
Field identification of Black-
faced Bunting 

Colin Bradshaw 

Most of the common species of migratory passerine that breed in Cen
tral Siberia have been recorded at some time in Britain and Ireland. 

One of the major exceptions is the Black-faced Bunting Emberiza 
spodocephala. Although considered a potential future vagrant to Britain by 
Wallace (1980), this species has since been largely ignored in the British lit
erature, despite four records in northern Europe, including three in the last 
decade. These records are of a first-winter female in 1910 and an imaged 
male in May 1980, both on Heligoland, Germany (Moritz 1984); an unaged 
male in Finland in November 1981 (Mikkola 1982); and a first-winter male 
in the Netherlands in November 1986 (van Ree & van den Berg 1987; Brit. 
Birds 82: plate 1 3). 

The Black-faced Bunting's breeding and wintering ranges (fig. 1) are sim
ilar to those of regular vagrants such as Dusky Warbler Phylloscopus fuscatus 
and Pallas's Warbler P. proregulus. It is abundant both on its breeding 
grounds and on migration through China. Its autumn plumage, however, is 
relatively dull, and this, combined with its skulking nature and preferred 
habitat, may explain why there has never been a claim of this species in 
Britain. This is compounded by the fact that information on female and 
immature plumages is incomplete, and sometimes even misleading, both in 
the regional field guides and in the weightier tomes covering the same 
areas. 

This species is rare in captivity in the United Kingdom, where it is 
known by a variety of names, including Masked, Grey-headed or Grey-
hooded Bunting. There has, however, been an instance of one escaping 
from the National Exhibition of Cage and Aviary Birds in Birmingham, in 
December 1989. Many are exported from Hong Kong to Germany (P. 
Leader in litt.). 

Distribution and habitat 
The Black-faced Bunting breeds in eastern Asia east to Sakhalin and Japan, 
north to the Verkhoyansk range on the Lena river, west to the Novosibirsk 
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region and south to North Yunnan. It is mainly migratory, wintering south 
to Indochina and west to eastern Nepal. The breeding and wintering areas 
of the three races are shown in fig. 1. 

Fig. I. Map showing breeding and wintering ranges of Black-faced Bunting Emberiza 
spodocephaki 
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In the breeding season, all races share the same habitat preferences for 
thick bushes and small trees in wet areas, either in river valleys or in 
marshland (Dementiev & Gladkov 1969), They will also occupy territory 
along forest edges and have occasionally been found to breed within both 
deciduous and coniferous woods. On migration and in winter, they occupy 
a wider range of habitats, including grassland, paddies, scrub, reedbeds, 
woodland and cultivated areas: in fact, almost any habitat with sufficient 
cover. 

Identification 
Because of its geographical distribution, the nominate race is the one most 
likely to occur in Britain, although the race sordida is also a possible va
grant. These two races are very similar in autumn plumages. The descrip
tions below apply to the nominate race; racial differences are discussed 
briefly later. 

Moult 

Adults undergo a complete post-breeding moult and juveniles a body moult 
in late summer. Adult males are usually easily separable in autumn, but 
most immature males and all females are similar in plumage and indistin
guishable in the field at that time of year. Immature males attain adult 
plumage by two processes: the major one is abrasion of the pale brown tips 
to the grey head feathers, while a secondary process involves replacement, 
by moult, of the brown lores and pale chin with the black of the adult male 
(a similar process occurs among several other bunting species, including 
Yellow-breasted E. aureola}. Both these processes start in November-Decem
ber and continue into the early spring. There may be a small number of 
individuals that exhibit a 'first-summer plumage' and will not attain adult 
plumage until the summer moult in their second calendar-year. Females are 
probably impossible to age in the field. 

Because of the similarity between females and immatures in autumn, 
these are taken as the starting point for the plumage description, with any 
relevant variations discussed later. 

