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c. without close examination of the merits of treating all such 

flycatchers in a broad genus Muscicapa-as suggested by 

HAHTERT ( 1907), DELACOUR & MAYR { 1945) and DELACOUR 

( 1946)-or keeping the narrow genus Niltava or its widened 

form {including the 18 species of the Cyornis group) advocated 

by VAUR!E (1953). 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND: 

For the convenience of the reader th-is is best split to cover separ

ately N. sundara, N.' sumatrana, N. vivida, and N. davidi. 

a) Niltava s1mdara Hodgson 

Described from Nepal by Hodgson in I 837. L EssoN (1840) des

cribed what seems to have been the same form 2• from the "monts 

Himal." as Cyanecula fastuo sa. Although the species became better 

known to ornithologists in the Indian region over the next seventy years 

and was found in Yunnan and reported-erroneously 3.-from Fukien by 

LA ToucHE ( 1899), those differences which exist between different popula

tions of the species as now recognized went undescribed until BANGs & 
PHILLIPS (1914) described Niltava sundara denotata from Mengtsze in 

Yunnan. TICEHURST ( 1926) separated the birds from the north-west 

Himalayas-first found in the area at Naini Tal "in 1867"4.-under the 

name Niltava sundara whistleri, selecting as the type a bird from Murree. 

LoRD RoTHSCHILD (1926) reviewing the status of the species in 

Yunnan accepted the occurrence of both typical sundara "in the west a nd 

and north-west at considerable elevation" and of N. s. denotata "inhabit

ing the plains and lower elevations" in the " . . east but going round to 

the south-west". MEYER DE ScHAUENSEE ( l929b.) reported N. s. denotata 

from northern Thailand {then Siam) but stated that it was certainly not 

a lowland bird. 

2) though in unusual plumage - the central pair of tail feathers blue but the remain

ing rectrices and the wings brown. 

3) La Touche later describes N tltava davidi from Fukien and one of the two if cJ' 
be refers to in 1899 {MCZ 128569) is treated by Hangs ( 1930) as a co-type. 

4) Although 1 867 is the date quoted by Ticehurst ( 19 J I) there are in fact skins in 

the British Museum from Naini Tal dated 1866. 
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BAKER ( 1930) in the Corrigenda and Addenda to the Fauna of 

BRITISH India; Birds listed N. s. fastuosa (Lesson) as a valid race from the 
north-west H imalayas, ascribing to it the characters of Ticehurst's 
whistleri which he synonymised with it, listing the type locality of the 
latter as the type locality of the former . TICEHURST ( 1931) quickly pointed 
out that the Punjab was not under British governance until later than 
1840 and that birds of this species from the north-west Himalayas were 

unknown to contemporary ornithologists writing in India. He then 
corrected the type locality of fastuosa to the north-eastern Himalayas, 
which puts the name firmly back in the synonymy of typical sundara. 

Meanwhile Niltava davidi bad been described, see below, and old 
valid records of sundara in China north or east of Yunnan seem not to 
exist and though CALDWELL & CALDWELL ( 1931) thought that the species 
occurred in Fukien this remains to be proved for La Touche's and Styan's 
birds from Fukien are N. davidi. 

RILEY ( 1931) described moult sequence in young N. sundara denotata 

and GREENWAY (1933) recorded some additional localities for the species 
in north-west Yunnan, ascribing the birds toN. s. denotara-in contrast 
to the views expressed by RoTHSCHILD ( 1926). BAKER ( 1924) had included 

in the range of sundara "Central Burma to Tenasserim; Peninsular Siam, 
Northern Siam, probably Shan States and Szechuan in western China" 
but it was left to MEYER DE ScHAUENSEE ( 1934) to point out the lack of 
records from Peninsu lar Siam. He also commented on the validity of 
denotata and mentioned the occasional absence of blue neck patches in 
females-the constant Jack of which in vivida (both sexes) was often used 

as one of the grounds for retaining it in the genus Cyornis. 

