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Distinctive Noses

A glance at the pictures in a book on bats of the world will be enough to show you that some bats have
rather elaborate structures around their nostrils. In Britain we have two species of horseshoe bat and their
eponymous nasal structures are well known. Many books include detailed diagrams with the various parts
named. The noses of our other species generally don’t get a mention and you could be forgiven for thinking
that they all have “ordinary” noses. In fact most of them do – eg see the noctules on page 7.

The noses of the long eared bats and the barbastelle, while having nothing like horseshoes on their faces, are
worth a close look – should you get the opportunity.

I’d never really had the chance to examine a barbastelle’s nose closely until I was privileged to have one as a
house guest recently. It had been found grounded in Midhurst in West Sussex and was taken into care by
Martyn Phillis. I looked after it when he went away for a long weekend. (Martyn continued to look after it
for a while but passed it on to Amanda Millar for expert care when it didn’t appear to be improving. Sadly it
eventually died.) Behind the nostrils the top of the muzzle is a flattened depression between two lateral raised
ridges and the nostrils themselves have raised rims. The end of the muzzle, between the nostrils and the top
lip, is rather bulbous with grooves at either side extending from the nostrils to the mouth.
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The nostrils of the brown long eared bat have what I best can describe as “extensions” reaching further back
away from the muzzle tip. Behind these there are swellings on the top of the muzzle. These seem to be more
noticeable in some individuals than others.

So what are these distinctive features all about? (I would have said “peculiarities” but I am trying to be
objective!) Well, like horseshoe bats, long eared bats’ echolocation calls are given with the mouth closed and
emitted through the nostrils and I speculate that the form of the nose is related to this fact. (I should stress
that I am not aware of any research into this and that it is purely personal speculation.)

What about the barbastelle? Christian Dietz and Otto von Helversen, in “Bats of Britain, Europe and
Northwest Africa”, state that it produces two types of echolocation call and that their own observations
reveal that, “ … type 1 calls are emitted from the nostrils and type 2 calls from the mouth. The switching is
probably caused either by a shift of the larynx or by the soft palate. In dense vegetation and at emergence
very short calls of type 1 are exclusively emitted with the mouth closed.”

In the case of the barbastelle’s nose I would again speculate that its distinctive form may be linked with
echolocation calls being emitted through the nostrils.

Derek Smith


