
Cotinga 19

I d e n t i f ic a t io n  o f  f e m a l e  a n d  

i m m a t u r e  m a le  E m p r e s s  Heliodoxa  

im peratrix  a n d  G r e e n - c r o w n e d  

B r i l l ia n t s  H . jacula

Two sim ilar species of Heliodoxa hummingbirds 
occur within the Choco of Colombia and Ecuador. 
One, Empress Brilliant H. imperatrix, is endemic 
to the region. The other, Green-crowned Brilliant
H. jacula , occurs locally from Costa Rica south to 
north Colombia1 and along the west slope of the 
A ndes sou th  to a t le a s t Loja, E cu a d o r2,5. H  
imperatrix and H. jacula  appear to be sympatric 
only at 400– 1800 m in south-west Colombia and 
north-west Ecuador3,4.

Plumages of H. imperatrix and H. jacula  are 
similar at all ages. The only illustrations of female 
H. imperatrix are in Schuchmann5 and Ridgely & 
Greenfield* 3 *. Schuchm ann5 does not adequately 
d ifferentiate it from H. ja cu la , but there is an 
excellent illustration in Ridgely & Greenfield3. All 
plum ages are described in both. The principal 
plum age differences between ad u lt fem ale H. 
im peratrix  and H. jacu la  are  th a t the la t te r ’s 
underparts are white, heavily spotted with green 
disks (Fig. 1). The throat and breast of female H. 
imperatrix are similar to H. jacula , but the belly is 
uniform golden-green, contrasting with the breast 
(Fig. 2). Immature males of both have duller, less 
iridescent, plumage than adult males, the chin and 
th ro a t of im m atures being extensively buff or 
cinnamon. This buffy coloration may appear only 
as a malar stripe once juvenile feathers are replaced. 
The underparts of immature male H. imperatrix are 
grey, spotted with green disks (Fig. 3) and generally 
lack the golden-green belly spotting of adult males. 
Immature male H. jacula  is similar, but lacks the 
elongated  fea th e rin g  a t  the  base of th e  bill 
characteristic of H. imperatrix. The underparts are 
more heavily spotted green and rare ly  appear 
greyish (Fig. 4). The purple throat-patch of adult 
males is small, but usually visible in im m ature 
m ales under good viewing conditions. Another 
feature th a t may be helpful is tail colour: black in 
H. jacula  and olive in H. imperatrix. In summary, 
plumage characteristics of female and immature H. 
imperatrix and H. jacula have not been fully covered 
in field guides. Though some plumage similarities 
exist between them, they are readily identifiable 
under most circumstances.
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Figure 1. Adult female G reen-crow ned Brilliant Heliodoxa
jacula, near M onteverde, Puntarenas, C osta Rica,
5 March 1998 (M ark W. Lockwood)

Figure 2. A d u lt fem ale  E m p ress B rillian t Heliodoxa  
imperatrix, n ear Mindo, Pichincha, Ecuador, 1 
Septem ber 2000 (Mark W. Lockwood)

Figure 3. Im m ature  m ale E m press Brilliant Heliodoxa 
imperatrix, near Mindo, Pichincha, Ecuador, 1 Sep­
tem ber 2000 (M ark W. Lockwood)

Figure 4. Im m a tu re  m ale G re e n -c ro w n e d  B rillian t 
Heliodoxa jacula, Cinchonia, Alajuela, C osta  Rica, 
24 January 1997 (Mark W. Lockwood)
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