The adaptive significance of the pulse register in primate alarm calls.
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The adult males of two African forest primates, the Campbell’s monkey (Cercopithecus campbelli) and the Diana monkey (Cercopithecus diana), produce predator-specific alarm calls in response to two of their predators, the eagles and leopards. The acoustic structure of these alarm calls is unique and remarkable : calls consist of a series of stereotypic pulses with formant transitions, interrupted by short harmonic segments. Previous research has suggested that the formant transistions within the pulses contain the crucial acoustic information that recipients attend to when responding to these alarm calls. Pulse register, in other words, seems to be the carriers of semantic content. Although pulse register can be found in the acoustic repertoire of many mammalian species, including humans, we are not aware of any other species that relies so heavily on pulse register apart from these primate species. In this study, we describe the acoustic properties of the pulse patterns, compare it to those of other species, and discuss the survival value of this specialised sound production ability.

