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 New Research on  
Bats’ Tongues 
 

 
 
Scientists have known for a long time 

that the tongue of the nectar-feeding bat 

Glossophaga soricina was covered with 

tiny hairs, but these structures were 

considered to be passive and unable to 

move on their own, like the strings of a 

floor mop. The hairs were thought to 

have developed as a means of increasing 

the tongue's surface area to help the bat 

gather nectar as quickly and efficiently 

as possible. 

  

  

Cally Harper, a graduate student in 

ecology and evolutionary biology at 

Brown University in Providence, Rhode 

Island, and her team reanalyzed the 

tongue of G. soricina and discovered a 

previously unknown network of veins 

and arteries that are associated with the 

tiny hairs on the tip of the bat's tongue. 

  

"When we saw this, we hypothesized 

that the hairs on the tongue tip might fill 

with blood and become erect during 

nectar feeding," said Harper. 

  

This confirmed that the tongues actually 

changed shape in live bats. 

  

The tongue tip becomes engorged with 

blood in 0.04 seconds – too fast to 

glimpse with the unaided eye. 

  

But a high-speed camera capturing 500 

video frames per second revealed that as 

the tongue protrudes from the bat's 

mouth, the hairs are resting flat against 

the tongue. Only when the tongue is 

completely outstretched and the tongue 

tip fills with blood do the papillae flare 

out, perpendicular to the axis of the 

tongue. As the hairs fill with blood, they 

change colour, from light pink to bright 

red. 

  

 

 

In their erect state, the hairs not only add 

exposed surface area, but also width, 

thereby increasing the overall 

effectiveness of the tongue as a nectar 

mop. 
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Cang Lam, a California-based medical 

engineer thinks the shape-shifting bat 

tongue could be used as a model for 

devices able to wind through small blood 

vessels and then later change shape, from 

straight and narrow to a circular brush. 

  

"One device I can immediately think of 

is a clot retriever for stroke patients," 

said Lam.  

 

Thanks to Elaine Rigby 

Source: 

http://www.insidescience.org/conten

t/shape-shifting-bat-tongue-mops-

nectar/1000

 
 

 

We had to cancel a couple of trapping sessions due to rain. So, what 

did Bob do with an unexpected free evening? 

 


