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To Ian Endersby in celebration of his 80th birthday.

Abstract

An explanation is presented for each of the more than 300 scientific names given to
odonate taxa by the Swiss odonatologist Friedrich Ris (1867-1931), l ikewise for the
names by other authors, into which taxa named (or mistaken) by Ris are now classified.
But prior to that part, information is given about the life and work of this scientist. Finally
his preferences in odonatological nomenclature are analysed and his importance for
the taxonomy of Odonata is appraised.

Zusammenfassung

In dieser Arbeit werden alle der über 300 wissenschaftl ichen Namen erklärt, unter denen
der Schweizer Odonatologe Friedrich Ris (1867-1931) Libellentaxa neu beschrieben hat,
ebenso die der Genera anderer Autoren, in die von Ris benannte (oder fehlgedeutete)
Taxa heute eingeordnet sind. Vorher aber werden Leben und Werk dieses Wissenschaft-
lers skizziert. Im Anschluss an die Namenserklärungen werden seine Präferenzen bei
der Namengebung herausgestellt und seine Bedeutung für die Taxonomie der Odonaten ge-
würdigt.
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Preface

Scientific names are indispensable in taxonomy for labeling organisms unmistakably.
For this purpose even an arbitrary combination of letters is admissible, provided that it is
euphonious. But authors normally want to give additional information by their names, which
may among others concern morphology, colour, pattern, size, similarities, behaviour, pla-
ces, biotopes, or, when dedicated to persons, may refer to the history of entomology. And
certainly it is worth-while to understand what an author had in mind when naming a
taxon. Nowadays the etymology of a scientific name normally is explained when it is pub-
l ished. But that was not customary in former times, and certainly does not apply to Fried-
rich Ris (1867-1931), who was one of the most significant odonatologists of his age and
wrote “the largest taxonomic text ever published on Odonata” (Corbet 1991: 28). He is author
of more than 300 scientific names for dragonfl ies. These shall be dealt with in this treatise.

Material and methods

Ris’ scientific names for Odonata have been extracted from Bridges (1994) and have
been checked by means of Paulson & Schorr (2020) to ensure that taxonomic changes
since then have been followed up. The first descriptions of the taxa have been accessed
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(mostly in BHL), the Greek and Latin words which are at the base of the names have
been listed, the probable meaning of the names has been explained resorting to the
first description, if possible, if not conjectures have been made as how they might apply.

Fig. 1: Portrait of Friedrich Ris; with permission of the Stadtarchiv Schaffhausen.



| 3

The scientific names of Ris’ odonate taxa

IDF-Report 155

The names have been listed in alphabetical order to facil itate how to find the respectiv
explanations in their chapters. Ris’ genus names have been treated first, then the species
names, after that his species group names which are now considered to be synonyms,
then the names of species misidentified by Ris, subsequently the actual genera, into
which Ris species now are sorted, as they are an essential part of the scientific names.
Finally there wil l be some considerations about Ris’ preferences in nomenclature and
his role in odonatology. But first some biographical information wil l be given.

Life and work

For biographical information one has to resort to the obituaries (Anonymous 1931;
Calvert 1931a; Kummer 1931; Morton 1931; Rifkin 1932; Schneider-Orell i 1931; Ueh-
l inger 1931) and to Balmer (2010). Additional information is found in the handwritten
entomological diaries, transcribed by Heinrich Schiess. Even more information one might
find in the odonatological correspondence kept in the Senckenberg Museum in Frankfurt
(Main), which presently is scanned for publication by M. Seehausen. But as the focus of
this paper is on the scientific names this potential source had to be omitted here.

Friedrich Ris (short form ‘Fritz’) was born in 1867 as the second child of four to a merchant
also called Friedrich from a family of good standing, and his wife in the rural canton of
Glarus. Already as a boy he was interested in nature and was lucky that a female taxi-
dermist showed him how to spread insects and prepare them, and lent him her books
on zoology. So when the family moved to Zürich in 1881 and Ris attended the Gymna-
sium, because of his interest he attracted the attention of his teacher of natural history
Gustav Schoch (1833-1899), who at that time also was director of the entomological
museum of the Polytechnikum (now Eidgenössische Technische Hochschule ≈ Swiss
Federal Institute of Technology). Schoch invited him to the ‘Zoologisches Kränzchen’
[not ‘Entomologisches Kränzchen’ as Calvert 1931a: 183 erroneously writes; that circle
existed in Königsberg at Hagen’s time there, cf. Ris 1899: 215], a small society of en-
thusiasts founded in the 1850s. He directed Ris’ interest, which had been focused on
Lepidoptera and Coleoptera before, to Neuroptera in the former sense. Due to the sug-
gestion by Schoch, Ris prepared his first publication which appeared in late 1885 and
was to be an entomological milestone: the first ever nationwide compendium of Odonata for
Switzerland. At the same time Ris, having graduated from the gymnasium successfully,
enrolled for the study of medicine at the University of Zürich, which he completed in the
shortest possible time with best marks in 1890, achieving also a doctorate by a surgical
publication. With the objective to see something of the world before settl ing down, in
the same year he signed on as a ship’s surgeon with the ‘Norddeutscher Lloyd’ at Bre-
men. His voyages led him to North and South America and to East Asia as far as Shang-
hai, and he used his free time onshore for entomological collecting trips, which in his
usual manner he documented with thorough notes (cf. calamorum p. 30). Back home
in 1892 he worked as an assistant at the surgical department of the University Hospital
Zürich, but when asked by a university friend to come to Hamburg to study the cholera
epidemic there he was granted time off for that. He also used this time to get in touch
with the natural history museums at Hamburg and Berl in and to study their entomological
collections.




