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During three days Dr. Chapman observed foraging minor workers, which were attracted by ripe bananas. He 
noticed a peculiar jerky, zigzag gait of these ants. During the day several workers were seen to visit and feed 
on the bananas. The last one retired to the nest at 5 pm, apparently for the night. The nest was in a pole, which 
Dr. Chapman cut about two weeks previously and placed diagonally between two of the posts, to serve as a 
brace. On the third day Dr. Chapman opened the nest and found that “the four entrances were seen to unite to 
form a single funnel-like passage, which grew narrower towards the end of the pole and opened into the 
middle of the main nest-cavity. This was about five inches long and one and a quarter inches from the surface. 
The two ends of the cavity were rounded out and the wood around the excavated pithy centre had been 
gnawed away to form several irregular galleries. The colony had evidently been nesting in these cavities for 
some time. There were about 150 adult workers, their queen, male and a number of eggs and larvae”. 

The second observation was published by Cole (1949) who described G. spatulatus from a series of 25 
workers collected at Jorhat, Upper Assam, India. He wrote: “The ants were running up and down on the trunk 
of a tall tree located in a sunny area beside a rice paddy. They were very agile and ran swiftly with a jerky 
motion. There was indication that the nest was arboreal, although there was no actual evidence to substantiate 
this view”.

More recently De Greef (2007, p. 11) reported on a colony of Gesomyrmex (possibly G. tobiasi) in the 
Virachey National Park, Cambodia. “Some workers were initially found foraging around the camp area, and 
were baited with live termites and mosquitoes. After a few hours the nest was found inside a branch of 5 cm 
diameter, the entrance being a tiny hole of 1 mm diameter. The branch was cut open, delivering dozens of 
workers of very different sizes, along with larvae and nymphs. Another colony was located nearby and left 
undisturbed, for further study on their behaviour”. Considering this, it is clear that Gesomyrmex is arboreal, 
inhabiting the lower vegetation or the canopy. 

Summarising the citation of Chapman’s letter Wheeler (1930) wrote: “We may conclude that the colonies 
of Gesomyrmex are monometrotic, or possess a single mother queen, that they are not very populous and nest 
in sound wood. Like other lignicolous ants they probably take possession of the abandoned burrows of other 
insects and enlarge them by tunnelling in the wood as the colony grows. Dr. Chapman's observations show 
that the smaller and more numerous workers do most of the foraging, have a peculiar, jerky, zigzag gait and 
are very timid. He has not observed the guarding of the nest-entrances by the largest workers, though he seems 
to have seen workers stationed just within the entrance gallery”. 

We can add to Wheeler’s conclusions that all living and fossil studied gynes and major workers of 
Gesomyrmex have massive triangular mandibles with large rather blunt teeth. Such mandible construction is 
characteristic for ants building nests in hard substrate, particularly in wood (Dlussky & Fedoseeva 1988). At 
the same time minor workers have elongate mandibles with acute teeth, which are more adapted for capturing 
living prey. An arboreal mode of life of Eocene G. hoernesi is supported by the proportions of different castes 
in the amber inclusions. Mayr (1868) studied 19 workers and one male, André (1895) studied 7 workers and 
Wheeler (1915) studied 172 workers. We studied 41 workers (except specimens determined by Wheeler), one 
male and one gyne. So, only three of 242 specimens (1.2%) were sexuals. Such a low proportion of sexuals is 
characteristic for ants whose workers actively forage on tree trunks and branches (Dlussky & Rasnitsyn 
2007). 

Notes on the evolution of arboreal ant communities 

Gesomyrmex species have been a component of arboreal ant communities since the Eocene. In this context it 
is interesting to compare the community structure of Tertiary and Recent arboreal ants. 

Most ants in extant tropical forests inhabit and forage on trees. Zakharov (1994) studied the distribution of 
ants in oligodominant tropical forests in Tonga and Western Samoa. He demonstrated that up to 85% of the 
ant colonies are restricted to arboreal strata. In forests with lianas and epiphytes arboreal ant colonies were 
most abundant. Concerning the taxonomic composition of Recent arboreal ant complexes, those found in the 


