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The correct name for the Olivaceous Cormorant, “Maiague” of Piso (1658).—Nearly 350
years ago, George Marcgraf (also spelled Marcgrave) and Willem Pies (Latinized as Piso),
led by Johan Maurits of Nassau-Siegen, conducted natural history explorations in north-
eastern Brazil (see Whitehead 1979a). Many forms of plants and animals were described
for the first time and documented by Piso and Marcgrave (1648) and Piso (1658), with over
500 illustrations based on watercolor and oil paintings (Whitehead 1976). Although spec-
imens were collected on the expedition, no animal specimens are known to be extant
(Whitehead 1979a). Some of the descriptions and illustrations from this early expedition
were the basis for names introduced by Linnaeus, Gmelin, and others; several of these names
have given rise to considerable controversy. Among these is Procellaria brasiliana (Gmelin
1789, p. 564), in the description of which Gmelin cited five references, all of which derive
from the bird that Piso (1658, p. 83) called “Maiague™ (sometimes rendered “Majaque™).

Gmelin (1789) placed the “Maiague™ as the species brasiliana in the genus Procellaria
(=order Procellariiformes), but he never saw the original paintings (Whitehead 1979a). In
one of the works cited by Gmelin, Willughby (1678, p. 334) stated that Piso’s bird “seems
to resemble” Corvus aquaticus, a name then in use for the Cormorant, now Phalacrocorax
carbo, of the Old World. Latham (1785, p. 398), also cited by Gmelin, expressed doubt that
Piso’s “Maiague” was a petrel. Latham may have consulted the original paintings (Figs. 1
and 2), whereas Gmelin (1789) and the other authors Gmelin cited referred only to Piso’s
(1658) published woodcut (Fig. 3) (fide Whitehead, in litt.).

Lichtenstein (1817, p. 175) examined the original oil painting (Fig. 1) and water color
(Fig. 2) of the “Maiague” that probably were the basis for the rather crude woodcut (Fig.
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Fig. 1. Oil painting from the Libri picturati labeled ‘“Maguajuba” and ‘“Majaja.”

3) in Piso (1658). He concluded that the watercolor represented an adult male Anhinga
(Anhinga anhinga), but later (Lichtenstein 1823, p. 86) reconsidered and used brasilianus
for the Olivaceous Cormorant.

The name brasilianus remained in common usage for over sixty years. Following Brisson’s
interpretation of Piso (1658) that the feathers of the lower neck are yellow, Ridgway (1889,
p- 138) stated that it is almost incomprehensible” how Piso’s ‘““Maiague” could be identified
with any known species of cormorant. Ridgway used vigua Vieillot (1817) for the name of
the Olivaceous Cormorant in which he was followed by Ogilvie-Grant (1898) and the
American Ornithologists’ Union (1910). Richmond (1926), however, pointed out that vigua
was based on an older name, Pelecanus olivaceus proposed by Humboldt (in Humboldt and
Bonpland 1805), the name then adopted by the A.O.U. (1931).

Schneider (1938) examined the watercolor (Fig. 2) of the ‘“Maiague” and identified it and
the description with the Olivaceous Cormorant. Hellmayr and Conover (1948), on the basis
of Piso’s (1658) description and Schneider’s (1938) identification, used the name Phalacro-
corax brasilianus for this species. Nonetheless, the A.O.U. Check-list of North American
birds (A.O.U. 1957, 1983) and Dorst and Mougin (1979) considered Procellaria brasiliana
Gmelin to be indeterminate and used Phalacrocorax olivaceus (Humboldt and Bonpland
1805), for the species. However, other recent authors (¢.g., Gyldenstolpe 1951; Voous 1957;
Pinto 1964, 1978; Oberholser 1974) have used the earlier name, brasilianus, for the Oli-
vaceous Cormorant, and a review of its validity is warranted.
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FiG. 2. Watercolor from the Libri picturati labeled ‘““Magua.”

Marcgraf’s natural history notes were in code, apparently to prevent Piso from having
access to his records, with only Johan Maurits being entrusted with the code. Following
Marcgraf’s death in Angola in 1643 (Whitehead 1979a), the natural history accounts in Piso
and Marcgrave (1648) were assembled from these coded notes and edited by Johan de Laet.
Piso (1658) edited and condensed Marcgraf’s natural history section, introducing many
errors. He also added some new material (see Whitehead 1979b), including the account of
the “Maiague” that may have been from memory.

