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—a moth new to Surtsey, 1995
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ABSTRACT

In the dusk the of July 19, 1995 two specimens of the rare moth Chortodes stigmatica (Eversmann, 1855)
were collected above an old stand of Leymus arenarius on the eastern part of Surtsey. At least 19 other
similarly looking moth specimens were seen at the same time and place. They were considered to be of
the same species suggesting that this rare moth was one of the first Lepidoptera species to establish a

resident population on Surtsey.

INTRODUCTION

Since the eruption of Surtsey in 1963-1967 a to-
tal of about 19 moth species and 2 butterfly species
have been observed in the island (Lindroth et al.
1966, 1967, 1972, 1973, Olafsson 1978, 1982). The
more common species of Lepidoptera found on
Surtsey are well-known migratory species, but oth-
ers may have spread from other eruptive islands or
the mainland of Iceland (Lindroth, 1973), where
89 naturally existing wild species of Lepidoptera
have been found (Olafsson, pers. comm.). On a
visit to Surtsey during July 17-20, 1995, I decided
to investigate if the rare moth Chortodes stigmatica
(Eversmann, 1855) could be found on the island
since Leymus arenarius one of the probable food
plants for the species, had established on the is-
land.

Synonyms: Leucania stigmatica Eversmann,
1855, Hypocoena dispersa (Wolff, 1970), Photedes
stigmatica ssp. dispersa in Wolff, 1971, Chortodes
stigmatica (in Nowacki & Fibiger, 1996).

FIELD SAMPLING

During an entomological investigation of the
Faroe Islands in 1991 Dr. Svend Kaaber and I rec-

Surtsey Research (2009) 12: 129-131  www.surtsey.is

ognized, that the little known moth species Chor-
todes stigmatica could be found in numbers in and
above the dense Ammophila arenaria and Elymus
(=Leymus) arenarius vegetation during late nights
on the island of Sandoy (S. Kaaber unpublished).
I therefore decided to study if it was possible also
to find Chortodes stigmatica on Surtsey as old and
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Fig 1. Leymus arenarius vegetation on eastern part of Surtsey
where Chortodes stigmatica was found, July 19, 1995. Other small
volcanic islands north of Surtsey in the background.
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Fig 2. Chortodes stigmatica dark morph from Surtsey, forewings
normally cover most of the animal at rest.

younger stands of Leymus had established on the
island.

On a calm evening of July 19, 1995 I visited some
of the dense and oldest Leymus vegetation located
about 250 m NE of the research hut on eastern
part of Surtsey. The Leymus was about 80 cm high
and surrounded by Honckenya peploides (Fig. 1).
Almost lying on the ground very close to the Ley-
musvegetation I could see the grass vegetation as
a silhouette on the light northerly sky and waited,
hoping that some moth would come up from the
base of the Leymus vegetation or just pass the site
by accident. In my hand I had a butterfly net. In
the dusk a moth suddenly was seen flying very fast
around the Leymus vegetation. I tried to catch it,
but without success. Soon other moths were seen,
and some of them even coming up from the base
of the Leymus vegetation. During the following
hour I saw in all at least 21 dark similarly looking
moths circling around the Leymus vegetation, and
incidentally I succeeded in catching two of them
(Fig. 2). In the field it was not possible to identify
them. When I left Surtsey to Reykjavik the next
day, I went to some of the impressive stands of
Leymus vegetation in the sand dunes close to Vik,
South Iceland, to see if it was possible to find some
dark moth specimens, but without success. Back in
Denmark it soon was recognized that both of the
moth specimens from Surtsey actually belonged
to the rare species Chortodes stigmatica, a very dark
form.

DISCUSSION

Chortodes stigmatica was for the first time found in
the North Atlantic area, in Medalland Skardsmyri,
Iceland, in 1929 by C. H. Lindroth (Eliasson,
1992) and later in northern Iceland (Kopasker)
by A. Ngrrevang in 1937, as a dark morph (Wolff,
1971). Later the species was found in hundreds of
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specimens at Skeidararsandur, SE Iceland (Olafs-
son & Bjornsson, 1976), and then in other places
along the southern coast line of Iceland (Eliasson,
1992).

In the Faroes the first observation of Chortodes
stigmatica was a male found in a pitfall trap in the
island of Sandoy, 1978 (Bengtson, 1982). The spe-
cies was rediscovered in the same area in the years
1991 to 1997 (Kaaber 1997).

However, the specimens from Surtsey were not
the well known light form from the Faroes. It was
on the other hand a dark-brown morph of nearly
the same colour as the dark tephra volcanic mate-
rial in which the Leymus grows on Surtsey (Fig.1).
In Iceland both light and dark specimens have
been found, and the rather dark specimen from
Kopasker, 1937, was described as a new subspecies
dispersa by Wolff (1970, 1971). The dark morph dis-
persa seems to be common in Iceland. The sand
dunes in southern Iceland are all made of almost
black sand, and dark specimens of Chortodes stig-
matica seem to be well adapted to hide in the dark
sand dunes as well as in the dark tephra material in
Surtsey and thus avoid bird predators. The moths
at the southern coastline could be found on the
roots of Leymus vegetation (Eliasson, 1992). In Ice-
land Chortodes stigmatica is characteristic by having
light wing venation on the forewings.

Apart from Iceland and the Faroes Chortodes stig-
matica is known from easterly Siberia, Mongolia,
Baikal, Amur and Ural. It is unknown how the spe-
cies may have arrived to the north Atlantic islands,
but following Eliasson (1992) the species may have
arrived from Siberia by ice-rafting just after the last
Ice-age. Eliasson also discusses the possibility that
populations of Chortodes stigmatica may be found in
Leymus-stands in Finnmark, Norway, but this has
not been verified.

The biology of the species seems not to have been
clarified, but the observations of numbers of speci-
mens in or above Ammophila arenaria and Leymus
vegetation in Sandoy, the Faroe Islands, indicate
that the species is closely associated with Ammophila
(not found in Iceland) or Leymus vegetation, as it
is the case on Surtsey. It is also striking that tufts of
Leymus were found at or very near most of the lo-
calities, where Chortodes stigmatica have been found
in Iceland. As larvae most European species of the
genus Chortodes live endophagous in the stems of
their host grasses. However, one species, Chortodes
brevilinea (Fenn) lives in its last larval instar freely
on the leaves of its host plant, the Reed (Phragmites
communis) (South, 1948).

Thus Chortodes stigmatica seems to be one of the
first moth species having established a resident
population on Surtsey. It may even have been there
for several years since Leymus arenarius was among

Surtsey Research (2009) 12: 129-131  www.surtsey.is



the first plant species to colonize Surtsey in 1966
(Fridriksson, 1967, 2000).

The only other moth species found on Surtsey
besides Chortodes stigmatica was a single specimen
of Plutella xylostella observed at the crater Surtur on
July 17, 1995.

In July 2005 a biological expedition on Surtsey
rediscovered Chortodes stigmatica. A single moth
was caught flying near a Leymus dune in the tephra
covered lava in the easternmost part of the island
(Olafsson, pers. comm.).
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