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the myrmecologist,” or “Mutis the ant scholar.” In one of his
letters he writes, “[I] am determined [to continue] our
correspondence about the insects; they have drawn all of my
affection, without detracting from my interest in the other
branches of natural history (Hernández de Alba 1983c).

Mutis the myrmecologist

Mutis spent six years, from 1777 forward, in the Cerro El Sapo
(Toad Mountain), as foreman of the mines of the same name.
Approximately 420 species of plants and more than 80 animals
have been recorded from this locality (Echeverry, without date).
An additional 24 “groups” (species, forms) of ants were
documented from this locality, as recounted in History of the
Ants, prompting Mutis to exclaim that this mountain should
have been called “Ant Mountain” (Hernández de Alba 1983c).
In subsequent years, the Botanical Expedition would radiate
from this locality, covering a broad area between Tolima and
Cundinamarca. From those explorations came many
observations that enriched our concepts of variation within
insects and other groups of arthropods.

In a letter to the Baron von Pujkall, Mutis writes excitedly
that his exploration of the world of the ants began at the request
of the naturalist Carl Linnaeus. In fact, in his first letter to
Mutis, Linnaeus asked his colleague on the other side of the
world to prepare a memoir (synopsis) of the American ants.
Linnaeus was as eager to receive specimens and notes about
ants of New Granada, as he was to receive plant specimens! It
seems that Mutis took the request to heart and his enthusiasm
is evident in his Journal of Observations, in which he reports
on as many as twenty ant species (Hernández de Alba 1983a).

Unfortunately Mutis’ original “memoir” on ants was lost.
Nevertheless, a second memoir remained behind (Hernández
de Alba 1983c:265-268), as did his Journal of Observations,
in which Mutis compiled a series of observations and
meditations that comprise the first written treatment of
American ants (Hernández de Alba 1983a, b). The Wiseman
observed, collected, compared, made microscopic examina-
tions, interviewed native people and returned continually
to the field, making quantitative and qualitative notes. Some
of his observations were original, new and unique; others
were new to him, although already known in the Old World.
As such, Mutis at times lamented his isolation and limited
access to books (although his ca. 200 books at El Sapo were
a luxury).

Mutis was the first to establish, for example, the nomadic
character of the legionary ants (Eciton), referring to insects
that “had no fixed home” and noting how their hordes destroyed
everything they encountered. He also wrote about subterranean
legionnaires, lustrous ants that do not sting, but bite, and that
we now call Labidus. He was particularly intrigued by the habits
of the leaf-cutter ants and marveled at their complex nests;
through observation and comparative study, he worked out the
nature of their caste system, including the queen, the males,
the soldiers and the workers. Early on, Mutis warned about the
danger these ants present to mankind, by causing major crop
damage.

Reading his scientific writings (Hernández de Alba 1983c)
and his Journal, we estimate that about twenty ant species,
perhaps more, were examined by The Wiseman (Table 1). In
weighing Mutis’ contribution to myrmecology, we have to take
into account several handicaps: the scarcity of time he was
able to devote to the ants, given his many other tasks and

responsibilities and, above all, the diminutive size of the ants,
which makes description a great challenge. In interpreting his
notes, we should also remember that, for many of his ants,
Mutis had to resort to native names or apply names of his own,
since the science of classification was just emerging in Europe
with the publication of Carl Linnaeus’ Systema Naturae.
Mutis only had access to the 12th edition of the Systema
Naturae, published in 1766. The correspondence between
Mutis and the Swedish naturalist was fruitful for both parties,
although unfortunately Mutis’ ants never got into Linnaeus’
hands.

Mutis recognized that the ants were more common in the
lowlands than the highlands and also concluded that the
American ants were new, being distinct from those of Europe.
On several occasions, he also elaborated species descriptions.
For example in one of the entries in his Journal he devoted
almost two long pages describing in minute detail the “ant of
death.” In spite of the limitations of his optical equipment, he
documented details of the antennae, eyes, mesosoma and ab-
domen, with such clarity and precision that today we can de-
termine that what he had in his hand was a Cephalotes ant:
“these are innocuous and can remain still even when disturbed,
seeming as though they are dead”. Not even Linnaeus himself
wrote such thorough descriptions, nor did many of the
myrmecologists working at the end of the 19th and start of the
20th centuries, men who generally devoted just a few vague
and imprecise lines to describe a new species. Had Mutis had
access to literature and formal training from his mentor, as
well as more time, he surely would have been a good
taxonomist, and the premier taxonomist working with ants.

Upon his death in 1808, and the demise of the Botanical
Expedition shortly after, a part of Mutis’ specimens, illustrations
and notes would be sent to Spain, but unfortunately another
part was lost on the way. With the passing of the years, the
magic of his writings remained hidden from the lights of
History, Culture and Science.

Although Linnaeus named a new plant genus in honor of
“the wiseman”, Mutisia, we venture to think that Mutis would
have been pleased to have his name associated with a new
species of ant, the insects that inspired him with so much
passion. And not just any ant, but a species belonging to one of
the two most diverse ant genera (perhaps the most diverse),
Pheidole, some of whose species will have passed right across
his desk as he worked, taking notes well into the night, by the
light of a single candle.

Methods

Measurements and indices follow the proposal of Longino
(2008) in the Pheidole Working Group and the definitions below
are taken from such page. Measurements were made using an
Optical Instruments stereomicroscope at 80X magnifications
and a white light lamp. All measurements are in mm.

Measurements: HL Head length: Maximum length, in full face
view, from the apex of the clypeus to middle of vertex; HLA
Anterior head length: Perpendicular distance, in full face view,
between two horizontal lines, one tangent to anterior most
projection of clypeus, one tangent to lower most margin of
compound eye; HW Head width: Maximum width in full face
view (excluding eyes); SL Scape length (excluding basal
condyle), in straight line distance; EL Eye Length: Maximum
length of compounded eye; ML Mesosoma length: In lateral
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