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INTRODUCTION 
 
Males of African Celaenorrhinus have been 
known for a long time for their timed display 
behaviour (Larsen 2005). Most species distributed 
in the Guineo-Congolian forest zone can be best 
observed displaying at furious speed along forest 
edges and paths or in clearings and other gaps. 
Some species do not even need an open area in 
the forest, they can establish a display area in the 
thick undergrowth, where sun penetrates only to 
light small patches in the under-storey (e.g. 
C. ovalis in West Africa). The displaying males 
usually fly up and down along a linear display 
area, unique to this genus, as most displaying 
butterflies keep a circular or rectangular shaped 
territory. A single Celaenorrhinus male can be 
observed at the same display area on several 
consecutive days and the territory (when it 
becomes vacant) will be usually quickly taken 
over by a fresh male of the same species. 

Most African Celaenorrhinus select a display area 
regardless of their topographic position. However, 
a small group of stronger bodied rainforest 
species (could be referred to as “C. rutilans-
group”) seem to be more specialised and the 
males always display in a hilltop position. In 
recent years, Celaenorrhinus rutilans (Mabille, 
1877) and C. sagamase Collins & Larsen, 2005 
have been observed hill-topping in Ghana and 
Liberia, while the same behaviour was recorded 
for C. nigropunctata Bethune-Baker, 1908 in 
Eastern Uganda.  

OBSERVATIONS 

C. rutilans was first observed hill-topping in the 
Atewa Range in April 2005 on the Atiwiredu 
peak, one of the highest summits of the range, 
covered by upland rainforest. A single male was 
flying up and down in the rather wide but shaded 
logging track just below the summit at about 
noon. The length of its patrol area was over 20 

metres and no other males were observed. The 
same spot was visited on a few occasions in 2006, 
2007, 2008 and 2009, but C. rutilans was absent 
on most visits, allowing only a brief sighting at 
the same spot in October 2007. From these two 
short observations, its hill-topping behaviour was 
not obvious, despite the fact that C. sagamase was 
found displaying at exactly the same spot on a 
couple of occasions in March 2008. Personal 
communications with Steve Collins (African 
Butterfly Research Institute, Nairobi – ABRI) 
revealed that most specimens of C. rutilans and a 
few of the type series of C. sagamase in the ABRI 
collection were collected at the same spot. 

Extensive field surveys in Liberia in 2012–2013 
allowed the author to further study the hill-
topping behaviour of both C. rutilans and 
C. sagamase.  

C. rutilans was first found in high abundance 
locally on the forested summit of Mount Beeton 
(Nimba Mountains, Western Range, Liberia) in 
March 2012, where at least five males were 
patrolling along the footpath and the small 
clearing on the hilltop at furious speed. They were 
restlessly fighting between 12.30 and 15.00 in the 
afternoon, and only rarely would one or two settle 
for a short time to bask in the small sun-lit 
patches, before they took off chasing other 
passing males. They always settled on leaves of 
bushes not high from the ground (about 1 metre) 
with wings held completely flat. They stopped 
their display activity after 15.00 and were not 
found elsewhere in the forest. Exactly the same 
behaviour was observed on the highest summit of 
Mount Swa Range (Nimba County, Liberia) in 
December 2012, where the author assisted by 
Robert Tropek, observed hill-topping butterflies 
in a small clearing on the hilltop. C. rutilans 
males appeared just after 12.00 and they stayed 
around until 14.30–15.00 depending on weather 
conditions. The highest abundance of hill-topping 
C. rutilans males observed was on Mount Bele 
(Mt. Blei) (Blei Community Forest, Nimba 
Mountains, Liberia) in September 2013, where 
over 10 males were patrolling on and around the 
summit on a few hundred metres section of the 
walking path on the narrow ridgeline. It was not 
rare to see two or three males basking in a small 
clearing of 20–25 m2 on the hilltop, while the next 
moment all of them took off to chase away 
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another male, which passed through the area. The 
males always settled on leaves, but not usually 
above a metre from the ground. Interestingly, 
despite the high abundance of C. rutilans on the 
summit, no specimens were seen flying or were 
disturbed from resting in the slope forest or the 
surrounding lowland rainforest during the entire 
survey (August–September 2013 and November–
December 2013, January 2014). No females were 
ever observed in either locality. 

C. sagamase was found as a new record to Liberia 
in the upland forests of the Putu Range by the 
author in 2010, and was subsequently recorded 
from the lowland forests of the Sapo National 
Park by the author and Robert Tropek. It was first 
observed hill-topping in Liberia on the summit of 
Mount Swa range, where it flew together with 
C. rutilans. Its behaviour is generally very similar 
to that of C. rutilans. Their display activities also 
overlap in timing, as C. sagamase was active 
between 12.00 and 13.00. However, the spatial 
pattern of the two species differ, as C. sagamase 
was never observed out in the small, open 
clearings, where C. rutilans males usually settled 
on sun-lit leaves or flew through extremely 
rapidly. C. sagamase always displayed above the 
dense lower shrub-layer, where some sun could 
penetrate and settled significantly higher (never 
below, but often above 3 metres), avoiding 
interspecific fights with C. rutilans completely. 
The abundance of hill-topping males observed 
was much lower than C. rutilans, as 1 or 2 males 
were seen on a single day at Mt. Swa locality and 
it was not seen on other Liberian hilltops.  

The East-Central African C. nigropunctata is 
morphologically quite close to C. sagamase, it 
was not therefore surprising to discover that their 
hill-topping habits are also similar. 
C. nigropunctata was observed hill-topping in 
Eastern Uganda’s Mabira Forest, one of the 
easternmost outliers of the Congolian rainforest 
zone. The hill-topping locality was tentatively 
named Radio Hill by local collectors (Peter Ward 
personal communication), as it could be 
recognised from the telecommunication mast 
standing on the summit. The majority of the 
hilltop and the slopes are covered by old-growth 
secondary forest and many hill-topping species 
were recorded from here, including a rich 
assemblage of Epitola blues (Peter Ward personal 
communication). Similarly to C. sagamase, 
C. nigropunctata started its displaying activity at 
about noon and it did not last longer than an hour. 
The male specimens (usually only 1 or 2) flew in 
the rather thick undergrowth, occasionally settling 
on sun-lit leaves, generally much lower than 
C. sagamase (between 1–2 metres). No other 
specimens of C. nigropunctata have been 
observed anywhere else in the forest by the author 
during his brief visits in 2009 and 2010 or by 
Peter Ward (personal communication) during his 
extensive recording in Mabira Forest. 

Other rainforest-dwelling Celaenorrhinus were 
also observed on hilltops on various occasions, 
including display-behaviour. This includes 
C. galenus and C. ovalis, but these were also 
observed displaying in hill-slope position and in 
forest gaps and edges in lowland forest and they 
never assembled on hilltops. The explanation of 
the hill-topping habit of the three Celaenorrhinus 
could either be phylogenetic, as no species 
outside of the “C. rutilans-group” was observed 
hill-topping, or adaptive, as this behaviour could 
have developed as a result of their low population 
density. 

 
 S. Sáfián 
Figure 1 – Celaenorrhinus rutilans male (verso) basking on 
the summit of Mt. Bele (Mt. Blei) Blei Community Forest, 
Nimba Mountains, Liberia 
 

 
 S. Sáfián 
Figure 2 – as per Fig. 1 but displaying recto 
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