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ON THE SCIENTIFIC NAMES OF THE LIGHT-
AND DARK-BREASTED BRENT GEESE. 

BY 

EINAR LONNBERG. 

IT has long been known that two different forms of Brent 
Goose (Branta bemicla) occur during the winter on the coasts 
of Europe, viz., a dark-breasted and a light-breasted. Con
cerning the systematic value of these forms opinions have 
been much divided. ' Some ornithologists considered them to 
represent geographical races, while by others they were re
garded as mere colour-phases without any systematic value 
whatever. The present writer shared from the beginning the 
former of these opinions, but when it was asserted that both 
forms occurred together, even at their breeding-places, the 
latter view, although strange, appeared to be the correct one. 
This was the state of affairs, until quite recently the Rev. 
F. C. R. Jourdain in this Journal (antea, pp. 49-52) again 
took up the question and most ably discussed it. In this 
paper he shows that probably the two colour-phases of Brent 
Goose have different breeding-ranges, and that the dark-
breasted one has a more eastern origin, while the light-
breasted, at least, chiefly belongs to the Atlantic part of the 
Arctic. If treated as geographical races, the question arises 
as to which of them is entitled to the name bemicla Lin. The 
Rev. F. C. R. Jourdain at the same time commended to the 
present writer " the important duty of ascertaining upon 
what material Linnjeus based his name." This I am quite 
willing to attempt, and I do not think it is a difficult task. 

The name " Anas Bemicla " was given by Linnaeus in 
Systema Naturae, ed. X., 1758. The diagnosis proves only 
that it was applied to a Brent Goose, but he adds : " Habitat 
in Europa boreali; migrat supra Sveciam." Fauna Svecica 
(of 1746) is also quoted in the first reference ; and there it 
is stated that the bird in question : " Habitat in Scania." 
It must however in this case be understood that it occurs in 
Southern Sweden only during migration. In the second 
edition of Fauna Svecica, 1761, the information about " Anas 
Bemicla" is somewhat fuller, as it is stated: ". . . . 
Calmariensibus Prutgas. Habitat in Scania, Calmariae, 
marina, migratoria." That is, it is called Prutgas by the 
inhabitants of the city of Kalmar and migrates along the coast 
of the district of Kalmar. At the present time at the place 
mentioned there is still a very important migration route of 
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Brent Geese, and these must be of the same kind as those 
migrating there at the time of Linnaeus. 

The Brent Geese which migrate on our Baltic coast belong 
to the dark-bellied form. In the R. Nat. Hist. Museum 
there are seventeen dark-bellied specimens from Sweden to 
one light-bellied. 

The older Swedish faunistic authors always describe the 
Brent as dark-bellied. Thus A. J. Retzius says in his new 
edition of Fauna Svecica, of 1800 : " Venter et Latera fusca 
marginibus pennarum pallidioribus," and Sven Nilsson, in the 
various editions of his faunistic works, terms the under-parts 
of the Brent " brown-grey " (with paler margins). It may 
be concluded from this that it really is the dark-breasted 
Brent which has the right of primogeniture to the name 
bernicla. There is, however, a still better proof for such a 
statement, viz., from Linnaeus's own hand. He has given a 
complete description of Anas Bernicla in Fauna Svecica of 
1761, which appears to be a product of his own direct ex
perience. It reads: ". . . Corpus totum nigro-fuscum. 
Nigra sunt Rostrum, collum, caput, pectus. Collare angus-
tum, album. Remiges & Rectrices supra atrae, subtus fuscae. 
Alba sunt Abdomen pone pedes, tectrices inferiores caudae 
& latera uropygii." The author says thus plainly, that 
the general colour of the bird is dark brownish and adds the 
" black " and " white " exceptions from this rule, which 
leaves the breast dark brown. 

It is also very probable that the Brent Geese, which pass 
on their migration along our Baltic coast, are of north-eastern 
origin. The faunistic authors of Finland, such as M. von 
Wright and Palmen, also use the same word " brown-grey " 
for the description of the colour of the lower side of the Brent 
as their Swedish colleagues. 

The occurrence of light-breasted Brent Geese now and then 
in Sweden still requires explanation, and I think this can be 
done by pointing out that sometimes, although seldom, even 
such a typical Spitsbergen bird as Anser brachyrhynchus 
passes through our country, so in an analogous way may a 
light-breasted Brent of similar origin sometimes take the 
same unwonted route. 

