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Abstract 

 

The taxonomic position of Ornate Flycatcher (Myiotriccus ornatus) within the Tyrannidae has long been uncertain.  The only 

nest description available suggested that the nest was an open cup but no formal, detailed description of its nest and eggs 

has been made.  We describe aspects of the breeding biology of Ornate Flycatcher based on four nests found in Ecuador 

and three in Peru. Nests are spherical, mossy balls with a side entrance which are affixed by the back to a solid substrate, 0.8 

to 5 m above the ground.  Nest attachment and architecture support a close relationship with Nephelomyias and also     

suggest affinities to the Pipromorphine clade (Tyrannidae), which includes Corythopis, Pseudotriccus, Mionectes, Leptopo-

gon and Phylloscartes.  In particular, the nest and nestling of Myiotriccus are most similar to those of Phylloscartes and 

Pseudotriccus.  Egg coloration, white with cinnamon markings, is also very similar to Nephelomyias but suggests possibly 

closer relationships to other genera in this group.  We conclude that available information on the natural history of Myiotric-

cus provides general support for recent molecular data, but note that more complete genetic sampling of some genera 

could help to better understand its relationships.  
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Resumen 

 

La posición taxonómica del Mosquerito Adornado (Myiotriccus ornatus) dentro de Tyrannidae ha sido incierta por mucho 

tiempo. La única descripción del nido sugiere que el nido es una copa abierta, sin embargo no se ha presentado una des-

cripción formal del nido y huevos. Describimos aspectos de la biología reproductiva del Mosquerito Adornado con base en 

cuatro nidos encontrados en Ecuador y tres en Perú. Los nidos son estructuras esféricas de musgo con entrada lateral, fija-

das por detrás a un sustrato sólido, entre 0.8 y 5 m sobre el suelo. El anclaje y la arquitectura del nido sugieren afinidades 

cercanas con Nephelomyias y tambi®n una afinidad cercana con el clado Pipromorphinae (Tyrannidae), el cual incluye 

a Corythopis, Pseudotriccus, Mionectes, Leptopogon y Phylloscartes. En particular, el nido y los polluelos de Myiotriccus son 

más similares a los de Phylloscartes y Pseudotriccus. La coloraci·n de los huevos, blanco con manchas canela, tambi®n es 

similar a los de Nephelomyias, pero sugiere afinidades m§s estrechas con otros g®neros del grupo. Concluimos que la infor-

mación disponible sobre la historia natural de Myiotriccus en general provee un soporte a los datos moleculares publicados 

recientemente, pero notamos que información genética más completa de algunos géneros podrían ayudar a entender me-

jor sus afinidades. 

  

Palabras clave: arquitectura del nido, huevos, polluelos, Myiotriccus ornatus, taxonom²a 
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Introduction 

 

The flashy and enigmatic Ornate Flycatcher 

(Myiotriccus ornatus) inhabits the understory of 

montane forests from Colombia to Peru, generally 

at elevations from 600 to 2300 m (Fitzpatrick 



2004). The nominate subspecies occurs in the 

Central Andes and the west slope of the Eastern 

Andes of Colombia, stellatus occurs in western Co-

lombia and Ecuador, phoenicurus is found east of 

the Andes from southern Colombia to northern 

Peru, and aureiventris replaces phoenicurus in 

eastern Peru south of the Marañón River 

(Fitzpatrick 2004). The taxonomic affinities of this 

monotypic genus have long been uncertain, with 

conflicting molecular, morphological, and natural 

history data causing authors to continually debate 

its position within the tyrannid phylogeny (Zimmer 

1939, Lanyon 1988, Fitzpatrick 2004; recent  ge-

netic data (Ohlson et al. 2008, Tello et al. 2009) 

have established that Myiotriccus is closely related 

to the recently described genus Nephelornis 

(Ohlson et al. 2009), but its affinities to other pos-

sibly related genera remain unclear. Until now, the 

breeding biology of Ornate Flycatcher was known 

only from a Colombian nest described as a òmoss 

and fine rootlet cup, well concealed 1.3 m up on 

steep earth bankó (Hilty & Brown 1986).  We pro-

vide information from four Ecuadorian and three 

Peruvian nests which expand upon this descrip-

tion, as well as providing descriptions of the eggs 

and nestlings, in order to specify in more detail its   

taxonomic affinities.   