General impression 

In most plumages, female/immature Black-faced Bunting is a dull, grey-
brown, featureless bunting with no obvious distinguishing field marks. Its 
whole body (i.e. excluding the head), however, is very reminiscent of that of 
a Dunnock Prunella modularis, setting it apart from other buntings. It is 
small, and relatively plain-faced, although most show a strong, off-white 
submoustachial stripe and some show a fairly prominent supcrcilium. It has 
a rusty wing-panel (the most colourful part of the bird), heavily streaked, 
yellowy or grey undcrparts, and prominent white outer tail feathers. Struc
turally, it is a medium-sized bunting with a stout, conical bill, short wings 
and a long tail. 

Behaviour 

Like many buntings, Black-faced can be quite confiding. It shuffles around 
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'on the floor', again recalling a Dunnock, and flies into cover when dis
turbed. It frequently flicks open its tail, revealing the white outer feathers, 
and when alarmed may raise its rear crown feathers to form a small, 
ragged crest. 

Autumn plumage of females and immature males 
HKAn AND NKCK Forehead and crown olive-
brown mixed with dark brown streaking and 
grey Hecks; on well-marked individuals, dark 
streaking tan occasionally form thin lines. Cen
tre of crown usually more grey and less 
streaked than crown sides, sometimes forming 
indistinct (though noticeable: K. E. Vinicombe 
in lilt.) central crown-stripe, with warmer 
brown lateral crown-stripes; depending on pre
ponderance of colours, general appearance of 
crown can vary from dull grey-brown to warm 
brown. Nape always noticeably grey, usually 
with hint of olive, contrasting with crown and 
mantle on 'warm1 individuals but merging on 
'cold' ones. Supercilium grey-white to creamy-
white from behind eye and extending to blend 
into nape (can appear yellower at rear; K. E, 
Vinicombe in Hit.), varies individually from rea
sonably obvious to quite indistinct; in front of 
eve supercilium fades into diffuse darker area 
on lores, although can reach bill on some indi
viduals. Thin pale eye-crescent below eye. Eye-
stripe indistinct, thin and dark brown, running 
backwards from eye and continuing around 
cheeks to form unbroken border that becomes 
moustachial stripe, which reaches to bill (al
though, on some individuals, this can be indis
tinct or even absent); broadest areas of this 
border are at upper and lower rear corners of 
cheeks (on poorly marked individuals this can 
be difficult to see). Cheeks are mixture of 
brown and grey, often with paler spot between 
two dark rear corners. Submoustachial stripe is 
most noticeable feature: it is broad, grey-white 
to bully'-white, starting at bill and gradually 
broadening to rear corner of cheeks, where it 
kinks upwards and then gradually fades into ei
ther grey of nape or, on some, rear of cheeks. 
Grey shawl often formed where nape, supercil
ium and submoustachial stripe join. Black or 

blackish-brown malar stripe (sometimes consist
ing of several thin streaks together, forming 
stripe that looks solid from any distance) starts 
at bill and broadens onto side of throat. Chin 
and throat pale, either yellow, white or occa
sionally grey, usually with tint* dark streaks (but 
sometimes either unstreaked or with very 
heavy streaking), bordered below by more ob
vious streaking on upper breast. 

UPPERPARTS Mantle greyish-brown, rufous-
brown or olive-brown, with broad blackish-
brown feather centres often superimposed and 
giving impression of black lines on rufous-
brown or grey-brown background. In fresh 
plumage, some individuals have very line grey 
margins to mantle feathers which, though not 
visible in field, do produce noticeably grey ap
pearance. Scapulars as mantle, but sometimes 
with more rusty-brown tones. Rump virtually 
unstreaked brown to grev-brown (some faint 
streaking sometimes visible in hand). Uppertail-
coverts as rump, but with faint dark feather 
centres (again not visible in field). Remiges 
very dark brown, finery edged rusty-brown, 
paler on primaries than on secondaries. Inner 
webs of tertials black with broad rusty tips, 
outer webs with very broad rusty-brown 
fringes sometimes involving whole of outer 
web and with noticeable indentation into 
feather centre; indentations on three tertials 
produce solid line of colour (fig. 2); outer webs 
of tertials together with edgings to secondaries 
form area of rusty-brown which is most 
colourful part of bird. Greater coverts black 
with broad beige tips and pale brown to rusty-
brown edges (occasionally both edges and tips 
are of same colour). Median coverts with black 
bases and beige tips. Tips of greater and me
dian coverts form two thin, but distinct, wing-

