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Sección Básica

José Celestino Mutis, the ants, and Pheidole mutisi sp. nov.

José Celestino Mutis, las hormigas y Pheidole mutisi n. sp.
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Introduction

“In his first letter to me, my dear gentlemen Linnaeus,
whom I respect as a mentor, asked if I would work

on a memoir on the ants of America...”.
(Mutis, letter to von Pajkull).

November 11, 2008 marks the 200th anniversary of the death
of naturalist José Celestino Mutis, leader of the Botanical
Expedition in New Granada and pioneer of natural sciences in
America. To commemorate this occasion we present a brief
profile of Mutis as a pioneer in the study of ants, and describe
a new species of ant in his honor.

Mutis, the first years

When the archbishop Messia de la Cerda brought José
Celestino Mutis into his retinue in 1760 and asked if he would
accompany him to the New World as his personal physician,
he never imagined that this same man would achieve anything
beyond looking after his basic medical care. Mutis did faithfully
serve his employer as a physician in the territory of New Gra-
nada (now Colombia, Venezuela and Ecuador), but it was his
passion for nature, the new nature of a New World, that inspired
him to embark for the Americas without thinking twice. So
accomplished was he in his scholarly pursuits that he soon
became known as “Mutis the Wiseman.”

In addition to being a physician and a priest, Mutis was a
naturalist with broad interests in astronomy, mathematics,
meteorology, mineralogy, botany and zoology, especially
entomology. With a great passion for the observation and study
of nature, Mutis was in his element: the exuberant and little-
explored lands of the tropics. The epic days of Discovery and

of The Conquest had already passed and the Americas had
become great fiefdoms for the European powers, ripe for
exploitation.

With few exceptions (like the expeditions to Peru and Chi-
le), there had not been any interest in scientific exploration of
the Nuevo Reino. Any interest in a particular region or its
resources (minerals or timber) obeyed the desire of the crown
to obtain money or resources for purely practical ends. Mutis
found himself in New Granada in a world that was culturally
backward, intellectually weak and conservative, “in the dark”
as would later be said by Francisco José de Caldas.

Mutis arrived with a desire to speak of new ideas, perceived
to be dangerous, such as the ideas of Copernicus (who attracted
the ire of the Inquisition) and wanting to understand “the
curiosities of Nature.” He had to wait almost 20 years until
finally, in 1783, the extraordinary scientific adventure that
would be called “The Botanical Expedition” would begin.
Under his guidance, native peoples worked alongside those
with formal training to study on a grand scale (in space and
time) the flora, fauna, and minerals of the Nuevo Reino.

While Mutis was waiting patiently for the Spanish crown
to authorize the expedition and send resources, he spent several
years in the mines of El Sapo, in the north of Tolima, in central
Colombia, “administering” the mines, although this was really
an excuse to dedicate himself to the observation of nature and
its creatures (Hernández de Alba 1983a, b).

In reading Mutis’ memoirs and other writings, and the works
of Mutis scholars, we see the image of a man profoundly
interested in the fauna of this new territory, especially its insects.
Hernández de Alba (1983c:265) unapologetically referred to
him as “Mutis the entomologist,” and based on reading Mutis’
Journal of Observations, we venture to say that the Wiseman
himself would have been flattered to have been called “Mutis
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Resumen: Se describe una nueva especie de hormiga, Pheidole mutisi (Hymenoptera: Formicidae: Myrmicinae), en
honor del sabio naturalista José Celestino Mutis, quien realizó las primeras observaciones sobre hormigas en el Nuevo
Mundo, aunque sus escritos permanecieron desconocidos por mucho tiempo. Se ofrecen algunos comentarios generales
sobre las observaciones mirmecológicas de Mutis. Con esta publicación se conmemoran los 200 años de la muerte de
Mutis. La nueva especie se separa por su cuerpo liso y brillante, sin pilosidad conspicua (soldado), así como las largas
espinas propodeales (soldado y obrera).
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