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A quick guide to size and shape 

Other small damselflies   pages 46

Red-eyed Damselfly
pages 68 

PLEASE NOTE: The illustrations on these pages are reproduced at life size to allow direct size 

comparison with larvae and exuviae. NB. They are not in same order as the species accounts.

Demoiselles
pages 24-29 

White-legged Damselfly
pages 36-37 

Emerald Damselflies  
pages 30-35

Large Red Damselfly

Banded Demoiselle

Beautiful Demoiselle

Red-eyed Damselfly

Blue-tailed Damselfly

Scarce Blue-tailed Damselfly

Azure Damselfly

Variable Damselfly

Northern Damselfly

Small Red Damselfly

White-legged Damselfly

Small Red-eyed Damselfly

Common Blue Damselfly

Southern Damselfly

Emerald Damselfly

Scarce Emerald Damselfly

Demoiselle larvae and exuviae are  large and very distinctive 

and can be readily identified to genus. They have a  stick 

like appearance with long spider like legs and narrow 

rigid caudal lamellae. The antennae are long and horn 

like with the first segment as long as the combined length 

of the other antennal segments. Both British species breed 

in running water. The combination of the above characters 

will readily enable identification to genus. Even early instar 

larvae are distinctive enough to be identified to genus.

Emerald larvae and exuviae are  large and distinctive in 

shape and can be readily identified to genus. Caudal 

lamellae are rigid and have prominent dark transverse 

bands. The secondary trachae of the caudal lamellae are 

perpendicular. In most but not all species the labial mask 

is long and tennis racket shaped. Early instar larvae are 

distinctive enough to be identified to genus.

Red-eyed Damselfly larvae and exuviae are  large and 

distinctive in shape and can be readily identified to species. 

Caudal  lamellae are flaccid and have three prominent dark 

bands.  N.B. The Small Red-eyed Damselfly is much smaller.

White-legged Damselfly has a distinctive profile. The 

caudal lamellae have heavily pigmented blotches and 

terminate with a characteristic long thin filament at the 

tip. Occasionally this may be absent.

Distinctive small damselflies   pages 38-45

Large Red Damselfly larvae and exuviae are distinctive with a 

squat shape and can be readily identified to species. Caudal  

lamellae have dark patch often forming a X.  

Small Red Damselfly larvae and exuviae are distinctive 

with a squat shape and large head. Caudal lamellae are 

broad have dark spots.  Only occurs in bogs and some fen 

habitat. 

Southern Damselfly larvae and exuviae are distinctive due 

to small size. Caudal  lamellae are short relative to length 

of body.  Rare and only found in specialised habitat.

Azure, Variable, Irish and Northern Damselfly larvae and 

exuviae have characteristic spotting on top hind margins 

of the head, which distinguishes them from other species. 

Caudal  lamellae exhibit subtle differences and need to be 

studied carefully. Northern Damselfly has distinctive node 

on caudal lamellae.  Azure and Variable Damselfly larvae and 

exuviae may be impossible to separate. 

Blue-tailed damselflies have no spots on head. Caudal lamellae 

tend to terminate in a point. Blue-tailed is very common in most 

habitat types. Scarce Blue-tailed is rare and restricted to  shallow 

runnels and seepages with sparse vegetation. It lacks banding 

on legs.

Common Blue Damselfly has no spots on head. Caudal lamellae 

typically with 1, 2 or 3 dark perpendicular lines when viewed 

from side.

Similar to other small damselfly larvae. Caudal lamellae with 

three pigmented blotches. Look for rows of fine setae on 

underside of S2 and 3.
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Large Red Damselfly Pyrrhosoma nymphula

A

Size of final instar larvae and exuviae

Length 13-14 mm.  CL 4-6 mm.

The larvae and exuviae tend to have a short, 

squat appearance. From the side, larvae are 

chunky, with relatively long wing-sheaths and 

short abdomen (A).

Head
The head shape is distinctive. The back of the 

head is rectangular with the hind margin 

forming a straight line (C).

Thorax
In final instar larvae the wing sheaths 

project nearly to S6 giving the body a short 

appearance. On the legs the femora typically 

have two dark bands (A, B).

Abdomen
The abdomen is relatively short , giving this 

species a squat appearance.

Caudal lamellae

Caudal lamellae are broad, often with 

distinctive dark markings and spotting.