Fig. 2. Tertial pattern of Black-faced Bunting Emberiza spodocephala {Martin Eccles) 
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Fig. 3. Pattern of outer three tail feathers of Black-fared Bunting Emberiza spodocephala. About 
30% show some white on third feather (Martin Eccles) 

bars. Lesser coverts (rarely visible in field) are 
uniform olive-brown (described as grey on one 
female observed by K. E. Vinicombe in iitt.). 
Alula black or charcoal-grey with distinct, thin 
pale margin. Inner tail feathers mid-brown to 
blackish-brown with broad paler or rusty-
brown edges; second outer rectrices black with 
a white wedge on inner web; on outer rectri
ces, distal half of inner web and all of outer 
web white except for small blob at end of 
outer web (see fig. 3), but all that shows in field 
appears white. About 30% of individuals 
trapped in Hong Kong show a small area of 
white on tliird outer rectrix (P. Leader in litt.). 

UNDERPARTS Basic colour varies from greyish-
white to creamy-yellow, with some individuals 

Age-related and sex-related plumage difference, 

ADULT MAIJ-; In breeding plumage, very distinc
tive. Head, neck, nape, throat and upper breast 
grey with olive tinge. Lores, forehead, ocular 
area and chin black. Underparts from breast to 
undertail-coverts yellow, with dark flank streaks. 
In early autumn, extensive brown tips to head 
feathers and pale tips to underside produce 
much less distinctive mottled plumage, though 
still separable from females and immatures; this 
gradually changes, by abrasion of feather tips 
and moult of lores and chin, from October 
through to April, when most have full plumage. 

KIRST-YKAR MALE Indistinguishable from fe
males in early autumn, but by late December 
most are beginning to show some signs of 
grey on head and black around lores. Most 

showing more yellow tones. Grey or bully (de
pending on age) suffusion across breast, often 
with sharply demarcated lower border. Upper 
breast has diffuse dark grey or brown streaking 
of variable intensity, often forming gorget; on 
lower breast, streaking usually much less heavy 
or absent. Belly unstreaked, though occasion
ally mottled. Flanks show broad blackish-
brown streaks reaching to (but not including) 
undertail-coverts. 

BARK PARIS Bill long and conical, with striking 
colour pattern: distinctly two-toned, with all of 
upper mandible except cutting edge black, 
while entire lower mandible is pink except for 
a small grey area at tip. I,egs and feel pink, 
with paler soles and dark grey claws. 

j 

attain full adult plumage in their first sum
mer. Some individuals in song in Siberia, 
however, have no black on face even in June; 
these may be first-summer males in incom
plete plumage. 

Ff.MALE No obvious way of ageing females 
in the field. Skin studies suggest that first-
year females tend to show bufly breast-band, 
while adults are more grey. Those females 
which display heavy streaking on breast were 
thought by La l o u c h e (1925-30) to be first-
years, but this is not borne out by examina
tion of skins. By April-May, some show white 
wingbars, but this is presumably a result of 
bleaching rather than age, as this feature is 
not present in autumn. 
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Racial differences 

Males of the race sordida are most distinctive, with 'hood' sage-green rather 
than olive-grey and with yellow of underparts more intense than on 
nominate spodocephala and approaching that of personata. Females and 
possibly immatures are probably yellower below than those of nominate race, 
but there is so much overlap as to make it unsafe to separate these racially. 

Males of the race personata are noticeably different, with yellow submous-
tachial stripe, black chin, and yellow throat and upper breast heavily 
streaked black; underparts bright yellow; and uppcrparts noticeably darker, 
with more rusty tones. Females and immatures display yellow supercilium, 
submoustachial stripe and underparts. Both sexes are obviously darker than 
nominate race. 

Call 

Not distinctive, though frequently given on migration and on wintering 
grounds. A quiet, slightly sibilant 'tsick', 'tic' or 'tick', often repeated. 

