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Terminology in Molt and Wing Feathers: Use of Descendant, Ascendant, and Lesser
Coverts
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There appears to be confusion in the use of two
terms that describe the order of replacement of the
remiges and one term that describes a group of wing
coverts. We raise these issues in the interest of im-
proving communication among ornithologists.

The order in which the remiges are replaced usu-
ally may proceed in one (or both) of two directions:
(1) from the body (i.e. proximal) toward the wing tip
(i.e. distal), and (2) from the wing tip toward the body.
Heinroth (1898) introduced the term “descendant”
for the usual sequence of primary molt that proceeds
from the inner primaries toward the wing tip, and
“ascendant” for the usual sequence of secondary molt
that proceeds from the outer secondaries toward the
body. Since then, these terms have been widely used
for indicating the sequence of molt of all feather tracts
on the wing (e.g. Stresemann and Stresemann 1966,
Cramp 1977, Ginn and Melville 1983, Jenni and Wink-
ler 1994).

The terms ascendant and descendant also are used
for indicating the numbering of remiges. In the nine-
teenth century, primaries typically were numbered
ascendantly, from outside to inside, an approach fol-
lowed by several subsequent authors (e.g. Witherby
et al. 1943, Vaurie 1959, Svensson 1992). Since the
turn of the century, however, the convention has been
to number the primaries descendantly, from inside
to outside (see Ashmole et al. 1961). Because both
ways of primary numbering are still in use, the ter-
minology has created confusion. Therefore, it is im-
portant to state which system is used whenever au-
thors refer to the numbering of remiges. Indeed, pa-
pers that describe exceptional molt patterns without
giving this vital information are much less useful as
a result.

The confusion becomes much greater when authors
use the terms ascendant and descendant in a sense
contrary to the original definitions. Pyle et al. (1987:
2) stated that “primaries are numbered ascendantly
(innermost to outermost) and secondaries descen-
dantly (outermost to innermost),” which obviously
contradicts the definitions of ascendant and descen-
dant. In their book on New World warblers, Curson
et al. (1994:10) perpetuated the error by stating that
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“the primaries (p) are numbered ascendantly (i.e. the
outermost primary is p9).” Regarding the molt of
Painted Buntings (Passerina ciris), Thompson (1991:
224) stated that “all primaries and $1-56 molt in as-
cending order.” Moreover, Young (1991) indicated
that in Lazuli Buntings (P. amoena), “primary and
secondary development proceeds in typical ascend-
ing order” (p. 240) and “the primaries and rectrices
grow in the usual ascending manner” (p. 243). As is
well known, Passerina buntings replace their primar-
ies descendantly and secondaries 1 to 6 ascendantly.
These authors probably used the terms “ascending
order” and “ascending manner” to express that the
sequence of molt follows the order in which the feath-
ers are numbered. Strictly speaking, this terminology
is not incorrect, although it may confuse many read-
ers because of its similarity to the term ascendant and
because terms such as descending mode, ascending
molt, etc., have been used in a morphological sense
(e.g. Stresemann 1967).

The incorrect or imprecise use of the two terms
prompts us to plead for correct usage in the sense of
the original definitions and to suggest that authors
report the order of numbering and the molt of rem-
iges in a more descriptive manner (e.g. from inside
to outside, from carpal joint to wing tip, etc.). Other
terms that describe the order in which remiges are
replaced (for details, see Stresemann and Stresemann
1966, Ginn and Melville 1983, Jenni and Winkler 1994)
are: “convergent” (from body and wing tip toward
center of wing); “divergent” (from center of wing
toward body and wing tip); “eccentric” (from center
usually toward wing tip; for primaries only); “cen-
trifugal” (from central rectrices toward outside of tail);
“centripetal” (from outer rectrices toward middle of
tail); “transilient” (two feathers growing simulta-
neously are separated by one or more nongrowing
feathers); “alternating” (two feathers growing si-
multaneously are separated by only one nongrowing
feather); and “Staffelmauser” (stepwise molt).

A less grave, but still imprecise usage of feather
terminology concerns the smallest wing coverts of
passerines, which correctly are called the “marginal
coverts.” In many publications, these feathers are
called “lesser coverts.” However, it is characteristic
of passerines that the lesser coverts are absent or re-
duced to downy feathers (Wray 1887, Reichling 1915,
Steiner 1917/19, Zeidler 1966, Stephan 1970). Some
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publications (mostly older) used the correct term mar-
ginal coverts (e.g. Miller 1928, Michener and Mich-
ener 1940; but not Dwight 1900), whereas the term
lesser coverts apparently is receiving increased usage
in contemporary papers. '
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