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Zygaena Fabricius, 1775, images in Russian
masterpieces of the 19th and 20th centuries

(Lepidoptera: Zygaenidae)

Konstantin A. Efetov & Gerhard M. Tarmann

Abstract

Two realistic Zygaena Fabricius, 1775 images were found by the first author in the paintings of two Russian 
artists Vasily D. Polenov and Arkady A. Plastov representing Zygaena lonicerae (Scheven, 1777) and Zygaena 
ephialtes (Linnaeus, 1767) (red peucedanoid morph) respectively. Polenov also depicted Amata nigricornis 
(Alphéraky, 1883) with some characters of the red ephialtoid morph of Zygaena ephialtes.
Keywords: Lepidoptera, Zygaenidae, Zygaena lonicerae, Zygaena ephialtes, Amata nigricornis, Vasily Polenov, 
Arkady Plastov, Russian paintings.

Imágenes de Zygaena Fabricius, 1775, en obras maestras rusas de los siglos 19 y 20
(Lepidoptera: Zygaenidae)

Resumen

El primer autor encontró dos imágenes realistas de Zygaena Fabricius, 1775 en los cuadros de dos artistas 
rusos, Vasily D. Polenov y Arkady A. Plastov, que representaban respectivamente a Zygaena lonicerae (Scheven, 
1777) y Zygaena ephialtes (Linnaeus, 1767) (morfo peucedanoide roja). Polenov también representó a Amata 
nigricornis (Alphéraky, 1883) con algunos caracteres del morfo efialtoide rojo de Zygaena ephialtes.
Palabras clave: Lepidoptera, Zygaenidae, Zygaena lonicerae, Zygaena ephialtes, Amata nigricornis, Vasily 
Polenov, Arkady Plastov, pinturas rusas.

Introduction

The article continues the authors’ series of zygaenological publications (e.g. Can Cengiz et al. 
2018; Efetov et al. 2015a, 2015b, 2018; Efetov & Tarmann, 2016; Razov et al. 2017; Subchev et al. 
2016). This paper is the next step in the works dealing with Zygaenidae in art (Efetov & Tarmann, 
2008, 2024; Nazari & Efetov, 2023) and is devoted to Zygaena images in two Russian masterpieces of 
the 19th and 20th century.

Results and discussion

Vasily Dmitrievich Polenov (1844-1927) was a famous Russian painter of the Realistic style. His 
contemporaries called him the “Knight of Beauty” as he combined the best traditions both of western 
European and Russian painting. His vision of life was that art should promote happiness and joy. In the 
1870s he produced a small painting (etude, oil on canvas on cardboard, size 40.7 x 24.0 cm) entitled 
“Babochki” [Lepidoptera] (Figure 1). This work was painted in the Olshanka estate, Tambov Province
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and shows the collection of insects that belonged to the artist’s uncle L. A. Voeykov. Now this etude is
deposited in the Museum Estate of Vasily Polenov, Polenovo (Tula Region, Russia).

The painting (Figure 1) shows a collection of insects mainly consisting of Lepidoptera but also
Coleoptera, Hemiptera, Hymenoptera, and Diptera. The Lepidoptera are represented by 10 families,
viz. Zygaenidae (one specimen), Papilionidae (two specimens), Pieridae (seven specimens),
Nymphalidae (six specimens), Lycaenidae (five specimens), Sphingidae (four specimens), Erebidae
(three specimens: two Arctiini, one Synthomini), Noctuidae (one specimen), Pterophoridae (one
specimen), and Adelidae (one specimen).

The image of Zygaena (Figure 2) represents undoubtedly a specimen of Zygaena lonicerae
(Scheven, 1777) (Zygaenidae, Zygaeninae, Zygaenini) (Figure 3), a species well-known from the
central part of European Russia. Much more interesting is the image (Figure 4) of Amata nigricornis
(Alphéraky, 1883) (Erebidae, Arctiinae, Synthomini). This species has in nature only a yellow pattern
on abdomen, but Polenov made it red in his picture. For the authors it is clear that the artist has mixed
the habitus of two similar moths, viz. Amata nigricornis (Figure 5) and the red ephialtoid morph of
Zygaena ephialtes (Linnaeus, 1767) (Figure 6).