Similar species 
The two species most likely to be confused with Black-faced Bunting in 
Europe arc females and immatures of the Reed Bunting E. schoeniclus and of 
the similarly unremarkable, though both smaller and paler, vagrant Pallas's 
Reed Bunting E. pallasi. Pallas's Reed was discussed in detail by both Broad 
& Oddic (1980) and Riddiford & Broome (1983). All other buntings, 
including Chestnut Bunting E. rutila, considered by Wallace (1980) to be a 
confusion species, have some distinctive features. 

Black-faced Bunting is marginally smaller than Reed, but there is some 
overlap in measurements. This size difference is unlikely to be of any value 
when observing a solitary individual. Pallas's Reed Bunting is noticeably 
smaller than either species, being more the size of Linnet Carduelis cannabina 
or Little Bunting E. pusilla. Black-faced, like many buntings (including 
Reed), appears quite long-tailed, especially in flight. When perched, this 
long-tailed look is accentuated by the relatively short wings, though this is 
of limited value in the field. Pallas's Reed Bunting, by contrast, is relatively 
short-tailed and has a jizz which distinctly recalls a sparrow Passer, being 
dumpy and quite big-headed. 

Fig. 4. Heads of immature/female Black-faced Bunting Emberiza spodocephala and two confusion 
species, Reed Bunting E. schoeniclus and Pallas's Reed Bunting E. pallasi. Note that the sub
moustachial stripe is the dominan t field mark, whilst supercil ium and malar stripe are 

more obvious on Reed Bunting [Martin Eccles) 

The inclusion of fig. 5 and plates 302-312 in colour has been subsidised by a donation from Carl ^ms -Germany. 



Fig. 5. Black-faced Buntings Ernberiza spodocephala (top three), Pallas's Reed Bunting E. pallasi 
(bottom left) and Reed Bunting E. schoeniclus (bottom right)(painted by R. J. Hathway) 



Black-faced Buntings Emberiza 
spodocephala 

3 0 2 . Above, normal female, 
Hong Kong, November 1989 
(P. J. Leader). Note greater-coverts 

bar is warm brown in autumn 

3 0 3 . Left, female, Hong Kong, 
February 1991 (P.J. Leader). Note 
two-tone bill 

3 0 4 . Below, first-winter male, 
Nether lands , J a n u a r y 1987 
(Arnoud B. van den Berg). Note 
black showing around facial area 



3 0 5 . Bright female Black-faced Bunting Emberiza spodocephala, China, May 1990 (C. Bradshaw). Note 
submoustachial stripe still prominent 

306 & 3 0 7 . Normal female Black-faced Bunting Emberiza spodocephala showing supercilium more bright 
than usual, China, May 1990 (C. Bradshaw). Note grey shawl and whitish wingbars 

308 . Below, normal female Black-faced Bunting Emberiza spodocephala showing submoustachial stripe as 
most obvious field feature, U K (captive bird), December 1989 (C. Bradshaw) 
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Table 1. Differences between female and immature Black-faced Emberiza 
spodocephala, Reed E. schoeniclus and Pallas's Reed Buntings E. pallasi 

Feature 

Bill 

Supercilium 

Eye-stripe 

Border to cheek 

'Ear-spot1 

Moustachial stripe 

Submoustarhial 
stripe 

Malar stripe 

Mantle 

Rump 

Wingbars 

Tertials 

Underparts 

Crown 

Call 

Black-faced 

Long, conical; 
black upper and 
pink lower 
mandibles 

Variable, usually 
indistinct 

Variable, usually 
indistinct 

Indistinct 

Variable 

Indistinct or 
absent 

Most conspicuous 
feature on head 

Variable, often 
indistinct 

Nondescript 

Grey-brown, no 
contrast with 
mantle 

Noticeable, buff 
or whitish 

Broad rusty edges, 
indented 

Grey-white to 
yellow; usually 
heavy streaking 
on breast 

Grey-brown 

'tsick', 'tic' or 
'tick' 

Reed 

Short, stubby; 
grey upper and 
lower mandibles 

Distinct and 
broad 

Variable, usually 
distinct 

Distinct 

No contrast with 
rest of margin 
(though pale spot 
fairly obvious on 
some) 

