
The localities of Arctic Diptera (Insecta) collected by the Russian Kara
Expedition of 1909

Vera S. Sorokinaa* and Adrian C. Pontb

aInstitute of Systematics and Ecology of Animals, Russian Academy of Sciences, Novosibirsk,
Russia; bHope Department of Entomology, Oxford University Museum of Natural History,
Oxford, UK

(Received 8 April 2014; accepted 8 July 2014; first published online 27 October 2014)

One of the most important journeys of exploration to Arctic Russia was the so-called
1909 Kara Expedition, to the polar area north of the Ural Mountains. Among the
scientific papers resulting from this expedition, that on the Diptera gives only the
vaguest locality data, such as ‘Kara tundra’ or ‘polar Urals’, with a date. From the
separately published Russian expedition narrative, we present a table giving the day-
by-day stops of the expedition, so far as possible with named localities and coordi-
nates. As a result, localities, and especially type-localities of new species, can be
precisely located for the Diptera and for other taxonomic groups.
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Introduction

In the summer of 1909, an expedition sponsored by the Imperial Russian
Geographical Society and the Imperial Russian Academy of Sciences spent 4 months
exploring the region of the Kara River, the Karskaja tundra, Bajdaratskaya Bay and
the River Shchyuchya, in the Arctic tundra of the Yugorskiy Peninsula (polar Ural
region) (Figures 1 and 2). Considerable numbers of Diptera were collected, including
many new species, and a detailed report in German was published by Becker et al.
(1915). In this report, only the barest locality data are given (e.g. ‘aus dem Polaren
Ural’ or ‘Karskaja Tundra’) together with dates of collection. Many of these new
species have proved to have a widespread distribution throughout Arctic areas of the
Palaearctic region (Sorokina and Pont 2010), or even across the entire Holarctic
region, and so we felt it desirable to give a brief and accessible account in English
of the expedition’s itinerary to provide, among other things, precise data about the
type-localities of the newly described species.

The present paper is based on A general account of the activity of the expedition by
the Kuznetsov brothers to the Polar Urals by the celebrated Russian geologist Oleg
(Khalgar) Oskarovich Backlund (1911), which gives a detailed account of the itiner-
ary and the scientific researches of the Kara Expedition.

Narrative

At the time that this expedition was proposed, scientific information about the Arctic
regions of Russia was almost non-existent. The expedition plan was therefore
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Figure 1. Map of Russia to show the location of the ‘Karskaja Tundra’.

Figure 2. An outline of the expedition itinerary by the Kuznetsov brothers to the polar Urals.
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formulated by two eminent scientists of the time: Anton (in the text as Michael)
Grigorevich Mamurovsky, who was professor of medicine at Moscow University and
was an expert in pathological anatomy and bacteriology, and academician Dmitry
Nikolaevich Anuchin, a geographer. The expedition, under the leadership of O.O.
Backlund, was organized by the Imperial Russian Geographical Society and the
Imperial Russian Academy of Sciences and was financed by the Kuznetsov brothers,
who were wealthy tea traders and who both agreed to participate in the expedition.

The research aim of the expedition was a multi-faceted study of the northern
extremity of the Ural Mountains and of the lowlands adjoining it from the east. In
addition to O.O. Backlund, who carried out geological research as well as the general
management of the expedition, the scientific team included a botanist (V.N.
Sukachev, who subsequently became an academician of the Academy of Sciences of
the USSR), a geographer and meteorologist (V.G. Mukhin), a topographer (N.A.
Grigoriev), two zoologists (D.J. Vadropper and F.A. Zaytsev), and an ethnographer
(D.T. Janovich).

In 4 months, the expedition covered an enormous distance, at first by steamship,
then on sledges pulled by reindeer or dogs, and also on foot. The route passed
through Tyumen, Obdorsk (now Salekhard) to the upper reaches of the River
Khanema (now River Khan-Mey, a tributary of the River Sob), along the main
watershed and a longitudinal valley to the River Shchyuchya, through Lake
Shchyuchya, the upper reaches of the River Pyderata (now River Baydarata) and
the Minisey Mountain, across the tundra to a mouth of the River Kara, across the
tundra along the coast of the Kara Sea, up the valley of the River Baydarata and
back to Obdorsk (Salekhard) (Figure 2).

