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THE DISCOVERY AND CLASSIFICATION OF METALWINGS

Edwards was librarian to the Royal College of Physicians; hence his connection with Nesbit. It is
not known if any of Nesbit’s collection survived. In any case, this probably lost specimen can be
considered as the holotype of chinensis?.

In fact, although Edwards never gave the insect a name?, his informal description (1750) was
much more informative than the few terse words of Latin later provided by Linnaeus (1758):

chinenfis, 15, L. alis (upetioribas teftaceo- obfoletis; fecundariis vi-
ridibus apice fufcis.
Edw. av, 112. 2. 112.
Habitat in China,

(Forewing surfaces plain; hindwings green with dark apices.)

It was quite a common practise by early workers to describe species from illustrations.
Linnaeus, for example, used Maria Sibylla Merian’s (1647-1717) figures from ‘Metamorphosis
Insectorum Surinamensiun’ (1705) to describe several butterflies. The only other odonate species
described by Linnaeus from a painting by George Edwards was Libellula americana, a species
now usually considered a synonym of the neotropical libellulid Zenithoptera fasciata, also an
original Linnaean species, which with its scintillating wings is among the most beautiful of
Anisoptera.

Fig. 5 (left). Reproduction of Plate 112 (reduced from folio size) from Edward’s (1750) book A natural
history of birds showing the “Golden bird of paradise™ and a “fly™.

Fig. 6 (right). The “fly” from the above, the figure on which Linnaeus (1758) based his description of
Libellula chinensis.

3 Cf. Art 73.1.4 of the Code of zoological nomenclature (ICZN, 1999).
4 In any case, pre-Linnaean names are all invalid in formal taxonomy.





















