other animals to help them cadge a meal they couldn’t otherwise reach. 

In Yellowstone, bison that don’t survive the harsh winter attract coyotes, whose sharp teeth and strong jaws rip open the tough, frozen hides — making the meat accessible to watchful ravens. They also have been seen following wild wolf packs to a kill; some stories even have ravens flying ahead of the wolves to lead them to prey. 

In addition to cunning, another sign of raven intelligence is their ability to enjoy themselves. The filmmakers capture them frolicking in the snow and reveling in their precision flying skills. 

Their resourcefulness has given them a place in the mythology of Native Americans as a bird of life; their images are found on masks and totem poles on the northwest coast of the United States and Canada. 

In Europe, however, ravens were long been reviled as birds of death — and not only because they are all black. Their habit of following hunters, to scavenge their kills, also led them onto battlefields, where human corpses provided a bountiful feast. In the 14th century, the Black Death swept across Europe, killing more than a third of the population. The ravens flourished in the midst of so much death, further blackening their reputation. 

Today, ravens are studied and admired as the clever, adaptable, and sociable creatures that they are. They fascinate with their complicated language of sounds and body movements, spectacular aerobatics, cooperative behavior, and success at using other creatures’ skills to their own advantage. 

Now in its 26th season on PBS, NATURE has won more than 400 honors from the television industry, the international wildlife film community, parent groups, and environmental organizations — including 10 Emmys, two Peabodys and the first award given to a television program by the Sierra Club. In 2007, the series won Emmy Awards for “Chimpanzees: An Unnatural History” and “Christmas in Yellowstone.”
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■ The Web companion to the weekly series, pbs.org/wnet/nature/, contains in-depth information and colorful graphics for each program.
