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Revision of the Short-billed Marsh Wren 
( Cistothorus platensis)of Mexico and Central America

RO BERT W. DICKERM AN1

ABSTRACT

The Short-billed Marsh Wrens [Cistothorus 
platensis (Latham)] of Mexico and Central 
America are reviewed. Nine subspecies, one a 
migrant (C. p. stellaris), are recognized from the 
region. Cistothorus platensis tinnulus has an 
extensive range in the Trans-Mexican Volcanic 
Belt. Other forms are more restricted in their dis­
tribution: C. p. potosinus (new), San Luis Potosí ;

C. p. jalapensis (new), central highlands of Vera­
cruz; C. p. warneri (new), lowlands southern 
Veracruz, Tabasco, and adjacent Chiapas; C. p. 
elegans, highlands of Guatemala; C. p. russelli 
(new), British Honduras; C. p. graberi (new), 
Honduras; and C. p. lucidus, Costa Rica and 
Panama, with one record from Nicaragua. Maps 
showing ranges are included.

INTRODUCTION

The resident Short-billed Marsh Wren (Cisto­
thorus platensis) populations of Mexico south to 
Costa Rica are currently divided into three sub­
species, C. p. tinnulus of the central portion of 
the Trans-Mexican Volcanic Belt (Michoacán); C. 
p. elegans of Veracruz south to Chiapas, Guate­
mala, British Honduras, and Honduras; and C. p. 
lucidus of Costa Rica and adjacent Panama (Mil­
ler, 1957; Paynter, 1960; Monroe, 1968). For a 
sedentary, ecologically restricted species this has 
long been a predictably unreal description of the 
situation. Russell (1964) realized the birds from 
British Honduras were distinct from the popu­
lation of Tabasco and Veracruz but for want of 
topotypes of elegans from the highlands of 
Guatemala he was forced to use that name for

the British Honduras specimens. Monroe (1968) 
also used elegans for the population of the Carib­
bean lowlands of Honduras for the same reason. 
Although elegans was the first population named 
from Central America (Sclater and Salvin, 1859), 
elegans of Guatemala was represented in North 
American collections by only a few specimens all 
in worn plumage essentially worthless for taxo­
nomic purposes until I was able to collect a series 
of near topotypes in April, 1973. With the availa­
bility of specimens of Short-billed Marsh*Wrens 
from Guatemala, I assembled 103 specimens I 
had collected from 1955 to 1973 and 114 addi­
tional specimens available in other collections. Of 
the 217 specimens (including 20 juveniles) 90 
were sufficiently unworn to be useful in evalu-
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ating the morphological variations in the Mexican 
and Central American populations. It was imme­
diately obvious that several undescribed forms 
were represented in the series. Because of the 
rapidity of feather-bleaching and wear, only birds 
collected between November and April, except 
from Honduras (see below), were utilized, unless 
noted, for making color comparisons, whereas 
wing and tail measurements were taken on indi­
viduals collected through May, except for Hon­
duras. Nesting seasons in Tabasco and Honduras 
may be more extended or later. Juveniles 
examined were taken December 6 in Tabasco and 
February 7 in lowland Honduras. The Honduras 
specimens were in first prebasic molt indicating a 
mid-dry season nesting period for those popula­
tions.

In fresh plumage a more or less distinct breast 
band is present in most populations. It is evident 
even in worn breeding birds of tinnulus and of 
the British Honduras population, but not in birds 
from the coastal area of Honduras in the last 
stages of prebasic molt.

Wing and tail measurements were taken to the 
nearest millimeter with dividers and the upper 
mandible was measured to its visible base with 
dial vernier calipers to the nearest tenth of a 
millimeter. Culmen measurement proved to be of 
no value in the separation of subspecies. For 
example, mean and standard deviation of this 
measurement for 33 tinnulus, 17 lowland Vera­
cruz and Tabasco, and seven elegans are 11.0 
(±0.5), 10.7 (±0.6), and 11.2 (±0.2), respectively.

Sexual dimorphism may be a little more pro­
nounced in tail measurements than in length of 
the wing; however, it is so slight that measure­
ments of all adult birds have been combined (fig. 
1). Wing measurements (mean and standard devi­
ation) for 22 female and 22 male C. p . tinnulus 
are 44.5 (±1.4) and 45.9 (±1.1), respectively, 
whereas tail measurements for 17 females and 18 
males are 43.7 (±1.6) and 46.3 (±1.9), respec­
tively.

Moore (1941) in his description of tinnulus 
compared measurements of his single specimen 
from Michoacán with four birds from Veracruz 
and four from Chiapas to Nicaragua. Examina­
tion of the much larger series of measurements 
now available reveals that there are two series of 
populations that vary in size (i.e., bigger birds in

the highlands and smaller birds in the lowland). 
Those are discussed in greater detail under the 
subspecies (also see fig. 1).

Twenty specimens in juvenal plumage were 
compared. These ranged in age from “stubby­
tailed” late stage nestlings to some in early first 
prebasic molt. Unfortunately too few individuals 
were in similar stages of feather development and 
wear to permit useful color comparisons.
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Cisto thorns platensis stellaris

Troglodytes stellaris Naumann, 1823, table
facing p. 724 (Carolina).

The migrant northern form winters in suitable



FIG. 1. Statistical analysis of wing and tail measurements in millimeters for Cistothorus platensis from Mexico and 
Central America. For each population the range, sample mean (vertical line), and one standard deviation on either side of 
the mean (broad open bar) are presented.












