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Beginner’s Guide
Silphidae 2
Continued from Beetle News Vol 1 : 1.
Key to species
1. Antennae with a clearly defined 4-jointed club (1)
Antennae only gradually expanded towards the apex (2)

2
8

2. Elytra entirely black (3)
Elytra with large orange markings (4)

3
4

(1)

(2)

3. Antennal club black. Elytral epipleura orange. Nicrophorus germanicus
(doubtfully established)
Antennal club reddish-yellow. Epipleura black. Nicrophorus humator
(4)

(3)
4. Antennal club entirely black.
Last 3 segments of club orange

Nicrophorus vespilloides

5. Hind tibia distinctly bent. (5)
Hind tibia straight (6)

Nicrophorus vespillo

6. Pronotum with golden pubescence. (7)
Pronotum glabrous (8)

Nicrophorus vestigator

5
(5)
6

(6)
7

7. All tergites with golden pubescence. Anterior orange band on elytra normally
broadly interruoted at the suture. (9)
Nicrophorus interruptus
Only the last tergite with pubescence. Anterior orange band on elytra very
narrowly interrupted across the suture (10)
Nicrophorus investigator
8. Elytra orange with 4 black spots (11)
Dendroxena quadrimaculata
Elytra dark, usually black, sometimes reddish.
9

(7)

(8)

9. Pronotum orange, contrasting with elytra.(12) Oiceoptoma thoracicum
Pronotum and elytra both dark.
10
10. Last 3 antennal segments yellowish.
Antennae completely dark.

(9)

Necrodes littoralis
11

11. Scutellum with some golden pubescence, remainder of upperside may also
have obvious golden pubescence or not (13, 14)
12
Upperside, including scutellum, without golden pubescence (15)
15
12. Anterior margin of pronotum not emarginate. Normally covered with dense
pubescence. (13)
Aclypea opaca
Anterior margin of pronotum emarginate. Pubescence generally sparser and
more scattered, may be confined to scutellum (14)
13

(10)

(11)

(12)

(13)

(15)

(14)
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13. Interstices of elytra with raised tubercles or ridges (16)
Thanatophilus rugosus
Interstices of elytra smooth (17)
14

(16)

14. Elytra with a small shoulder tooth. Normally with less dense pubescence.
(18)
Thanatophilus sinuatus
Elytra rounded at the shoulders. Normally with much denser pubescence.
(19)
Thanatophilus dispar
15. Elytra without ridges or raised lines. (20)
Silpha laevigata
Elytra with prominent ridges , or at least distinct raised lines (21, 22) 16
16. Head, especially mandibles, elongate. Front of pronotum rounded. Shining
species, black or reddish. (23)
Silpha atrata
Head quadrate or transverse. Front of pronotum flatter. Duller. (24) 17
17. Second antennal segment twice as long as third. (Very rare species )
Aclypea undata
Second antennal segment about as long as third.

(17)
18

18. 8th antennal segment much longer than 9th. Pronotum distinctly emarginate
anteriorly. (Very rare species)
Silpha carinata
8th antennal segment not longer than the 9th. Pronotum more or less flat in
front.
19
19. Puncturation of elytra irregular. Segment 5 of antennae roundish, segment 6
transverse. (25)
Silpha tyrolensis
Puncturation of elytra more regular. Segment 5 of antennae elongate, segment
6 roundish.
20

(18)

20. Longitudinal ines on elytra strong. (26). More shining. Each elytral puncture
with a tiny shining tubercle in front of it.
Silpha tristis
Longitudinal lines on elytra weak. Dull species. Elytral punctures without tiny
shining tubercles in front.
Silpha obscura

(19)

(20)

(22)

(21)

(23)

(25)

(27)

(26)
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On the following pages I give photographs of the
remaining members of the Silphidae. Species of
Nicrophorus were shown in Vol 1 : 1 of Beetle News.

I have no specimens of the two very rare species Aclypea
undata and Silpha carinata and am thus unable to provide
photographs.

Dendroxena quadrimaculata (Scopoli, 1772)
A very distinctive species which cannot easily be mistaken for any other
British beetle.
Unlike most Silphidae, it is most often found on trees and bushes where
it hunts caterpillars. It is also found in moss and litter where it passes the
winter.
UK Status: Nationally Scarce "B".
Widespread, but appears to have declined.