The resemblance between the representatives of two different and phylogenetic distant families,
Zygaena ephialtes (Zygaenidae) (Figures 6-7) and Amata nigricornis (Erebidae) (Figure 5), is the result
of Müllerian mimicry. Moths of both species contain toxic compounds (Z. ephialtes - cyanoglucosides,
A. nigricornis - pyrrolizidine alkaloids). A. nigricornis begins its flight period earlier than Z. ephialtes.
The latter species is not so common as the first one. Insectivorous birds that have experienced the
distastefulness of A. nigricornis will not attack Z. ephialtes that is flying later in the year. That is why
these two species are so similar in habitus. The artist who was not an experienced entomologist fell into
the same trap as the birds. Zygaena ephialtes can have a yellow or red abdominal belt (cingulum)
(Figures 6-7, 10) while in Amata nigricornis the cingulum and the dorsal abdominal spot can be only
yellow (Figure 5).

Another famous Russian and Soviet painter was Arkady Aleksandrovich Plastov (1893-1972)
who worked in Socrealism (Socialist realism) style. One of his large masterpieces with the name
“Haymaking” was created in 1945 (oil on canvas, size 198 x 293 cm) and is deposited now in The
State Tretyakov Gallery (Moscow) under the Inv. No. 27649 (Figure 8). This painting was made in the
artist’s native village Prislonikha in the Ulyanovsk Region (approximately 60 km west of the Volga
River) and very precisely shows nature from botanical and zoological points of view. Among the
insects presented in the painting the first author found in 2019 five Lepidoptera images. Four
butterflies, viz. Aglais urticae (Linnaeus, 1758) (Nymphalidae), Argynnis sp. (most probably A. paphia
(Linnaeus, 1758)) (Nymphalidae), two males of Pieris brassicae (Linnaeus, 1758) (Pieridae), and one
moth, viz. Zygaena ephialtes (Linnaeus, 1767) (Zygaenidae). This Z. ephialtes (Figure 9) represents
the red five-spotted peucedanoid morph (forma athamanthae) of this polymorphic species. Zygaena
ephialtes is known from the region of Volga (Efetov, 1998a, 1998b) and the red peucedanoid morph
has been reported from the middle Volga by Holik & Sheljuzkho (1958). However, Plastov also fell
into the same trap as Polenov and mixed the characters of Zygaena and Amata. Zygaena ephialtes has
one abdominal belt (cingulum) while in Amata there is an additional dorsal abdominal spot at the
beginning of the abdomen (Figure 5). Plastov even showed two belts and one dorsal spot on his
painted specimen.

Conclusions

1. V. Polenov on his painting “Babochki” [Lepidoptera] showed a local collection of insects from
the Tambov Region (Russia) with Zygaena lonicerae and Amata nigricornis (the latter with some
characters of the red ephialtoid morph of Zygaena ephialtes).

2. A. Plastov on his painting “Haymaking” realistically showed a piece of nature from the
Ulyanovsk Region (Russia) with the red peucedanoid morph of Zygaena ephialtes, which has some
characters of Amata nigricornis.
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Figure 1. A painting byVasily D. Polenov entitled “Babochki” [Lepidoptera] (1870s) from the Museum Estate
of Vasily Polenov, Polenovo (Tula Region, Russia).
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Figures 2-7. 2. A detail of the painting by Vasily D. Polenov entitled “Babochki” with the image of Zygaena
lonicerae (Scheven, 1777). 3. Zygaena lonicerae (Scheven, 1777) (ex Efetov, 2005). 4. A detail of the painting
be Vasily D. Polenov entitled “Babochki” with the image of Amata nigricornis (Alphéraky, 1883)
demonstrating red colour on abdomen as in red, ephialtoid Zygaena ephialtes (Linnaeus, 1767). 5. Amata
nigricornis (Alphéraky, 1883) (ex Efetov, 2005). 6. Zygaena ephialtes (Linnaeus, 1767) morph ephialtes (6-
spotted, red, ephialtoid) (ex Efetov, 2005). 7. Zygaena ephialtes (Linnaeus, 1767) morph coronillae (6-spotted,
yellow, ephialtoid) (ex Efetov, 2005).
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Figures 8-10. 8. A painting by Arkady A. Plastov entitled “Haymaking” (1945) from the The State Tretyakov
Gallery (Moscow, Russia). Arrow shows the position of Zygaena image. 9. A detail of the painting by Arkady
A. Plastov entitled “Haymaking” with the image of Zygaena ephialtes (Linnaeus, 1767) having the abdomen
with characters of Amata nigricornis (Alphéraky, 1883). 10. Zygaena ephialtes (Linnaeus, 1767) morph
athamanthae (5-spotted, red, peucedanoid) (ex Efetov, 2005).
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