It cannot, however, be denied that the Brent Geese of 
Spitsbergen exhibit a certain amount of variation in the 
colour of the lower breast. Some of them are decidedly 
whitish, but others are darker, with a more or less brownish 
or ashy tint on the breast. A direct comparison proves, 
however, at once that they are far less dark than the average 
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eastern birds which migrate along the Baltic coast of Sweden. 
At least this is the case with such specimens as I have seen, 
and we have one of that kind in this Museum from Northern 
Spitsbergen. I think, however, that it is these somewhat 
brownish, but anyway rather light birds, which have given 
rise to the saying that there are all kinds of intergradations 
between the dark- and the light-breasted Brent Geese. 

As stated above, until 1761 everything written by Linnseus 
about " Anas Bemicla " applies to the presumably Eastern 
and in any case dark-breasted Brent Goose migrating " supra 
Sveciam." 

In Systema Naturae, ed. XII., 1766, the above quoted name 
acquired a wider bearing and became more collective, as 
Linnseus added there " nidficat in Groenlandia." Probably he 
had received information from his Danish scholars about the 
nesting of Brent Geese in Greenland, and in consequence of 
this made the addition quoted. This is, however, of no 
importance as regards the fixing of the name bemicla on the 
dark Eastern Brent migrating over Sweden, which first 
received it. 

If there is no doubt concerning the name of the dark-
breasted Brent Goose, the question of the name of the light-
breasted is by no means so simple as Mr. Jourdain appears 
to think, when he says : " For the pale-breasted bird Brehm's 
name of collaris seems applicable." The name collaris belongs 
without doubt to this bird, but there is an older name which 
appears to have priority, although it has been wrongly inter
preted several times. This is the name " Anas Hrota " given 
by 0. F. Miiller, 1776, Zool. Dan. Prodr., p. 14. Recently 
Laubmann has attempted to apply this name to Branta 
leucopsis as was also done previously, although with hesitation 
and a query by Salvadori (Cat. Birds B.M., XXVII., p. 117) 
and Hartert (V6gel,pal. F. II., p. 1296)* ; but this interpreta
tion of the name " Hrota " I do not hesitate to describe as 
entirely wrong. Miiller writes: "^4[nas] Hrota grisea, 
capite colloque nigris. . . . Isl.[andis] Hrota . . ," 
i.e., a bird with black head and neck, which is called by the 
Icelanders " Hrota." It is true that the head and neck of 
the Brent is not pure black, but the old authors always called 
it black. The head of B. leucopsis on the other hand is so 
largely white, that in such a summary description as the one 
quoted it would have been more likely to have been described 
as " capite albo, collo nigro." In any case the white of the 

* In the latter place by misprint *' krota." 
K 
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head of leucopsis could not have been disregarded. Further, 
we learn that the bird to which Miiller applied the name 
" Hrota " was known to the people in Iceland under that 
same name, and this is still the case with the Brent at the 
present time. Hantzsch quotes for this bird the Icelandic 
names " Hrotgas " and " Hrota," and he says that the latter 
probably is derived from the verb " hrjdta," which means " to 
snore." It is certainly an onomatopoetic word referring to the 
note of the Brent, like the German name Rottgans, the 
Danish Knortegaas, the Swedish Prutgas and so on. I think 
it is impossible to deny that Miiller's name " Hrota " refers 
to a Brent Goose. 

It remains then to be seen whether there is any possibility 
of ascertaining to which race this name was affixed, and even 
this appears to be feasible. A. Hrota of Miiller bears the 
number 115. The bird No. 114 is : " A. Bcmicla jusca capite 
collo pectoreque nigris, collari albo." This is evidently the 
same thing as Linnseus's Brent Goose, while the following 
species "A. Hrota " was considered by the author as some
what different, for it is marked with an asterisk, which 
according to the explanation in the preface means those 
species which " in scriptis perillustris Equitis a Linne frustra 
quaeruntur." The difference, which is apparent in the 
diagnosis, is that the Linnean bird is said to be " fusca," 
while the new one (" Hrota ") is termed " grisea "; the former 
name appears to suit the eastern dark-breasted race quite 
well, and the latter the light-breasted. If to this is added 
the geographical assertion that " Hrota " is the Brent found 
on Iceland, I think it must be admitted that this latter name 
is available for the light-breasted Atlantic Brent Goose and 
collaris Brehm becomes only a synonym. 


