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The Yellow-backed Oriole {Icterus chrysater) and the 
Yellow-tailed Oriole (Icterus mésamelas) are broadly 
sympatric neotropical species of Icteridae that range 
jointly from southern Mexico through Colombia and 
parts of Venezuela. The range of 7. mésamelas also 
extends south into Ecuador and Peru, whereas /. 
chrysater is strangely absent from Costa Rica. Both 
species are approximately the same size, and both are 
largely orange-yellow in color with the guiar patch, 
lores, and most of the wings black. Icterus mésamelas 
differs from /. chrysater in that the mantle is black 
instead of yellow, the secondary coverts and three 
outer rectrices are entirely or partly yellow instead 
of black, and there is less black on the forehead than 
in /. chrysater. 

In the collections of the National Museum of Nat- 
ural History, Smithsonian Institution, is a specimen 
(USNM 403540) that is best interpreted as a hybrid 
between these two species. It was taken by M. A. 
Carriker, Jr., on 25 March 1948 at Hacienda Belén, 13 
km (8 miles) west of Segovia, Dept. Antioquia, Co- 
lombia, at an elevation of 245 m (800 feet). It is la- 
belled as a male, and, although there are no remarks 
on the condition of the gonads, it appears to be fully 

adult, with the feathers of the guiar patch entirely 
black. 

The feathers of the mantle of the hybrid are yellow 
basally, tipped broadly with black in the area that is 
entirely black in all adult individuals of /. mésamelas 
examined (Fig. 1). Although the back is normally en- 
tirely yellow in ¡. chrysater, there was some trace of 
black in this region in 7 specimens (all males from 
Colombia) out of about 150 adults from Colombia 
and Panama. The traces ranged from a few feathers 
barely tipped with black to a faint scaly pattern in 
three individuals. In no instance was there any ap- 
proach to the extreme condition shown by the hy- 
brid. 

In adults of I. chrysater the tail is entirely black. In 
the hybrid, however, the outern\ost rectrix on either 
side is narrowly edged with yellow and has a fairly 
wide stripe of yellow along the rachis that expands 
slightly distally and stops about 5 mm short of the 
tip of the feather (Fig. 1). The next rectrix inward has 
a faint yellow margin on the outer web. In Í. meio- 
melas these feathers are yellow except at the bases, 
which are black. In Í. chrysater the rectrices are typ- 
ically black, although five specimens I examined had 
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Fig. 1. (Top) Dorsal view of adult males of Icterus 
mésamelas (left), /. chrysater (right), and a hybrid be- 
tween these two species (middle, USNM 403540). 
(Bottom) Ventral view of the tails of the same spec- 
imens. 

yellow in the outer rectrix in a manner somewhat 
similar to that in the hybrid. All of these were clearly 
subadult birds, however, and the edges of the yellow 
pattern were more diffuse, sometimes much more so. 

In /. chrysater the only yellow feathers on the outer 
surface of the wing are at the very apex of the bend, 
whereas in I. mésamelas the lesser coverts and median 
secondary coverts are yellow. The hybrid is approx- 
imately intermediate, as there is considerably more 
yellow on the lesser coverts than in /. chrysater. 

There is much overlap in measurements between 
/. chrysater and Í. mésamelas, although skins of Í. me- 
somelas frequently tend to appear larger, particularly 
in Carriker's uniformly prepared series. This is the 
case with the hybrid, which is perhaps what influ- 
enced Carriker to enter it in his field catalog as "Ic- 
terus (?) (near mésamelas)." Yet, if the speci- 
men were not a hybrid, it would probably have to 

Fig. 2. Camera lucida drawings of the posterior 
end of the right mandible in dorsal view, showing 
the degree of development of the retroarticular pro- 
cess (rp): A, Icterus mésamelas; B, hybrid; C, /. chrysater 
(as = lateral articular surface of mandible). 

be considered an aberrant individual of /. chrysater 
because of the amount of black on the forehead and 
the occasional occurrence of yellow in the outer rec- 
trix of subadults in that species. On the other hand, 
if it were an abnormally melanistic individual of 7. 
chrysater, one would not expect to find a greater 
amount of yellow in the bend of the wing. 

In comparing skeletons, it may be seen that /. 
chrysater is more highly adapted for gaping and con- 
sequently has a noticeably longer retroarticular pro- 
cess of the mandible than does /. mésamelas. To check 
this condition in the hybrid I opened the skin and 
removed the posterior portion of the right mandible, 
in which the retroarticular process was fortunately 
intact. The hybrid is again intermediate, as the ret- 
roarticular process is decidedly better developed than 
in /. mésamelas but is shorter than in I. chrysater (Fig. 
2). 

It is difficult to determine what may have lead to 
this instance of hybridization or why no other in- 
stances have been reported elsewhere in the exten- 
sive area of sympatry of the two parental species. 
When Carriker collected at Hacienda Belén, the 
vegetation consisted mainly of heavily forested hill- 
sides with some old second growth along the river. 
Apart from one specimen of /. auricapillus, Carriker 
obtained no other orioles during more than 2 weeks 
at this station; he made no remarks as to whether he 
observed any that he did not collect. It is possible 
that a lack of suitable habitat and the consequent 
scarcity of mates may have been a factor contributing 
to hybridization. This would be difficult to argue; 
although /. mésamelas tends to prefer edge situations 
near water, both species may be found in a consid- 
erable variety of habitats (Wetmore et al. in press). 
Furthermore, in Panama, both species tend to breed 
later than most other icterids, probably beginning in 
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April {ibid.), so the hybrid was not necessarily taken from the Smithsonian Institution for completing un- 
near its point of origin, finished work and study of undescribed material left 

Beecher (1950) considered Í. mésamelas to be a nee- by the late Alexander Wetmore. 
tar-feeding derivative of !. chrysattr, although, if the 
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