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Cannaphila vibex
size: 41 mm

This is a medium-sized Libellulidae species,
with a flattened, tapering abdomen. Young
males have yellow lines on the thorax. The
abdomen is more orange than in Cannaphila
insularis. Mature males are dark, with blue
pruinosity on the abdomen extending basal-
ly to segment 7. Segments 8–10 are black. The

bright mid-dorsal line on the thorax is still
present in mature males, while the eyes turn
bright blue. The frons is quite a metallic
green. The base of the hind wings is narrow.
Females resemble young males, but become
darker with age. This dragonfly can be found
from Mexico to Argentina and Brazil.
We found this rare species patrolling natural
light gaps along a forest stream. 

Cannaphila vibex young male
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Dythemis multipunctata
size: 37 mm, abdomen: 25 mm

This is a medium–sized Libellulidae species
with a long, slender, cylindrical abdomen.
The eyes are bright blue. The frons is dark
and the rest of the face is white. There are
pale greenish stripes on the thorax. The
abdomen is black with proximal, pale paired
lines on the first segments and two large
spots on segment 7. The sexes are similar in

colouration, but the abdomen of females is
stouter and somewhat shorter. Males may be
confused with Micrathyria or Nephepeltia, but
this species is distinctly larger and the
abdomen is not widened at the end. This
species is less abundant than its congener
Dythemis sterilis. It is widely distributed in
Mexico, and Central and South America.
We found this common species beside
streams along the forest margin and at a
pond between the station and the lodge. 

Dythemis multipunctata male

Dythemis multipunctata female
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Dythemis sterilis
size: 38 mm, fore wing: 30 mm

This is a medium–sized Libellulidae species
with a long, slender, cylindrical abdomen.
The body is brown with yellow stripes on the
abdomen. The eyes are light brown above
and greenish below. The wings have a deli-
cate light brown colouration on the base, and
a brown tint on the tip. Both sexes are simi-
larly coloured but the abdomen of females is

stouter and slightly shorter. This species
often displays the ‘obelisk position’, holding
the abdomen upright against the sun. This
minimises the surface exposed to the sun and
is a strategy to regulate body temperature. D.
sterilis can be found from Mexico to South
America.
We found this common species beside
streams along the forest margin and in culti-
vated areas, and at ponds between the sta-
tion and the lodge. 

Dythemis sterilis male

Dythemis sterilis male in ‘obelisk position’
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Erythemis peruviana
size: 43 mm, fore wing: 31 mm

This is a medium–sized Libellulidae species
with a long, strongly flattened abdomen. The
male closely resembles Libellula herculea but

can be distinguished by its smaller body and
the absence of a pale mid-dorsal stripe and
pale sides to the thorax. The species occurs in
Mexico and Central America.
We found this moderately abundant species
at ponds between the station and the lodge.

Erythemis peruviana male
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Erythemis plebeja 
size: 46 mm, fore wing: 31 mm

This is a medium–sized Libellulidae species
with a long, slender, cylindrical abdomen.
The first three abdominal segments are
strongly swollen. Females have a light
brown thorax. The abdomen is predominant-
ly black with pale yellow markings. A small
area on the base of each hind wing is dark.
The figure below shows an old individual

that has become very dark. Males resemble
females but they have a dark thorax. The
dark spot at the base of the hind wing is larg-
er, and the abdomen is slightly longer. The
upper appendages are white above. In this
genus, species can be of very different gener-
al appearance. Erythemis plebeja is widely dis-
tributed in the Americas.
We found this moderately abundant species
beside ponds between the station and the
lodge.

Erythemis plebeja female



35

Erythrodiplax fervida
size: 35 mm

This is a medium–sized Libellulidae species
with a flattened abdomen. Males are red and
have conspicuous deep red markings at the
base of each wing. The face is red and the
eyes are red to brown above. The thorax is
red on the sides, quite brown dorsally, and
lacking dark markings. The abdomen is
shortened and the tip is black. Females are

yellow, darkening with age, with a contrast-
ing black pattern on the abdomen and a dark
tint on the wing tips. The females of the
genus generally look very similar to the
males, and are difficult to distinguish. E. fer-
vida is widely distributed in Mexico, Central
America and the Caribbean.
We found this common species beside
streams in the forest, in open areas, and
beside ponds between the station and the
lodge.

