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Gomphus:  Two of the most difficult species to identify in the 
Northeast are  Gomphus lividus and Gomphus descriptus.  
These are both common and widespread in small and medium 
streams throughout the area.

Ophiogomphus:  The seven northeastern species (carolus, 
rupinsulensis, mainensis, aspersus, colubrinus, anomalus, 
and howei) are most easily surveyed as larvae or exuviae.  
The latter two are, in fact rarely  seen as adults.



The two species are maddeningly similar!
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Gomphus descriptus, a 
member of Walker’s Group 
B.  

Gomphus lividus, a member 
of Walker’s Group A. 

Inclined view of venter of second segment of male.



Gomphus descriptus 
(Group B)

Gomphus lividus

(Group A)

View of female subgenital plate.

These species seem only distantly related.



In fact, although the vesicle scar of descriptus (left) is slightly 
larger than that of lividus (right), the species cannot be reliably 
separated by this criterion.
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The shorter, more widely separated, vulvar scales of lividus are 
distinguishable from those of descriptus if you have a hand lens.  
Females are mores easily identified than males!



Note the differences in shape of constriction (yellow) and continuity of longitudinal ribs (blue)



Gomphus descriptus and lividus are very difficult to identify.

The best method is, of course, rearing.



Ophiogomphus 
carolus, a 
widespread 
northeastern species.  
Note the more 
rounded posterior, 
and the divergent 
wing cases.

(Gomphus has the 
wing cases parallel)

The problem is that 
all of our 
Ophiogomphus look 
very much alike!



Three species 
are identifiable 
in profile view:  
colubrinus has 
prominent, 
nearly 
cylindrical basal 
dorsal “hooks”
on the abdomen.  
Aspersus has 
very small 
“hooks” on the 
basal segments. 
Howei has 
virtually no 
dorsal hooks at 
all.



Labium-

The species 
which has the 
most 
distinctive 
labium is 
aspersus, 
which is 
widest at about 
the mid point 
(the others are 
widest at distal 
end (top).



ANTENNAE – In all Ophiogomphus the largest segment is the third.  
In anomalus the fourth segment is very large and prominent (black 
arrow).  In mainensis the third segment is broad and curved (green 
arrow) on both sides.  The remainder are fairly straight on the inner 
(right) side.  Note aspersus is fairly narrow.





The two most common species are very difficult to distinguish.  
Carolus is slightly smaller than rupinsulensis, and has a less 
prominent basal constriction of the mentum of the labium.  It also has 
a more curved profile of thr outer side of the third antennal segment.

Colubrinus is the largest species and has prominent dorsal hooks on 
abdominal segments 2,3, and 4.

Aspersus has the labium widest in the middle.  It has a narrow 
antennae, and the dorsal hooks on the basal antennal segments are 
small.

Mainensis has a wide antennae, curved on both sides.

Anomalus has a prominent fourth antennal segment.

Howei is the smallest species (be careful not to confuse with Lanthus
or Stylogomphus!) and lacks dorsal “hooks” on the abdomen.  It 
burrows deeply and is very difficult to dredge.


