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EXTINCT BIRDS OF THE WORLD  
#15 MASCARENE PARROT 

 

The Mascarene Parrot, Mascarinus mascarinus is an 
extinct species of parrot known from bones, 
specimens and descriptions, to have occurred on the 
island of Réunion, and perhaps Mauritius. Dubois, in 
1674, was the first to describe the 
species. During the latter half of the 
18th century, a number of these 
parrots were exported alive to 
France and kept in captivity; the 
species was described when these 
birds came to the attention of 
contemporary taxonomists such as 

Brisson, Linnaeus and Buffon. Three stuffed specimens are 
known from that time, but only two remain, together with 
a number of bones found later. One is in the Muséum 
National d'Histoire Naturelle in Paris, the other, dated 
1806 and of unknown provenance, in the Naturhistorisches Museum in 
Vienna. 
 

The Mascarene Parrot was a medium-sized 
bird, similar in size to an Eclectus Parrot and 
of a similar shape, but less heavyset and with 
a longer tail. It was dark greyish -brown on the 
upper-side, and lighter on the underside. The 
bases of the tail feathers were white, and the 
head was a mid lavender
-grey. A ring of velvet -
like short black feathers 
surrounded the beak, 

which was a brilliant red. The feet were reddish 
brown.  
 

The first mention of the species was by Peter Mundy, 
who saw "russett parratts" in 1638, and Johann 
Christian Hoffmann, who saw "red crows with 
recurved beaks and blue heads" called Indiaensche 
ravens ("Indian Crows") in the early 1670s. An 
illustration in the report on van Neck's 1598 voyage 
refers to "Indian crows" twice the size of Echo  
Parakeets and  being two or three -coloured, but the bird described doesnõt  
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ECHO PARROT 

Psittacula eques echo 
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ECLECTUS PARROT 

Eclectus roratus 
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really fit the description of the Mascarene Parrot. 
These reports are often used to argue that the 
Broad-billed Parrot, of Mauritius, was 
multicoloured and that it was this species, not 
the Mascarene Parrot, mentioned by the early 
travellers. But as the Broad -billed parrot was 
most probably flightless it seems the above -
mentioned reports most likely refer to 

Mascarinus mascarinus.  Hoffman states that the birds flew "with 
difficulty", but the wing - bone structure of the Mascarene Parrot do not 
suggest a reduction in flying ability. The sternum of the species is not 
sufficiently known, and it might be that the species was a poor flyer. 
However, it may be that Hoffman referred to an unwillingness to fly until 
pressed, which was a common trait of the unwary birds of the Mascarenes.  
 

By 1800, all the captive birds but one, in the possession of King Ludwig I of 
Bavaria, seem to have died. Bory de Saint-Vincent does not mention the 
bird in his description of animals encountered on Réunion in 1801, and it 
seems to have become extinct in the wild by then. The Bavarian bird was 
drawn by Carl Wilhelm Hahn in either 1834 or 1835; it must have been 
quite old by then, and probably died not long after. The body doesnõt seem 
to have been preserved, and Hahn's depiction is the last record of a live  
specimen.  
 

Due to its distribution and the absence of green 
colouration the species was originally thought to be 
closely related to the Afro -tropical parrots of the 
Psittacini tribe (which, among others, includes the 
African Grey). However, certain features such as the 

feathered lores and the red 
beak, do not fit well with this 
hypothesis. Study of the extant 
bones suggest that the bird was, 
like the other Mascarene parrots 
an offshoot of the Paleo -tropical 
radiation of parrots, the tribe 
Psittaculini. Many aspects of its 
appearance and biology appear 
similar to an Eclectus or 
Tanygnathus parrot, but the bird's closest relatives, 

based on anatomical evidence, may indeed be the Psittacula  family.  
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ROSE-RINGED PARROT 

Psittacula krameri manillensis 
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GREAT-BILLED PARROT 

Tanygnathus megalorynchos 
 

Illustration probably from Histoire 

Naturelle des Perroquets  

by François Levaillant  
circa 1801-1805   