Erythrodiplax fervida male

Erythrodiplax fervida female
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Erythrodiplax funerea
size: 42 mm, fore wing: 30 mm

This is a large Libellulidae species with a
long and slightly flattened abdomen. Young
males have eyes that are brown above and
grey below, and a yellow face. The body is
yellow with a dark pattern. The characteris-
tic wing pattern is less developed in young
males and becomes dark in mature males,

extending from the base of the wing to
beyond the nodus. Mature males have a dark
body with blue pruinosity, and the eyes are
dark brown above. Females resemble young
males. E. funerea is found from North
America to Ecuador.
We found this moderately abundant species
in the garden of the station and along the
road to the lodge.

Erythrodiplax funerea mature male

Erythrodiplax funerea young male
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Erythrodiplax fusca
size: 30 mm, fore wing: 24 mm

This is a medium–sized Libellulidae species
with a shortened, flattened abdomen. In
males, the sides and dorsum of the thorax
are red. The face is also red. They are gener-
ally smaller than Erythrodiplax fervida, and
the basal spot on the wings is smaller and
less intense. Young males resemble females.
Mature males first become bright red, than
dark with blue pruinosity on the abdomen.
The thorax turns dark brown and the spots

on the wing base also become dark. Females,
like all females of this genus, are yellow with
a dark pattern on the abdomen, and are best
identified by their small size compared to
their congeners.
This species is widely distributed in North
and South America and can be very abun-
dant in secondary habitats.
We found this very abundant species beside
ponds between the station and the lodge,
beside streams in open areas, and also along
roads and in the garden of the station.

Erythrodiplax fusca male

Erythrodiplax fusca female
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Erythrodiplax kimminsi
size: 33 mm, fore wing: 24 mm

This is a medium–sized Libellulidae species
with a long, flattened abdomen. Mature
males are unmistakable due to their dark
basal wing spots surrounded by white opal
bands. The abdomen is blue, pruinose, and

has dark final segments. The sides of the tho-
rax are whitish without dark markings. The
frons is metallic blue and the eyes are dark
brown above. The species lives in Costa Rica,
Panama and South America.
We found this moderately abundant species
beside streams and roads in open areas and
in the garden of the station.

Erythrodiplax kimminsi male
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Libellula herculea
size: 53 mm

This is a large Libellulidae species with a
long, flattened and very broad abdomen. The
sides of the male’s thorax are grey and pru-
inose, and a white stripe crosses the dorsal

side of the thorax. The eyes are dark brown
above. This species is larger than Erythemis
peruviana. Both sexes look very similar. It can
be found from Mexico to South America.
We found this moderately abundant species
beside ponds between the station and the
lodge and in the garden of the station.

Libellula herculea, male (above) and female (below) during copulation
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Macrothemis sp.
size: 34 mm, abdomen: 25 mm, fore wing: 28 mm

This is a medium–sized Libellulidae species
with a long, slender abdomen. In males of
this and other species, segments 6–9 are
widened and bear bright spots dorsally.
Species with widened segments may be mis-
taken for Micrathyria, but the latter species is
smaller. The position of pale spots on the

abdomen can be variable in young and old
males. In pre-reproductive males, some seg-
ments may already be swollen. Species of
this family can be very similar in general
appearance.
We found different species of this genus
beside a stream in the forest along clearings,
but also in cultivated areas in moderate
abundance.

Macrothemis sp. young male
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Macrothemis imitans
size: 38 mm, fore wing: 28 mm

This is a medium–sized Libellulidae species
with a long, slender abdomen, with seg-
ments 6-9 widened in males. The species of
this genus all look very similar. Young males
have paired pale stripes on the abdomen. On

the dark thorax, two large pale spots are sit-
uated dorsally and a broad pale stripe later-
ally. Females are brown with a bright stripe
on each side of the thorax. The range of this
species extends from North to South
America.
We found this moderately abundant species
beside streams in open areas

Macrothemis imitans young male

Macrothemis imitans female
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Micrathyria pseudeximia
size: 25 mm, abdomen: 16 mm, fore wing: 22 mm

This is a small Libellulidae species with a
short and basally slender abdomen.
Segments 6–9 are widened in males with two
bright spots on segment 7. The upper part of
the frons is metallic blue, while the rest of the
face is white. The eyes are bright green above

and blue below. Females have a brown tho-
rax and a dark abdomen. This species is
smaller than Macrothemis. Micrathyria
pseudeximia occurs in Central and South
America.
We found this moderately abundant species
beside ponds between the station and the
lodge and in the garden of the station.