Oiceoptoma thoracicum (Linnaeus, 1758)
Like the previous species, the colour pattern is distinctive and this beetle
cannot easily be mistaken.
Associated with carrion and fungi, especially in woodland.
Widespread throughout, apparently common in some areas but scarce in
others.

Necrodes littoralis (Linnaeus, 1758)
Superficially resembling a species of Nicrophorus but easily
dustinguished by the elongated orange antennal club.
Widespread throughout. Sometimes said to be commoner in coastal
areas, but this does not appear to be the case.
Associated with carrion and often taken in light traps.

Aclypea opaca (Linnaeus, 1758)
UK Status: Nationally Scarce "A". Scattered throughout England and
Wales at least.
Usually easily distinguished by the dense covering of yellowish pubescence.
Aclypea undata (Müller, O.F., 1776) (not illustrated)
UK Status: Provisional RDB1 Endangered. An extremely rare species
with very few records. I have no specimen to photograph..
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Thanatophilus rugosus (Linnaeus, 1758)
The commonest member of the genus.. Widespread throughout, perhaps scarcer
in the south.
Easily distinguished form the other species by the tubercles or ridges on the
elytral instertices.
Usually associated with carrion.

Thanatophilus sinuatus (Fabricius, 1775)
Possibly England and Wales only?
Locally common in some areas, apparently scarcer elsewhere.
The elytra have a small shoulder tooth, which may be difficult to see if covered
by the pronotum. Normally much less pubescent than T. dispar, often a small
amount of pubescence only on the scutellumn and head..

Thanatophilus dispar (Herbst, 1793)
UK Status: Provisional RDB1 Endangered
Very few recent records..
Distinguished from T. sinutaus normally by the denser pubescence and also by
the absence of a shoulder tooth.

Silpha laevigata Fabricius, 1775
Easily distinguished by the absence of raised longitudinal lines on the elytra.
The front of the pronotum is rounded and the head somewhat elongate.
Mainly in the southern half of England. May be abundant in some areas, particularly near the coast, but scarce or absent in others.
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Silpha atrata Linnaeus, 1758
The commonest species of the genus, Widespread throughout and
generally common.
Easily distinguished by the combination of the elongate head and
prominent elytral ridges.
The black form is commoner, but the red form is by no means scarce.
A predator of snails, the elongated mandibles being adapted to enter
the shell.

Silpha tristis Illiger, 1798
Widespread but local, apparently more abundant in coastal areas.
Distinguished by the combination of well-developed raised lines and regular
puncturation on the elytra. The tiny shining tubercles in front of each elytral
puncture are very distinctive under high magnification.

Silpha tyrolensis Laicharting, 1781
UK Status: Nationally Scarce "B". Widely scattered, at least in England and
Wales.
Best distinguished by the irregular elytral puncturation, particularly adjacent to
the suture.

Silpha obscura Linnaeus, 1758
UK Status: Provisional RDB2 Vulnerable.
Widely scattered records.
This species should be readily distinguished by the very indistinct elytral lines
compared to the other species. Overall appearance dull.
Silpha carinata Herbst, 1783 (not illustrated)
UK Status: Provisional RDB1 Endangered
A very rare species of which I have no specimen to photograph.
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Beginner’s Guide
Black species

It is intended to produce a page or two in every issue of
Beetle News which will help the relative beginner to identify some of the more distinctive species.

N. humator
Common

Silphidae 1: Nicrophorus
This is the first of two parts which can be used to identify
the Silphidae (burying and carrion beetles) and is intended
to support the new recording scheme for the group. A guide
to the remaining species will be produced for the next issue.
Six species of Nicrophorus are regularly recorded in the
UK, with another occasional species. They have clubbed
antennae and the elytra are shortened and truncate, exposing the terminal aqbdominal segments. They are usually
found on carrion and also occur regularly in light traps.

N. germanicus has been recorded very rarely
and may not be resident. It is also black, but
has the epipleura of the elytra orange (view
from side).

Species with orange markings
Club of antenna black (all other species
have last three segments orange).
(No yellow hairs on thorax.)

Long yellow hairs at front margin of thorax.

Tibia of hind leg bent.
Long yellow hairs only
at front of thorax

N. vespilloides
Common

Tibia of hind leg straight.
Long yellow hairs over much
of thorax

N. vespillo
Common

N. vestigator Scarce

Species with no yellow hairs on the thorax and partly orange antennal clubs
Front orange band on
elytra more or less
continuous.

Front orange band on
elytra broadly interrupted
to form two separate marks

N. interruptus
Local

N. investigator
Quite common
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