In spite of the difficult mountainous and tundra terrain, the expedition collected
valuable geological, botanical and zoological materials and also information on the
Nenets’ cults. Traces of the Quaternary glaciation were also found. On the basis of a
land survey, a map was made of the area investigated (Figure 3). Backlund’s report
also described in detail the life and customs of the native population, for example the
Ostyaks (now Khanty peoples) and the Komi–zyrjane (Komi or Zyrjan peoples).

Despite its great value, much of the collected material had not been processed and
worked up before the outbreak of the First World War. O.O. Backlund gave a talk
about the results of the expedition at the meeting of the Russian Geographical Society
on 17 February 1910 and his published report appeared in 1911 (Backlund 1911).

A few years later, in 1915, the dipterists Theodor Becker, Henryk Dziedzicki,
Johann Schnabl and Joseph Villeneuve published a paper in German containing the
dipterological results from the expedition (Becker et al. 1915). This 67-page report is
divided into a number of separately authored sections. The first (p. 1) by Dziedzicki
deals with the Mycetophilidae and includes the description of one new species
together with male terminalia illustrations in figs 37–46 on plate 2 and figs 65–66
on plate 3. The second section (pp. 2–51) on the Anthomyiidae and Muscidae is by
far the longest. It is by Schnabl and includes the descriptions of two new genera and
29 new species. Most of the illustrations in the three plates accompany this section:
figs 1–24 on plate 1, figs 25–36 on plate 2, and figs 47–64 on plate 3; they comprise
line drawings of male terminalia and photographs of male 5th sternites. The third
section (p. 52) is by Becker and deals with the remaining Nematocera. The fourth
section (pp. 53–60) is also by Becker and deals with the Orthorrhapha: Brachycera.
Six new species are described, with three text-figures. The fifth section (pp. 60–62),
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Figure 3. The itinerary of the ‘Kara Expedition’ by the Kuznetsov brothers to the polar Urals;
from Backlund (1911).
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also by Becker, deals with the Syrphidae and includes one new species with one
text-figure. The sixth section (pp. 62–63) is by Villeneuve and covers the remaining
Cyclorrhapha Schizophora (Calliphoridae and Oestridae). The final section
(pp. 63–67) is again by Becker and deals with the Cyclorrhapha: Schizophora. It
includes the description of one new genus and five new species with three text-
figures.

The locality data are given in the most rudimentary form, in the majority of
cases as ‘Tundra des Fl. Kara’ or ‘Karskaja Tundra’ or ‘aus dem Polaren Ural’
(see Appendix 1) but with the date of capture and the collector. All 58 of the
expeditionary stops were made along the right bank of the River Kara, on the
east slope of the polar Urals and on the coast of the Kara Sea, and all are in the
Yamalo-Nenets Autonomous Okrug. In Appendix 1 we have given precise local-
ities according to the detailed description of the sites made by Backlund and
according to the map that was included in his report (Figure 3). While we were
preparing An annotated catalogue of the Muscidae (Diptera) of Siberia (Sorokina
and Pont 2010), we consulted Backlund’s 1911 expedition narrative to pinpoint
more precisely the type-localities of the Muscidae described by Schnabl. The
present paper is an expansion of this work and gives, so far as is possible, precise
information on all the localities where the expedition stopped and made
collections.

The collector of the entomological material, Filipp Adamovich Zaytsev, was
principally a Coleopterist (Arnoldi 1958), but he evidently collected most if not all
insects while taking part in this expedition. All the specimens that he collected are in
the Zoological Institute of the Russian Academy of Sciences, St Petersburg, Russia.
Most have a printed label, in Cyrillic: ‘Karskaya tundra/s. Tobol’s. gub./F. Zaytsev’
plus the date, but a few are labelled: ‘Polyarniy Ural’/s. Tobol’s. gub./F. Zaytsev’ plus
the date. The type-series of the Muscidae were reviewed by Pont (2004), who
enumerated the holotypes and syntypes and discussed their condition and their
labelling.

As regards the collecting dates, Schnabl (in Becker et al. 1915, p. 4, footnote)
pointed out that the dates on the labels were according to the old Julian calendar,
which was retained in Russia until 1918, and that they were therefore 13 days behind
the Gregorian calendar, which is that now generally in use in the western world. 1
July on the data label is therefore actually 14 July, and so on.
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