Micrathyria pseudeximia male

Micrathyria pseudeximia male
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Nephepeltia phryne
size: 20mm, abdomen: 14 mm, fore wing: 19 mm

This is a very small Anisoptera species with
a short, slender abdomen. Segments 6–9 are
widened in both sexes and bear two bright
spots. Males have a black abdomen and a
greenish-blue thorax, lacking the dark lines
seen in Micrathyria. They have a spike
between their legs, which can only be seen

when the dragonfly is held in the hand.
Females are yellow with a black pattern. The
base of the wings is flavescent. This species
resembles Micrathyria but is smaller and a
faster flier. It is widely distributed from
North to South America.
We found this species beside ponds between
the station and the lodge and at a stream in
an open area.

Nephepeltia phryne male

Nephepeltia phryne female
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Orthemis ferruginea
size: 50 mm, fore wing: 41 mm

This is a large species. Males are unmistak-
able by their purple colouration. The
abdomen is long and slightly flattened. They
can be confused with Rhodopygia, but the lat-
ter species is bright red and a faster flier.
Orthemis ferruginea is the more abundant
species. Females are brown and have a pale

mid-dorsal line on the thorax. Males defend
territories beside ponds and at small puddles
on roads after rain. Females can even be
observed laying their eggs in these puddles.
The species is widely distributed in the
Americas.
We found this very common species beside
ponds between the station and the lodge, by
large streams in cultivated areas, and along
roads.

Orthemis ferruginea male
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Pantala flavescens
size: 49 mm, fore wing: 43 mm

This is a large Libellulidae species with a
long, slightly flattened abdomen. The frons is
yellow, and the base of the hind wings is
expanded and often flavescent, sometimes
with dark wing tips. The colouration of the
abdomen varies from orange to yellow, with

a dark mid-dorsal line. The superior
appendages are long. Both sexes look alike.
This species often forms large migrating
swarms, as does another migratory species,
Tramea binotata. Pantala flavescens occurs in
tropical and subtropical regions all over the
world.
We found this moderately abundant species
along roads in cultivated areas.

Pantala flavescens female
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Perithemis mooma
size: 22 mm, abdomen: 14 mm, fore wing: 19 mm

This species is a small but skilled flier. The
abdomen is short and flattened. Males are
very conspicuous due to their yellow and
black colouration and their orange wings.
Females are dark and the wings are hyaline
with two large, yellow or dark spots. The

male’s territory may be a small sunny patch
beside a pond or a slow–flowing stream. It
rests on perches near the water, from which
it makes short patrol flights. The species is
distributed from Mexico to South America.
We found this moderately abundant species
at streams along the forest margin, in culti-
vated areas, and by ponds between the sta-
tion and the lodge.

Perithemis mooma male
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Rhodopygia sp.
size: 48 mm, fore wing: 39 mm

This is a large Libellulidae species with a
long, slightly flattened abdomen. Males are
an intensely bright red in colour (see
Orthemis ferruginea). The thorax is red on the
sides and greenish dorsally. The face is red
and the eyes dark brown above. The base of
the wings is flavescent. Females resemble

males, although they are slightly less bright-
ly coloured. Males patrol very quickly along
habitat structures and even attack Orthemis
ferruginea males, probably mistaking them
for conspecific rivals.
We found this common species beside ponds
between the station and the lodge, beside
large streams in cultivated areas, and along
roads.

Rhodopygia sp. male
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Tramea binotata
size: 47mm, fore wing: 42 mm

This is a large Libellulidae species with a
long, slightly flattened abdomen. The base of
the hind wings is expanded, and bears dark
spots. The superior appendages are very

long. Mature males are blue and pruinose;
females are brown. Like Pantala flavescens,
this species forms swarms of many individu-
als migrating over long distances, and is
therefore widely distributed.
We found this moderately abundant species
along roads in cultivated areas.