These can be highly variable but are typically 

Figure A. Side view of larva. Scale bar indicates 

actual length of larva. 

Figure B. Top view of larva. 

Figure C.  Top view of head showing rectangular 

hind margin.

Figure D. Larva showing caudal lamellae with a 

light marking. 

Figure E.  Larva showing caudal lamellae with a 

dark X-like marking.

Figure F. Side view of larva showing colour 

variation due to staining.

dark and have an X shaped marking (E).  

Occasionally the markings can be formed by 

a block of colour.  

Setae are present along both margins., those 

on the apical half being less pronounced. 

Larvae living in iron rich water can often 

collect iron deposits on the lamellae that then 

dry on exuviae (I). 

Larval habits
This widespread species breeds in a range of 

still and running waters. Larvae often become 

encrusted with debris and can also become 

heavily stained.

They emerge low down on emergent and 

bankside vegetation. 

Possible confusion species

Larvae and exuviae of Large Red Damselfly are 

quite distinctive if the dark markings on caudal 

lamellae can be seen. When lacking, however, 

this species can be confused with the smaller 

Small Red Damselfly.
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Large Red Damselfly Large Red Damselfly

Please send a cheque made payable to the 
“British Dragon� y Society” to Lynn Curry 
BDS Shop, 23 Bowker Way, Whittlesey, 
Peterborough, PE7 1PY
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Figures F. Side view of Azure Damselfly exuvia 
(Scale bar shows actual life size).
Figure G. Top view of head showing lighter 
spotting (compared to Fig. B).
Figure H. Top view of mask removed from 
exuvia to show setae. NB. the setae are within a
right angle  (90⁰).
Figure I. Caudal lamellae removed from exuvia 
derived from a green larva.
Figure J. Caudal lamellae removed from 
exuvia derived from a brown larva.  The nodal 
line is lightly pigmented.

Azure Damselfly Identifying Azure and Variable Damselflies



Caudal lamellae of Azure and Variable 
Damselflies - special notes
The Variable Damselfly is highly variable 
both as an adult and in the larval stages. A 
number of features, including the caudal 
lamellae and labial mask (see page 57), 
need to be carefully examined before the  
identification of Variable Damselfly larvae 
and exuviae can be confirmed. 

Caudal lamellae should be  examined and 
measured under a microscope.  The lamellae 
of larvae can be removed with fine forceps 
without detrimental effect. A fully developed 
middle lamellae should be used.  

(i) Measure the width across the mid-
lamella from each margin where the 
coarse setae end (y). 
Measure the length from the mid point 
of this line to the tip (x). 
Calculate the ratio x/y between the 
two.
(ii) Draw the outline of the lamella with 
particular attention to the shape of the 
tip (is it rounded or pointed?).
(iii) Compare the ratio and tip profile 
against the table opposite which shows 
the outlines of middle lamella of both 
species.

Azure Ratio 
x/y Variable

1.83

1.94

1.94

2.00

2.03

2.04

2.07

2.13

2.27

2.29

2.43

2.56

2.70

Xy

(i)

(ii)

F

H

I J

G
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  The profile of 
caudal lamellae of 
Azure Damselfly 
shown below tend 
to be narrower with 
markedly pointed tip.  

N.B. The x/y ratio 
overlaps between 
the two species  
although the tip 
shape should 
separate them.  A 
few may prove 
inconclusive.  

  The profile of  
caudal lamellae of 
Variable Damselfly 
shown above tend 
to be broader with 
rounded tip.  
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(ii)J
inconclusive.  
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Size of final instar larvae and exuviaeLength 11-12 mm.  CL 4-6 mm.Final instar larvae and exuviae are smaller than Blue-tailed Damselfly when seen together for comparison. The overall impression is the body is one colour and lacks any obvious marking compared to Blue-tailed Damselfly. This gives the larvae a distinctive ‘jizz’.

Head
The back of head lacks spotting, although the presence of setae can give the impression of spots.

Thorax
The legs have no or very faint banding on the femora or tibia. This ‘jizz’ can be one of the first clues when separating the species (A,B,D) and can also be used on early instar larvae (E) if not obscured with detritus on body.

Abdomen
The setae on the lateral ridges are the same thickness and length as other setaeon the underside of the abdomen (F).  They can be difficult to distinguish especially if the larva or exuvia is covered in debris. 