 

Materials and methods 

 

We encountered and studied all nests opportunis-

tically during general searches for avian nests. We 

found three nests of M. o. stellatus in the western 

Ecuadorian province of Pichincha, two in the  vi-

cinity of Mindo (ca. 00Ü04õS, 78Ü43õW, 1550 m), 

and the other in Reserva Inti Llacta (00Á03õN, 78Á

42õW, 1800 m). We found a fourth Ecuadorian 

nest (ssp. phoenicurus) in eastern Ecuador at the 

reserve of the Proyecto de Conservación del Río 

Bigal, administered by Fundación Ecológica Sumac 

Muyu, near Loreto (00Á38õS, 77Á19õW, 600 m, Na-

po  Province). We studied three additional nests 

(ssp. aureiventris) in eastern Peru, Manu National 

Park, Tono sector, Cusco Department. The M. o. 

aureiventris nests were found near a station locat-

ed adjacent to the Tono river (12Ü 58õ S; 71Ü 34õW, 

950 m). In Peru, GAL began nest searching on 15 

August 2010, and used a temperature-sensitive 

data logger to monitor nest activity at several 

nests. We took linear measurements of the eggs 

to the nearest 0.1 mm and linear measurements of 

nests to the nearest 0.5 cm. A nestling from the 

first Mindo nest was photographed.  

 

Results 

 

Nesting dates.ð  On 2 July 2011 at Inti Llacta, ASU 

found a nest with two eggs, both of which had 

hatched by our return on 12 July, at which time 

the nestlings had partially developed contour 

feathers. On 19 July 2011 HFG found a nest at 

Mindo which contained a newly hatched nestling 

(estimated 0-1 days old) and an unhatched egg 

which we believe to have been addled. Two days 

later, at the same location HFG found a second 

nest which was under construction and appeared 

nearly complete. At Río Bigal, on 2 July 2011, an 

adult was adding material to a nest which HFG es-

timated to be about two-thirds complete. GAL 

found the first M. ornatus nest on 8 September 

with two developed eggs, but it was depredated 

on 11 September at 21:00. He found the second 

nest on 16 September with two developed eggs.  

The eggs hatched on 22 September and GAL ob-

served the young nestlings for the first time on 26 

September. The nestlings had their eyes closed, 

pink skin, and sparse natal down. Also in Peru, 

GAL found a third nest on 9 September with two 

developed eggs which was depredated on 21 

September at 10:47.  Nestling measurements are 

not available from Peru.  

 

Nests.ð (Fig. 1) The Inti Llacta nest was located in a 

Cichona sp. tree, adhered by the back to the main 

trunk, ca. 3 m above the ground. It was well    

camouflaged, as the surrounding portions of the 

tree were covered with dense moss and epiphytes. 

The nest entrance was 4 cm in diameter and near-
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ly circular. Externally the nest material blended well 

with the surrounding moss, and we suspect that it 

was built into a pre-existing, natural cavity in the 

moss. We did not take any further measurements. 