Tramea binotata male
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Uracis imbuta
size: 33 mm, abdomen: 23 mm, fore wing: 28 mm

This is a medium–sized Libellulidae species
with a long, slightly flattened abdomen.
Males of this species have a long pre-repro-
ductive period. Young males resemble
females in colouration, being brown with
black bars on the abdomen. The eyes are
brown above. Reproductive males and older

females become blue and pruinose, the eyes
becoming dark brown above and blue below.
The face is blue but not metallic in colour.
Females and young males are found in great
abundance along forest margins and in clear-
ings in the forest. The species occurs from
North to South America.
We found this very common species at clear-
ings in the forest and in open areas

Uracis imbuta mature male

Uracis imbuta female
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Diversity of dragonflies at La Gamba

The list of dragonflies identified with suffi-
cient certainty in La Gamba comprises 33
species so far, all of them described in this
text. A further 11 species have been caught
and examined, or photographed, but these
have not be identified, although they could
be clearly separated into different species by
morphological attributes or colouration.
These include three species of Argia, two
species of Macrothemis, two species of
Erythrodiplax, one species of Psaironeura and
one gomphid (Gomphidae). Of the latter,
Telebasis sp. and Rhodopygia sp. are described
in the text. The large Mecistogaster modesta is
known to live in the forest near La Gamba.
Individuals of a further two species of the
family Aeshnidae, both large dragonflies,
have been seen by the author patrolling over
ponds near the station. Due to difficulties in
the identification of species forming the

genus Hetaerina, it is possible that three addi-
tional species are among those Hetaerina
that live along streams around La Gamba. In
total, this increases the number of species
potentially occurring and reproducing in the
region to 50. The absence of whole families
like Lestidae in the surveys carried out so far
is unlikely to be the result of a true absence of
such groups in the region. This supports our
estimate that the total number of species is
somewhere around 65, indicating that there
is still much to discover. The author will
appreciate any information on new records
or interesting observations of dragonflies in
La Gamba. Further investigations into drag-
onflies will almost certainly increase the
number of species recorded in the region and
contribute to a complete list of the dragon-
flies of La Gamba. We hope that this booklet
will stimulate interest and so help to increase
our knowledge.
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Dragonflies on the web

http://ghostmoth.eeb.uconn.edu/laselvadragons/
Pictures of dragonflies of La Selva, Costa Rica.

http://www.ups.edu/slatermuseum.xml
Information about South American dragonflies including photographs of many species.

http://gallery.cs.umb.edu/gallery/main.php?g2_itemId=381112
Pictures of dragonflies from the Monteverde region, Costa Rica.

http://www.aeshna.com/default.htm
John Abbot’s web site with photographs of Central American dragonflies.
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Picture credits*

The „Tropical Reseach Station La Gamba“

Werner Huber: Waterfall on the Quebrada Chorro

Peter Weish: Morning clouds above the forest, Interior of the forest of the NP Piedras Blancas

Damiel Schenz: Students with a huge tree with buttress roots in the forest

The rainforests of the Golfo Dulce region

Werner Huber: The main building of the Tropical Research Station, Students crossing the Rio 

Bonito during a field course, The ‘comedor’, The pond in the garden of the station

Florian Etl: Scientists in the air-conditioned laboratory

Introduction

Alexander Kainz: Body of a Zygoptera

Barbara Post: Front view of an Ansioptera

Stefan Schneeweihs: A shaded stream in the forest interior, Stream with open canopy sur-
rounded by cultivated areas

Zygoptera

Alexander Kainz: Acanthagrion inexpectum, Argia sp., Cora sp., Hetaerina fuscoguttata male

Stefan Schneeweihs: Argia cupraurea, Cora notoxantha, Cora semiopaca, Enallagma novaehispani-
ae, Hetaerina fuscoguttata female, Hetaerina occisa, Heteragrion erythrogastrum, Ischnura capreolus
male, Mecistogaster modesta, Neoneura esthera, Philogenia zeteki, Protoneura amatoria, Telebasis sp.

Nikolaus & Valentin Wagner: Ischnura capreolus female

Anisoptera

Alexander Kainz: Dythemis sterilis, Erythrodiplax fusca male, Libellula herculea, Micrathyria
pseudeximia male #1, Nephepeltia phryne female, Tramea binotata

Stefan Schneeweihs: Aphylla obscura, Cannaphila insularis, Cannaphila vibex, Dythemis multi-
punctata, Dythemis sterilis ‘obelisk position’, Erythemis peruviana, Erythemis plebeja, Erythro-
diplax fervida, Erythrodiplax kimminsi, Libellula herculea (cover), Macrothemis imitans male,
Macrothemis sp., Micrathyria pseudeximia male #2, Nephepeltia phryne male, Orthemis ferruginea,
Pantala flavescens, Perithemis mooma, Rhodopygia sp., Uracis imbuta

Nikolaus & Valentin Wagner: Erythrodiplax funerea, Erythrodiplax fusca female, Macrothemis
imitans female, Uracis imbuta male

*The copyright of the pictures remains with the photographers.