Distinct 

Distinct but not 
obvious 

Broad, dark and 
obvious 

Variable, often 
'tramlines' 

Grey-brown, no 
contrast with 
mantle 

Indistinct 

Broad rusty edges, 
some indented and 
some uniform in 
width 

Cream to buff; 
usually light 
brown streaking 
on breast 

Rufous-brown 

'tseeu' 

Pallas's Reed 

Short, stubby; 
grey upper and 
lower mandibles 

Variable, usually 
indistinct 

Indistinct or 
absent 

Absent 

Variable, often 
prominent 

Indistinct or 
absent 

Indistinct or 
absent 

Obvious spot on 
side of throat 

Obvious dark and 
light 'tramlines' 

Pale, usually 
contrasts with 
mantle 

Prominent, whitish 
or buff 

Thin white edges, 
uniform in width 

Cold grey-white; 
usually very light 
streaking on 
breast (often not 
apparent in field! 

Sandy-brown 

'chirrup' 

FACING PAGE Black-faced Buntings Emberiza spodocephala 

309. Top, female, China, May 1990 (C. Brads/iaw). Note white on tail 

310. Centre left, adult female. UK (captive bird), January 1992 (C. Bradskaw). Note body 
plumage recalling Dunnock Prunella modularis, and extent of white on tail 

311. Centre right, female, China, May 1990 (C. Bradskaw) 

312. Bottom, female, UK (captive bird), December 1989 (C. Bradshau), Note grey supercilium 
less prominent than that of female in plates 306 & 307 
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Neither Reed nor Pallas's Reed, however, is particularly similar to Black-
faced, even in female/immature plumages, and no real problems should be 
encountered in separating them from the last species. The best distinguish
ing features relate to the head pattern (see fig. 4 and table 1). 

There is no continuous dark border to the check patch on Pallas's Reed 
Bunting, which usually has a thin dark moustachial stripe ending in a fairly 
obvious dark blob or 'ear-spot' at the lower corner, but this is not extended 
around the back of the cheeks nor is there a dark eye-stripe; neither the 
moustachial stripe nor the malar stripe reaches the bill, and the submous-
tachial stripe is therefore much less prominent. Pallas's Reed has more 
prominent dark brown and sandy-brown lines on the mantle, and shows 
uniform pale edges to its tertials (not the indented rusty edges of Black-
faccd). Pallas's Reed Bunting of the northern race polaris has a noticeably 
pale grey rump (nominate pallasi shows a dull sandy-brown rump, very sim
ilar to that of Black-faced, although contrasting with the well-marked man
tle in a way that it never does on Black-faced). 

Reed Bunting is warmer, more rufous-coloured and more boldly marked 
than the comparatively nondescript Black-faced. It always shows a promi
nent, usually creamy supercilium (see fig. 4), and its malar stripe is usually 
much more obvious a feature than the submoustachial stripe (the reverse 
applies on Black-faced). The tips of the greater and median coverts are usu
ally of the same colour as the edges on Reed, so the wingbars are much 
less prominent. In addition, its bill is predominandy grey, lacking die two-
tone appearance of that of Black-faced, the grey shawl is not significantly 
present, and die crown is much more rusty'. 

Both Reed and Pallas's Reed Buntings have different calls from that of 
Black-faced. The former gives a drawn-out 'tseeu', while Pallas's Reed has 
a sparrow-like 'chee-ulp' or 'chirrup'. 

Chestnut Bunting, although regarded as a confusion species by Wallace 
(1980), is quite dissimilar. It is easily separated by its bright chestnut rump, 
its fairly obvious white or off-white eye-ring, its yellow underparts contrast
ing with an off-white throat, and its lack of white on the outer tail feathers. 
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Summary 
Black-faced Bunting Emberiza spodocephala is a potential vagrant to Britain and Ireland, but 
there are no detailed accounts of plumages of females and immatures in the readily available 
literature. This paper gives identification details and discusses the separation of Black-faced 
Bunting from other buntings. 
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