COMMENTARY

Consistency in the Scientific Name of the Zebra Finch

N. S. CLAYTON! AND T. R. BIRKHEAD?

The Zebra Finch is an Australian estrildine used
widely in behavioral research. At the present time it
is referred to by two different scientific names, Tae-
niopygia guttata and Poephila guttata. In general, the
former name appears to be used in Britain (e.g. Slater
et al. 1988), while the latter name is used by North
Americans and Australians (e.g. Burley 1986, Zann
1984). We have found it frustrating that the scientific
name of our study species should vary according to
where we publish our results. Moreover, some jour-
nals even vary the Zebra Finch’s generic name ac-
cording to the nationality of the author! This situation
is both unsatisfactory and potentially confusing. We
present here a brief account describing how this has
arisen, and recommend that from now on Taeniopygia
be used, in line with the most detailed taxonomic
study to date (Christidis 1987).

The generic name first used for the Zebra Finch
was Taeniopygia by Riechenbach (1862): Taeniopygia
guttata Vieillot 1817. Two races of the Zebra Finch
occur: the nominate race from the Lesser Sunda Is-
lands, T. g. guttata, and the mainland Australian race,
T. g. castanotis (Gould). The generic name remained
unchanged until the 1940s (Mayr 1944) when Dela-
cour (1943) renamed the Zebra Finch Poephila because
of its close similarities to the other members of this
genus. Delacour’s division of the estrildine genera
was based primarily on the gape markings of nest-
lings, adult plumage patterns, and behaviors, such as
nest construction. Features which he considered to
be of secondary importance included bill and leg col-
or, and tail and wing formulae. Delacour recognized
three tribes: (1) the Estrildae (waxbills, mainly African
species), (2) Amadinae (mannikins from Africa and
Asia) and (3) the Erythrurae (the Australasian grass-
finches), which were further divided into three gen-
era— Zonoaeginthus, Erythrura, and Poephila. On the ba-
sis of plumage characters, Poephila was split into two
subgenera: (1) Neochima, which included the Zebra
Finch Poephila guttata and the Double Bar Finch P.
bichenovi, and (2) Poephila, which included P. cincta, P.
acuticauda, P. personata, and P. gouldiae.

Morris (1958) reexamined estrildine relationships
on the basis of behavioral characteristics. He sug-
gested that the Zebra Finch (and Double Bar Finch)
be moved to the Poephila subgenus (however, he re-
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moved the Gouldian Finch (P. gouldiae) from Poephila
and assigned it to a separate subgenus, Gouldaeornis).

Immelmann et al. (1977) disagreed with Delacour’s
(1943) decision to place the Zebra Finch in the same
genus as other Poephila. They regarded the Zebra Finch
as distinct from the other Poephila spp. because of its
elongated upper tail coverts and marked sexual di-
morphism in plumage coloration. Subsequent work
has also shown that Zebra Finches, unlike other Poe-
phila, show sexual differences in their distance calls
(Zann 1984).

Most recently the phylogeny and evolution of the
estrildine finches, particularly the Australasian species,
have been examined by protein electrophoresis and
chromosomal banding analyses (Christidis 1987). This
study shows that the Zebra Finch and the Double Bar
Finch should be grouped together and separately from
the other Poephila spp. Christidis (1987) suggests that
these two species should form the genus Taeniopygia,
based on the Zebra Finch’s earliest name (Reichen-
bach 1862).

On the basis of Christidis’ (1987) work, there now
seems to be little justification for the use of two ge-
neric names for the Zebra Finch. We urge all biolo-
gists and journal editors to follow Christidis’ findings
and to use Taeniopygia from now on.
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