TICEHURST in STANFORD & TICEHURST ( [ lf 38) kept birds from north

east Burma in typical sundara and felt that if denotata were valid they 

would prove to be intermediate. RILEY (1938) remarked that N. s. 

denotata in northern Siam had yet to be proved resident or a mere winter 

visitor. 

Birds wintering in Indochina were considered by DELACOUR & 

JABOUILLE ( 1931) all to belong to the species davidi, but DELACOUR & GREEN
WAY ( 1940) reexamined the problem and concluded that all birds taken 
in northern Laos were N. s . denotata whilst all birds taken in Tonkin and 
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Annam were indeed davidi. They also agreed with MEYER DE ScHAUENSEE 

(1934) that size is the only good character for separating typical sundara 

and denotata. 

DEIGNAN (1945) gave extreme dates for N. s . denotata in north Siam 

as 31 October and 14 April thus proving it a mere winter visitor. On 

the other band SMYTHIES (1953) quoted WICKHAM (1918) as saying that 

sundara bred commonly in the Chin Hills5, and in his distribution tables 

maintained the resident status of sundara in Tenasserim. RAND & FLEM

ING (1957) gave several winter localities in Nepal and described a caB

which SALIM ALI (1949) had reported to be undescribed except as 

'beautiful'. RIPLEY (1961) followed BAKER (1930) in the use of the name 

fastuosa for birds from the north-west Himalayas, but is understood to 

be planning to use the name whistleri in the Handbook of the Birds of 

India and Pakistan (pers. comm). 

There are some recent Chinese records. CHENG et a! ( 1962) report 

a migrant N. s. denotata from the Tsin-ling and Ta-pa-shan region 

(southern Shensi) in April. CHENG et al (1963) found a female denotata 

on Mt. Omei (Szechwan, close to the Sinkiang border) in January but 

none from February to August, though davidi was present and bred: 

TAN & CHENG (1964) list tyical sundara from Mt. Yu -lung, N.W. Yunnan 

from April to October but they did not themselves collect it: the records 

are drawn from the publications of Rothschild and Riley. 

b) Niltava sumatrana Salvadori 

Described by SALVADOR! ( 1879) on the basis of 3 c?' c?' 2 ~ '1 collected 

by Beccari in June and August 1878 on Mt. Singalan, west Sumatra.6 

RoBINSON ( 1909) described Cyornis peninsularis based on a pair from 

Telom, Perak-Pabang boundary, southern Perak and cited the frontal 

plumes as his reason for keeping this and oatesi and vivida out of the 

genus Niltava. Later (RoBINSON 1914) a contradictory paragraph reports 

a bird from Gunong Kerbau under the designation Niltava sumatrana 

5) This is substantiated by skins of juveniles and adults in breeding condition 
co llected by Gerd Heinrich on Mt. Victoria in May and June 1938 and now in 

the Museum of Comparative Zoology, Cambridge, Mass. 

6) Salvadori's description compares the bird to NiLtav a :mndara and interestingly 

here already we find mention of the redd ish under tail coverts in the female. 
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though saying six lines later "cannot I think be classed as a Niltava". 

This appears to be the third specimen from Malaya: it is said to be 

identical with a bird described as Cyornis malayensis from Batang Padang. 

The name Cyornis malayensis crops up twice more in the synonymy but 

appears to have no foundation. In the report on Korinchi Peak Robin

son and KLoss ( 1918) place Cyornis peninsularis in the synonymy of N. 

sumatrana after comparing their series with the three birds from the 

mainland, and they also list C. malayensis in the synonymy as a lapsus 

calami but unfortunately without referring to a date so that one cannot 

be certain that the error started in 19I4. However RoBINSON & KINNEAR 

(1928) list Cyornis malayensis again in their synonymy, this time giving 

the reference and type locality applicable to Cyornis peninsularis. As 

Telom is in the Batang Padang range it is probably safe to assume that 

RoBINSON ( 1914) was referring to Cyornis peninsularis, 

Then seems to have come the start of a series of comparisons of 

sumatrana with vivida and oatesi without reference to sundara Jet alone 

davidi. RoBINSON & KLoss (1924) with Jacobsen's birds from Mr. Ta

lamau, Ophir District, West Sumatra before them "compare these and 

many other specimens .... with paratypes of Cyornis vivida" and whilst 

treating vivida, oatesi and sumatrana as "not very distinct subspecies"

chronological precedence making the specific name vivida- kept the 
spec1es in the genus Niltava. Later RoBINSON & KINNEAR (1928) place 
the three-all still races of vivida-back in Cyornis on the basis of the 
frontal plumes and the lack of "bright bluish mauve patches on the sides 
of the neck in the female". 

