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Gynacantha helenga (Helen's Darner) and G. 
nervosa (Twilight Darner) in northwest México

By Eric R. Hough, David F. Smith, and David 
Vander Pluym

Increased exploration of northwest México by naturalists 
recently has revealed expanded ranges for multiple taxa 
(Bailowitz et al. 2015, Paulson and González-Soriano 

2022), including two species of Gynacantha (Aeschnidae): 
G. helenga (Helen’s Darner) and nervosa (Twilight Darner). 
Gynacantha is a tropical and subtropical genus of mostly 
crepuscular species that inhabit shaded forests near water.  
Their furtive behavior and microclimate preferences often 
limit observations of Gynacantha. Even within their core 
ranges, most Gynacantha species are sparsely distributed 
(Williamson 1923), further increasing the difficulty in 
recording the true extent of their distribution. Here we 
summarize the known distribution of both G. helenga and 
nervosa, and highlight new state records for the states of 
Sonora and Sinaloa, México. 

G. helenga has been observed only in México, Belize, 
Guatemala, and Honduras (González-Soriano and Guzmán-
Ojeda 2021). In a database of current records from México 
(Paulson and González-Soriano 2022), including the records 
discussed below, 15 states along the coastal lowlands and 
foothills of the country are represented. Within this map 
the previous northernmost records were from Nayarit in 
the west (not in public databases) and San Luis Potosí to 
the east. There is one vetted record on Odonata Central 
(Abbott 2022) for each of the following states: Sonora 
(E Hough, 2014, OC#488137; Fig. 1a), San Luis Potosí (J 
Cruzado, 2017, OC#461409), and Sinaloa (DF Smith, 2019, 
OC#505504; Fig. 1c). Photo-vouchered nominal records 
from México on iNaturalist.org include 19 observations 
currently, of which one is from Sonora (D Vander Pluym, 
2017, iNaturalist #16103544; Fig. 1b). Thus, the two Sonora 
records (Figure 1a and b) are the only known records from 
this Mexican state and represent the species northernmost 
occurrence; both records are lone females photographed 
in December––three years apart––at 850 m elevation in 
the same location: Arroyo Verde, a tropical semi-evergreen 
deep canyon on the western foothills of the Sierra Madre 
Occidental east of Álamos, near the state borders with 
Chihuahua and Sinaloa. This is one of the only locations in 
Sonora known to contain this specific habitat (Martin et al. 
1998). The surrounding habitat is tropical deciduous forest 
just below the elevation of pine-oak forest. The first record 
of G. helenga for Sinaloa (Figure 1c) is from near the town 
of Copala, 500 km southeast of Arroyo Verde, during mid-
dry season in April 2019; the individual photographed was 
observed in early morning hovering over a small, shaded pool 

Figure 1.  Gynacantha helenga (Helen’s Darner) photographed in 
Arroyo Verde near Álamos, Sonora on a) 14 December 2014 by ER 
Hough and b) 15 December 2017 by D Vander Pluym.  c) G. helenga 
photographed near Copala, Sinaloa on 19 April 2019 by DF Smith.
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below the Copala-Pánuco Road at 585 m elevation in the 
zone of tropical deciduous forest. 

In contrast to G. helenga, the species G. nervosa is widely 
distributed across the far southeastern United States (mostly 
Florida with one old, disjunct record from Oklahoma; 
TH Hubbell, 1935, OC#403468), the Caribbean islands, 
México, Central America, and South America (Paulson 
2017). There are occurrence records for 13 Mexican states, 
distributed among the coastal lowlands and foothills (Paulson 
& González-Soriano 2022). There are two published records 
for northwest México: an individual from Sonora in October 
2004 along the Río Cuchujaqui 12 km southeast of Álamos 
(Upson et al. 2007; Bailowitz et al. 2015), and several 
individuals, some ovipositing, at the beginning of rainy 
season in July 1975 near the coastal city of Mazatlán, Sinaloa 
(Dunkle 1976). Odonata Central has many vetted records of 
G. nervosa for Florida, but only two for México: the current 
record for Sonora (DF Smith, 2021, OC#1950602; Fig. 2) 
and another from Jalisco (K Biggs, 2018, OC#479346). 
iNaturalist has 14 photo-vouchered observations for México, 
one as far north as Mazatlán, Sinaloa, in April 2019. The 
recent December 2021 record from Sonora (Fig. 2) is only 
the second known for this state after that of Upson et al. 
(2007). The deceased individual was swept up in an open 
room in the town of Álamos following a period of early 
evening pesticide applications in a municipal program to 
reduce mosquitoes harboring the virus for Dengue fever.

Based on the recent and historical observations noted here, 
the western range limits for both G. helenga and nervosa now 
extend to southern Sonora, México, which is also well-north 
of the previous range limit for helenga in Mexico and near 
the recent northern range limit for nervosa in the United 
States. Whether these observations reflect locally breeding or 
seasonally dispersed populations is currently unknown.

Figure 2. Gynacantha nervosa (Twilight Darner) photographed in 
Álamos, Sonora on 21 December 2021 by DF Smith.


