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Abstract: The first instance of interspecific courtship soli
ci ta tion is reported between a female Danaus genutia and 
a male Danaus melanippus on Henry’s Island, Sundarbans, 
West Bengal, India.

Keywords: Interspecific courtship solicitation; Danaus ge nu
tia Cramer, 1779; Danaus melanippus indicus Fruhs tor fer, 
1899.

Zwischenartliche Paarungsaufforderung durch 
einen weiblichen Danaus genutia Cramer, 1779 in 
den Sundarbans, West-Bengal, Indien (Lepidoptera: 
Nymphalidae, Danainae)

Zusammenfassung: Zum ersten Mal wurde eine zwi schen
art liche Paarungsaufforderung durch ein Weibchen von 
Da naus genutia gegenüber einem Männchen von Danaus 
me lanippus auf Henry’s Island, Sundarbans, WestBengal, 
In dien, beobachtet.

Introduction

The butterfly Danaus melanippus Cramer, 1777 has been 
recorded in India from the eastern coast, from Oris
sa northwards (Evans 1932), through the Sundar bans 
and Bangladesh to the Malay Peninsula, In do ne sia, the 
Philippines, Taiwan, Tanimbar and the Sula Ar chipelago 
(Ackery & VaneWright 1984). D. me la nip pus nesippus 
C. Felder, 1862 has been reported from Great Nicobar 
Island, India (Veenakumari et al. 2008). It is not as 
common as the much more wide spread Danaus genutia 
Cramer, 1779 or D. chrysippus Lin naeus, 1758.

Usually, individuals of D. melanippus are found along 
forest margins, pathways and grassy areas near the 
edges of forests (Ackery & VaneWright 1984). In such 
localities on Henry’s Island in the Sundarbans (South 
TwentyFour Paraganas district, W. Bengal, India) (Fig. 

1), 5 individuals of D. melanippus indicus Fruhs tor fer, 
1899 were observed within 3 hours (10:00 to 13:00 h) on 
the first day of a 2 day visit on 1./2.  xii. 2010. All the 
individuals were seen singly at dif ferent locations during 
a 5 km walk through the fo r est bordering the sea.

In addition, on two occasions, one individual of Da naus 
genutia was seen at each of two different lo ca tions.

On the next day, there were two unconfirmed sight ings 
of D. melanippus from the nearby Lothian Island.

Observations

D. melanippus was first sighted on Henry’s Island in 
an open patch of mangrove forest with most of the 
shrubs around 1 m high. One individual of this species 
was flying around a thorny bush roughly 3  m high 
and 3 m in diameter growing beside the unpaved road 
at 21°34’20.38”N, 88°17’14.24”E. Closer observation 
re veal ed that the individual was in fact being chased 
by a D. genutia (Fig. 2). The bush was not flowering, 
nor was it a source of alkaloids, for neither individual 
stop ped to feed. Instead, the D. genutia pursued the D. 
melanippus around the bush. During the course of 5 min. 
when this behaviour was observed, the two in di vi duals 
settled 5 times at different places on the same bush. 
The D. melanippus would settle first and the D. genutia 
immediately settle within 30  cm of the D. me la nip pus, 
until the D. melanippus took flight again, where upon the 
D. genutia would take up the chase.

Several photographs of this chase were taken. Closer 
exa mination of the photographs revealed that the D. 
melanippus was a male and the D. genutia was a fe male 
(Fig. 2).
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Fig. 1: Henry’s Island, Sundarbans, India. Fig. 2: A male Danaus melanippus is pursued by a female Danaus genutia around a bush. — Photos: O. 
Thorat.

1 2

© Entomologischer Verein Apollo e. V., Frankfurt am Main



72

Discussion

Generally, it has been noted that sexual roles in but ter
flies are male active and competitive and female pas
sive and coy (Rutowski 1984). Courtship in the da na
ines is known to be initiated by males after ob tain ing 
pyrrolizidine alkaloids from certain plants that trig
ger their sex hormones and enable the beginning of 
courtship. Therefore, courtship in this family is usu al ly 
initiated by males.

Courtship solicitation by females has been recorded in a 
few instances but is not the regular routine in any spe
cies. This behaviour usually occurs when the fe males are 
virgin (Wiklund 1982) or when their supply of secretions 
from previous matings is depleted (Ru tow ski 1980, 1984). 
However, a case of interspecific court ship solicitation by 
a female does not appear to be on record.

In the present case, it appears that the interaction 
wit nessed between the D. genutia female and the D. 
me lanippus male was a preliminary courtship, for there 
was no aggressive territorial behaviour by either par
ticipant, no feeding by either partner nor is it pos sible 
to interpret the fact that the two butterflies flew around 
the bush for 5 minutes and settled together in close 
proximity 5 times in any other way.

The fact that the male did not fly away also suggests 
that he was partial to the advances by the female. Un for
tunately, the significance of the observations did not 
emerge until much later, and the observations were 
terminated while the pair was still flying around the 
bush, so it is not known if the courtship actually ended in 
an interspecific mating.

Acknowledgements

OT is grateful to Ms. Shomita Mukherjee, for per mit
ting her travel to the Sundarbans as a volunteer in Ms. 
Mu kherjee’s project, and to Ms. Tiasa Adhya, who pro
vid ed invaluable local orientation; PS is grateful to the 
Ruf ford Small Grants Foundation, U.K., for support 
dur ing this period; we are grateful to Dr. Prashanth 
Mo hanraj for literature on D. melanippus.

References

Ackery, P., & VanaWright, R. I. (1984): Milkweed butterflies: their 
cladistics and biology. — London (British Museum (Na tural 
History) ), 425 pp.

Evans, W.  H. (1932): The identification of Indian butterflies. — 
Bom bay (Bombay Natural History Society), x + 454 pp., 32 
pls.

Rutowski, R.  L. (1980): Courtship solicitation by females of the 
che ckered white butterfly, Pieris protodice. — Behavioral 
Eco logy and Sociobiology, Berlin, Heidelberg, New York, 7: 
113–117.

——— (1984): Sexual selection and the evolution of butterfly mat
ing behavior. — Journal of Research on the Lepido pte ra 23 
(2): 125–142.

Veenakumari, K., Mohanraj, P., Srivastava, R. C., & Jayakumar, V. 
(2008): Butterflies of Andaman and Nicobar Islands. — Port 
Blair (Indian Agricultural Research Institute), 8 + 186 pp.

Wiklund, C. (1982): Behavioural shift from courtship solicitation 
to mate avoidance in female ringlet butterflies (Aphan to pus 
hy peranthus) after copulation. — Animal Behavior, Oxford, 
30: 790–793.

Received: 11. vi. 2012

© Entomologischer Verein Apollo e. V., Frankfurt am Main, Oktober 2012 ISSN 07239912

© Entomologischer Verein Apollo e. V., Frankfurt am Main



ZOBODAT - www.zobodat.at
Zoologisch-Botanische Datenbank/Zoological-Botanical Database

Digitale Literatur/Digital Literature

Zeitschrift/Journal: Nachrichten des Entomologischen Vereins Apollo

Jahr/Year: 2012

Band/Volume: 33

Autor(en)/Author(s): Thorat Ovee, Smetacek Peter

Artikel/Article: Interspecific courtship solicitation by a female Danaus genutia Cramer,
1779 in the Sundarbans, West Bengal, India (Lepidoptera: Nymphalidae, Danainae)
71-72

https://www.zobodat.at/publikation_series.php?id=20916
https://www.zobodat.at/publikation_volumes.php?id=51249
https://www.zobodat.at/publikation_articles.php?id=308897