Caudal lamellae
Caudal lamellae are relatively short tapering from the middle to a distinctive point. They are less transparent than Blue-tailed Damselfly and take on an overall brown ground colouration. Caudal lamellae are dark towards the tip, but tip itself is pale. On exuviae the caudal lamellae should be carefully separated out and cleaned and then viewed with a magnifier to reveal these characteristics.

Figure A. Side view of final stage larva. Scale bar indicates life size.
Figure B. Close up of legs showing lack of distinct banding.
Figure C. Caudal lamellae on final stage larva.Figure D. Top view of larva.Figure E. Side view of early instar larva. Even at this size the lack of banding on legs and overall mono colouration are visible.Figure F. Top view of fine setae on lateral ridges that are the same size as other setae.
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Scarce Blue-tailed Damselfly       Ischnura pumilio
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this size the lack of banding on legs and overall 
this size the lack of banding on legs and overall mono colouration are visible.
mono colouration are visible.Figure F.Figure F. Top view of fine setae on lateral 

 Top view of fine setae on lateral 
Figure F.Figure F. Top view of fine setae on lateral 
Figure F.Figure F.
ridges that are the same size as other setae.
ridges that are the same size as other setae. F

D

Scarce Blue-tailed Damsel�y
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Scarce Blue-tailed Damsel�y
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Anatomy of larvae and exuviaeAdults of all insect groups, including 
damsel�ies, have three main body parts: 
Head, Thorax and Abdomen. Damsel�ies 
undergo an incomplete metamorphosis 
whereby after the eggs hatch they go 
through a series of larval stages (instars) 
that are super�cially similar to the adult. 
Each larval instar also exhibits the three 
main body parts. There can be 10-14 instars 
during larval development.First impressions of body shape and size are 

good indicators of genus or species. Further 
detailed examination of  distinguishing 
features should produce an identi�cation of 
the species. Some of the features will require 
the use of magni�cation of 10x or higher. 
Hence, an understanding of the �ner details 
of damsel�y anatomy is needed to con�rm 
identity. 

Head

The head has prominent eyes which are 
widely separated.  The top of the head 
should be examined as the shape and 
angles of the back of the head can be 
diagnostic. In some species this area can also 
have  a distinctive spotted appearance.The antennae are relatively small and 

inconspicuous in adult damsel�ies, but in 
larvae they play an important role in sensory 
perception. In some species they can be 
particularly long and serve as e�cient 
mechano-receptors when moving around 
in plant debris. The antennae of Demoiselles 
(Calopteryx species) are especially long, with 
the �rst segment alone making up half of 
the total length.The antennae tend to dry onto the head of 

exuviae and sometimes obscure parts of the 
eyes and mask. The number of segments 

Side view of larva of Red-eyed Damsel�y
showing key body parts. Scale bar shows life size 

of body length and caudal lamellae.

Caudal lamellae

Antennae Tibia

Wing buds

ThoraxHead

Abdomen S1-10

864

Femora

Tarsus

Antennae of larva of Azure Damsel�y 
showing seven segments.The arrow points to the joint between the �rst 

and second segments. 
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Antennae of larva of Beautiful Demoiselle 
showing the long �rst segment.
The arrow points to the joint between the �rst 
and second segments. 

can be useful to identify some species but 
may require a magni�er or microscope to 
see them. 

The labial ‘mask’ is attached underneath the 
head and is the primary means of catching 

prey for larvae (see photograph overleaf). 
The mask lies �at under the head and 
persists through to the exuviae.  The mask 
of Demoiselles and Emeralds have stemmed 
bases while all others have a basic elongated 
kite shape. 
The mask comprises several parts : 
The prementum forms the largest and most 
readily visible part of the mask and lies �at 
under the head when not in use.  Its size and 
shape is important in the identi�cation of a 
number of species. The labial palps are attached to the front 

of the prementum.  Depending on species 
these can bear movable hook or serrations, 
which enable them to catch and grasp prey 
whilst it is consumed. Both the prementum and labial palps often 

bear hairs, or setae, the number of which 
varies between species. To closely examine the setae the mask has 

to be removed. This is therefore not possible Underside of head of larva of Azure  Damsel�y

Note the setae visible through the mask
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