More than ten years later comparions are at last made again with 

sundara. MEYER DE ScHAUENSEE & RIPLEY (I 939) reported on the George 

Vanderbilt Sumatran Expedition which took 43 skins of sumatrana from 

the A tjeh area. They placed it as a race of sundara, mainly on account 

of the plu mage pattern of the females and the throat pattern of the males. 

Although they remarked that "below it is quite different from either 

species" they made no mention of the rufous tinge to the under tail 

coverts. DELACOUR & MAYR ( I945) and DELACOUR (I 946) then brought to 

the Oriental region the concept of a broad genus Muscicapa proposed by 

HARTERT (1907) and in his 'Checklist' GIBSON-HILL ( 1949) uses the name 

Muscicapa sundara sumatrana. 
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Over the following fifteen years the mainland population, previously 
known by a mere three specimens, was rediscovered by ALLEN ( !957) 
netted in some numbers (McCLURE !963) and found nesting (MEDWAY & 

WELLs 1964)-all this in Cameron's Highlands. 

c) Niltava vivida (Swinhoe) 

Described as Cyornis vivida by SWJNHOE (1864) on the basis of birds 
from Taiwan (then Formosa). Most subsequent authors on Formosan 
birds (OGILVIE-GRANT & LA ToucHE 1907, UcHIDA 1912 and HACHISUKA & 
UoAGAWA 1951) have given a few details on localities and dates and it 

would appear to be a not uncommon altitudinal migrant. 

SALVADOR! (1887) described Niltava oatesi from Mt. Muleyit, Pegu, 
Tenasserim, and just who first treated this as a race of vivida is unclear. 
RoTHSCHILD ( 1923) does so without comment whilst BAKER ( !924) and, as 
mentioned above, RoBINSO N & KLoss (1924) both do so with comments 
on why. However whilst this was universally accepted its generic ties 
remained disputed. 

Chaos occurs in northern Siam when RILEY (1929) describes Niltava 

smithi, and MEYER DE ScHAUENSEE (l929a.) describes Niltava williaminae. 

CHASEN & KLoss (1932) suggest that the latter seems very close to the 
female of Niltava vivida oatesi-first described by RoTHSCHILD ( 1923)-but 
RILEY ( 1933) goes on to describe the males of Niltava smithi, recently to 

hand, as being close to N. davidi. Both Riley and Meyer de Scbauensee 

were of course misled by thinking of vivida as a typical Cyornis and both 

soon place their names in the synonymy of N. vivida oatesi [MEYER DE 
SCHAUENSEE (1934) and RILEY (J938)j. 

d) Niltava davidi La Touche 

Described from Kuatun, N.W. Fukien by LA ToUCHE (1907) compar
ing both male and female to those of N. sundara, but giving no collector's 
or catalogue numbers for the types. If the male type specimen listed by 
BANGs ( 1930) has been correctly identified then it is one of the two c:! c:! 
taken on Mt. David in early April 1898 and reported by LA ToucHE 
( 1899) as sundara. Following the John E. Thayer Expedition to China 
1907-8 THAYER & BAI\IGS ( 1909) described Niltava lychnis from Pao Tung, 
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Fig. l. The pattern of the underparts in five ~ ~ niltavas: 

E 

A. Niltava sumat rana, collection of H.E. McClure, No. 5,367, Gunong Brinchang, 
Malaya; B.C. and D. N iltava sundara denotata from northern Thailand ; E. N iltava 
v h>ida oatesi , Chulalongkorn University Coil., Bangkok, collected by A. David
Beaulieu on Phou Kobo, northern Laos (collector's No. 7 , 160) , 
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THE DlFFERENCES BETWEEN SUNDARA AND DAVID/ 

Some previous authors have supposed that these species must be 

treated separately because they are sympatric. It is shown below that 

this does not appear to have been proved. There do seem however to be 

valid differences between them-easier to see in the male than in the 

female . One such difference has been mentioned above- the crown 

pattern-- and is illustrated in Plate XXXIX. The other differences put 

forward from time to time are worth reviewing. 