Piso (1658) described the “Maiague’ as having “‘colli tantum parte anteriori flavis plumis
decorata™ which Hellmayr and Conover (1948) concluded must refer to the yellow gular
skin, not yellow feathers. Other characters given by Piso (1658) leave no doubt that the
“Maiague” is a cormorant. These include Piso’s statement that the bird is black, the size
and shape of a duck, and that it resembles “Corvum aquaticum’ (=Phalacrocorax carbo).
He added that the “Maiague™ has a hooked beak and curved neck like that of a swan, lives
at sea and river mouths, and eats fish. Specimens of the Olivaceous Cormorant from South
America have dull straw-colored or brownish gulars, and, in first prebasic plumage, the
feathers bordering the gular are a pale buff color (Siegel-Causey, in litt.). That Piso’s (1658)
description and accompanying woodcut (Fig. 3) could apply to a bird in eastern Brazil other
than the Olivaceous Cormorant is hardly conceivable.

The published woodcuts (see also Piso [1957] for a reproduction of the description, in
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Fig. 3. [Ilustration of the “Maiague” from a woodcut in Piso (1658).

Portuguese, and woodcut illustration) apparently were based on paintings by artists employed
by Johan Maurits during his time as Governor-General of Dutch-occupied Brazil, 1637-
1644 (Whitehead 1976). The principal painters were Frans Post and Albert Eckhout (White-
head 1976), the latter possibly visiting Chile during the time of the expedition (Joppien
1979).

The watercolors and oil paintings eventually were deposited in the Preussiche Staatsbi-
bliothek in Berlin and catalogued as Libri picturati A (two volumes of watercolors and four
volumes of oil paintings). These were the originals examined by Lichtenstein (1817, 1823)
and by Schneider (1938). In 1941, the paintings were evacuated to Silesia and were not seen
or heard of until rediscovered in Poland in 1977 (Whitehead 1979b, 1982). They are now
in the Jagiellon Library in Cracow, Poland. As noted by Schneider (1938), Piso’s “Maiague”
is an oil painting (Fig. 1) in the Libri picturati A 33 (p. 13, labeled “Maguajuba” and
“Majaja”) and is represented as a watercolor (Fig. 2) in the same collection as A 36 (p. 224,
labeled “Migua”). I believe that both represent the Olivaceous Cormorant and that the
watercolor is the basis for Piso’s (1658) woodcut (Fig. 3).

Geography also serves as evidence that the ‘“Maiague™ is the Olivaceous Cormorant.
Maurits’ expedition and Marcgraf’s activities were confined to northeastern Brazil. Previ-
ously published itineraries (Hantsch 1896, Gudger 1912) of Marcgraf are fabricated (White-
head 1979b), but according to Marcgraf’s astronomical notes (Whitehead 1979b) he visited
northeastern Brazil from Salvador to Rio Grande do Norte, and almost certainly this applies
also to Piso. This is a smaller area of Brazil than assumed by Hellmayr (1929). The only
species of Phalacrocorax found there, or anywhere in Brazil, is the Olivaceous Cormorant
(Dorst and Mougin 1979). That the “Maiague” of Piso could have been an immature
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Phalacrocorax magellanicus in an all black plumage (see Rasmussen 1987), and based on
Eckhout’s possible trip to Chile (Joppien 1979) is improbable, since immatures of that
species have blackish facial skin (Humphrey et al. 1970). The only species of cormorant in
Chile having a yellowish gular region is the Olivaceous Cormorant.

Thus, as shown by Piso’s (1658) description, the accompanying illustration, the original
paintings, and by geographical probability, the “Maiague” unquestionably refers to the
Olivaceous Cormorant. Procellaria brasiliana Gmelin, 1789, clearly has priority over Pel-
ecanus olivaceus Humboldt, 1805, for this species, and Phalacrocorax brasilianus (Gmelin,
1789) should be reinstated as the correct name for the Olivaceous Cormorant, with the type
locality as eastern Brazil.
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