The first Mindo nest, found on 19 July, was 5 m 

above the ground and similarly affixed by the back 

to a large tree and built into a large clump of 

mossy epiphytes which was roughly three times 

the width of the nest. Although the mossy exterior 

of the nest blended well with the surrounding epi-

phytes, it was clear that the entire globular nest 

had been built by the adults. Externally, the nest 

was 15 cm wide, 12 cm tall, and 8 cm from front-

to-back. The entrance was 3.5 cm wide and 3 cm 

tall, and was shaded by a 3 cm overhang. Internal-

ly, the nesting chamber was 5.5 cm wide and 8 cm 

tall, with a compactly built egg cup measuring 4.5 

cm wide by 3 cm deep. The egg cup was also built 

of moss, but of a different, drier type than the ex-

ternal portions of the nest. The second Mindo nest 

was 3 m above the ground and built into a clump 

of moss dangling 15 cm below a large branch.  

The hanging moss was slightly narrower than the 

nest, and extended an additional 50 cm below the 

bottom of the globular nest structure. The Río  

Bigal nest was 5 m above the ground and at-

tached to the trunk of an Iriartea deltoidea palm 

tree in a similar fashion to the first two nests      

described above. We were unable to record any 

further information for this nest.  All three Peruvian 

nests were also mossy domes attached to vertical 

tree trunks by the back, one on a palm tree near a 

gap in the forest canopy and the other two along 

a small creek. The domed nests were externally 

built of moss, but the inner cup was made of tight-

ly-compacted, fine grasses and fibers. On average 

(± SD) the measurements of the nest entrances 

were 3.9 ± 0.3 cm x 3.8 ± 1.1 cm and the walls of 

the dome portion were 2.6 ± 0.2 cm thick. Inter-

nally, the mean distance from the entrance lip to 

the back of the nest was 5.9 ± 1.0 cm and the egg 

cups were 3.4 ± 0.2 cm deep. Externally, mean 

nest measurements were 10.2 ± 2.2 cm front-to-

back, 8.2 ± 1.4 cm wide and 11.4 ± 1.9 cm tall. 

The nests had additional moss hanging below the 

dome that was, on average, 8.5 ± 3.2 cm in 

length. The average height above ground of these 

three nests was 1.9 ± 1.3 m.  The mean height of 

all described nests (n = 8 including that described 

in Hilty & Brown (1986) is 2.9 ± 1.5 m. 

 

Eggs and nestlings.ð All eggs examined closely (n 

= 9) were cream colored or off-white, with small, 

sparse, cinnamon flecks and spots, heaviest at the 

larger end (Fig. 5q).  The two eggs from the nest 

at Inti Llacta measured 17.0 x 12.8 mm and 16.9 x 

12.9 mm. The single egg measured from Mindo 

was 17.0 x 13.4 mm.  Peruvian eggs (n = 6) 

ranged in size from 16.8-19.6 mm long and 13.1-

14.2 mm wide (mean ± SD = 18.3 ± 1.0 x 13.8 ± 

0.4 mm). Mean measurements of all eggs  

were 17.9 ± 1.1 x 13.5 ± 0.5 mm. 
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Breeding biology of Myiotriccus ornatus 

Figure 1. A nest of Ornate Flycatcher (Myiotriccus ornatus) 21 

July 2011 above Mindo, Pichincha Province, Ecuador, 1550 m 

(Photo H. F. Greeney). 
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Figure 2. Nests of Neotropical Tyrannidae: (A) Sulphur-rumped Flycatcher (Myiobius sulphureipygius) 18 May 2011, San 

Cristobal, Guanacaste, Costa Rica; (B) Whiskered Flycatcher (Myiobius barbatus) 26 August 2003, Tiputini Biodiversity Station, 

Orellana, Ecuador; (C) Royal Flycatcher (Onychorynchus coronatus) 16 April 2011, La Selva Biological Station, Costa Rica; (D) 

Rufous-breasted Flycatcher (Leptopogon rufipectus) 15 September 2006, Yanayacu Biological Station, Napo, Ecuador; (E) 

Cinnamon Flycatcher (Pyrrhomyias cinnamomea) 29 November 2004, Tapichalaca Biological Reserve, Zamora-Chinchipe, 

Ecuador (Photos H. F. Greeney).   

Greeney et al.  
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