N. davidi was described as differing from sundara as follows: 
"larger and with purplish blue back and scapulars; the sides of the head, 
neck, chin and throat with a very strong wash of blue; the neck spot 
cobalt blue; and the lesser upper wing coverts of a slightly lighter tint 
than the back". The size and the colour of the neck spot were also 
mentioned as good characters in females too. THAYER & BANGs (1909) 
in describing ly chnis7. relative to sundara said "underparts paler-pale 
rufous tawny on chest shading off to orange buff on the middle of the 
abdomen and under tail coverts". Finally DELACOUR & GREENWAY (1940) 
said that from N. davidi specimens of N. sundara denotata "se differen
cient ... par leur taille plus faible, le ton beaucoup plus vif et plus 
brilliant du bleu du dessus et du roux du dessous du corps". They also 
helpfully provide a colour pla te of the males of N. sundara denotata, N. 

davidi and N. vivida oatesi (in which the pale shining blue of the forecrown 
of da vidi is brought out). 

Examinat ion then of these characters shows : 

- larger size: table I. and figure 2 show that both sexes of N. davidi are 
clearly larger than the respective sexes of N. sundara denotata (the 
closest and largest race), but there is some overlap. 

- purple tone of back and scapulars, i.e. duller than sundara : true. 

- colour of neck spot: true, the neck spot of davidi does seem brighter 
and is often larger. 

- colour of underparts : both in typical sundara and in sundara denotata 

there is considerable variation but in each individual specimen the 
colour seems uniform whilst in davidi there is a definite paling in 
tone towards the vent. 

7) tbe validity of which bas not been evaluated because of the paucity of skins 
from any part of China- of 49 skins of davidi 32 came from Indochina. 
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Probably the only character which might be evident in the field, 
with a good, long view under ideal light conditions, which would establish 
identity with any certainty is the colour pattern of the crown and nape. 

For females the colour of the neck patches seems valid and size is 

helpful, but safe, constant differences remain to be found and conse

quently the series of measurements presented in the tables should be 
accepted only with some reservation as wrongly identified specimens 
could still perhaps be included. 

In this study 49 specimens of davidi were examined (32 d' d' and 
17 ~ ~ ). 

THE VALIDITY AND NOMENCLATURE OF THE RACES OF 

NILTAVA SUNDARA: 

· · ·As mentioned above sumatrana should no longer be considered a 

race of sundara. 

Various authors have already pointed out that denotata can only 

be distinguished from typical sundara on size, even here there is some 

overlap but in series the size difference is clear. Amongst local popula
tions of typical sundara-which bas an overall average male wing length 
of 82.55 mm . ...., tbis average varies between a low of 81.86 mm. in Nepal 
and a high of 83 .25 mm. in Burma. This presents a clear contrast with 
denotata-wbich bas an overall average male wing length of 86.-63 mm., 

varying between 86.41 mm. in the breeding area in Yunnan and 87.02 
mm. Tor wintering birds from north Thailand. The females show almost 

the same pattern. See table 1. and figure 1. 

Wing measurements were all taken to the nearest half millimetre, 
normally using the right wing (but occasionally the left in such cases as 

shot-away right wing tip or missing primaries). The information so 

obtained from adult birds is set out in table I and, rounded to the nearest 
millimetre, was used to produce figure 1. 

Birds from the north-western Himalayas fall entirely within the 
limits for typical sundara for both sexes, but this population was separated 
by Ticehurst on the grounds of the paler colour of the underparts. This 

seems valid and present distributional evidence suggests that there is a 
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