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food provisioning with little cameras and 
take blood samples from all the adults and 
the brood to check paternity with molecu-
lar methods back in Prague. 

Trapping the birds is not that easy, yet 
another BRG-member, Radka Storchová, 
has even more ambitious plans. She has just 
started working on nightingales, which she 
tries to trap by attracting the male using 
playback. There are two nightingale sub-
species in Europe that are still able to form 
hybrids but who probably are on their way 
towards two separate species.

Munclinger’s second interest besides 
bird projects also concentrates on the emer-
gence of species. Instead of nightingales he 
is studying it in mice. Of course this is not 
possible with common lab mice strains but 
it works very well with “the horrible mouse 
you can sometimes find in your flat”. Actu-
ally, two kinds of house mice occur in Eu-
rope: Mus musculus domesticus in the west 
and south and Mus musculus musculus in 
the north and east. A narrow hybrid line 
of just about 20 kilometres in width, spans 
through the whole of Europe. 

Side stepping into the mouse genome
“We think that those two forms are 

emerging species, just at the stage of speci-
ation. They can hybridise but this is restrict-
ed to a very narrow hybrid zone,” Muncling-
er says. He believes that one day the two 
forms will not be able to cross anymore. To-
day the hybrids are still able to reproduce 
but they are unfit. Munclinger and his col-
leagues now look at the hybrid’s problems 
to find out how new species can emerge.

To do so, they first have to persuade lo-
cal people living around and inside the hy-

brid zone to collect the mice. So far they 
have 100 such “suppliers” with whose help 
they have sampled thousands of mice. 

At the moment, Munclinger and his col-
leagues sample the mice’s genome at about 
30 loci but they plan to increase this number 
to hundreds. They investigate how the fre-
quency of the different forms of their genet-
ic markers changes across the hybrid zone. 
If it changes very abruptly this could be a 
hint to a genomic region that is important 
in speciation. With this method they could 
show that for example the X-chromosome is 
more important than the autosomes.

Variant urine as force for speciation?
Quite surprisingly, there doesn’t seem 

to be an obvious barrier along which the 
hybrid zone is formed. “We think it is main-
tained by an equilibrium between migra-
tion and selection,” Munclinger says. The 
hybrid’s reduced fitness could play a role 
in the fact that this hybrid zone doesn’t get 
wider and wider. Then there could be a be-
havioural discrimination. Whereas from a 
morphological point of view, the two sub-
species are literally not distinguishable, 
different communication through vola-
tiles could be another reason for restrict-
ed subspecies mixing. Stopka and his team 
have just published this hypothesis regard-
ing quantitative variation of major urinary 
proteins (MUPs) – that can act as pherom-
one transporters (Journal of Chemical Ecol-
ogy 33: 861-9). 

So far so good, yet there is much more 
going on in the Biodiversity Research 
Group as this is a very heterogeneous 
community. Still that’s a topic for another
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These transgenic mice
unfortunately have a 
lethal phenotype...
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