
Terrestrial or extra-terrestrial? 
This recently discovered 
dragonfly nymph is unusual 
in both its terrestrial life style 
and its strange countenance. 

Nymphs in the rainforest 
Rainfores t c o m m u n i t i e s are 
r e n o w n e d for their diversity 
o f plant and an imal spec i e s , 
but some t imes this diversity 
is carried to qui te unusua l 
ex t remes . 

T a k e t w o recent ly 
d i scovered dragonf ly 
spec ies . T h e i r adult stage is 
ordinary e n o u g h , bu t the 
y o u n g e r stages o f these 
rainforest dragonf l ies have 
raised a few e y e b r o w s in 
e n t o m o l o g i c a l c i r c l e s . 

Immature dragonf l ies , the 
n y m p h s , are usual ly aquat ic , 
occa s iona l l y semi-aquat ic ; 
they live in rapid streams, 
lazy rivers, lakes, or 
temporary p o n d s , o r 
s o m e t i m e s bur row in stream 
banks o r b o g s . After a year 
o r m o r e , they c rawl c l u m s i l y 
f rom the water before 
cast ing o f f the larval wet -
suit, inflating then 
hardening their w i n g s , and 
taking to the air. I f the 
n y m p h s are r e m o v e d f rom 
water before this last m o u l t , 
they dry ou t and eventual ly 
d ie . A t least, that's been the 
c o n v e n t i o n a l w i s d o m . 

But the t ex tbooks w i l l 
s o o n need a m e n d m e n t 
because , lately, s o m e 
terrestrial dragonf ly n y m p h s 
have turned u p in leaf litter 
samples f rom Q u e e n s l a n d 
rainforests. 

T h e first o f these 
'terrestrials' was f o u n d 
under a l o g s o m e 50 m f rom 
the bank o f Cedar C r e e k in 
Joalah Na t iona l Park, near 
T a m b o u r i n e M o u n t a i n in 
southern Queens l and . D r 
John L a w r e n c e and M r 
T o m Wei r , o f the C S I R O 
D i v i s i o n o f E n t o m o l o g y , 
c o l l e c t e d it in 1978 and it 
was later desc r ibed by D r 
T o n y Wat son o f the same 
D i v i s i o n and M r G ü n t h e r 
T h e i s c h i n g e r , bo th experts 
o n dragonfly t a x o n o m y . 

H o w e v e r , the e n t o m o l ­
ogists were not sure whe ther 
the n y m p h s o f this spec ies 
(Antipodophlebia asthenes) were 
really terrestrial. Poss ib ly 
the o n e last-stage n y m p h 
found away f rom water had 
s imply been particularly 
athletic in its dryland 
travels, in readiness for the 
last m o u l t to adu l thood ; or 
perhaps the n y m p h s are 
truly terrestrial for the last 
immature stage but aquatic 
dur ing earlier stages. 

T h i s ques t ion had n o t 
b e e n pondered for l o n g 
w h e n another dragonfly 
n y m p h o f a different type 
was extracted f rom 
rainforest leaf litter, and 
three further spec imens 
turned u p in q u i c k 
succes s ion . In this case 

there was n o d o u b t about 
the terrestrial life style o f 
the nymphs . A l l we re found 
we l l away f rom free surface 
water and at h i g h altitude in 
nor thern Q u e e n s l a n d rain­
forest. T h r e e were very 
small , but o n e s p e c i m e n 
co l l ec t ed by D r G e o f f 
M o n t e i t h o f the Q u e e n s l a n d 
M u s e u m was a respectable 
size, indica t ing that the 
n y m p h s are terrestrial for 
m u c h o f their l ives . 

D r Watson kept the 
largest one alive for 6 
m o n t h s in a Petri d i sh 
con ta in ing leaf litter and 
l ined wi th d a m p filter paper. 
It had a strange appearance, 
w i th a hairy, flattened b o d y 
and protruding eyes . Still , 
l o o k s aren't everything, and 
this little beast c a n lay 
c l a i m to be ing the first 
unequ ivoca l ly terrestrial 
dragonfly n y m p h . 

T h e n y m p h was 
nocturnal , s p e n d i n g daylight 
hours in a r ig id state, but in 
d i m l ight it often p r o w l e d 
about wi th a spider-like gait, 
hunt ing d o w n smal l prey 
such as w o o d l i c e , . termites, 
earwigs, and the larvae o f 
beetles and fl ies. 

T h i s extraordinary 
dragonfly n y m p h (tentatively 
identified as a Pseudocordulia 
sp.) respires by m e a n s o f a 

rectal g i l l , in c o m m o n wi th 
other spec ies , but here the 
gi l l chamber s e e m s to 
funct ion as a lung . 

Scientists be l i eve that the 
evo lu t ion o f dragonf ly 
n y m p h s invo lved a 
progressive c h a n g e f rom air-
breathing in a d a m p habitat 
to an aquatic way o f life and 
respiration wi th rectal gi l ls . 
O u r newly d i s cove red ones 
have, for s o m e u n k n o w n 
reason, reverted to a 
terrestrial life style. 

In N o v e m b e r 1982 , after 
the first a c c o u n t had 
appeared, D r M o n t e i t h 
co l l ec t ed another A. asthenes 
n y m p h in a dry env i ronmen t 
wi th in a nor thern N e w 
South Wale s rainforest. H e 
d iscovered it m o r e than 2 0 0 
m f rom the nearest c reek 
and kept it a l ive o u t o f water 
for m o r e than 6 w e e k s . T h i s 
species and the Pseudo­
cordulia s hou ld perhaps share 
the h o n o u r o f b e i n g the first 
dragonfl ies in the w o r l d 
k n o w n to have authentical ly 
terrestrial n y m p h s . 
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