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Interest in Entomology

As the first child of Emma Prior, Richard zur Strassen was born in Frankfurt am Main, Germany. From 1909 until 
1934 Richard’s father, Otto L. zur Strassen was Direktor of the Senckenberg Museum and until 1937 he was Profes-
sor at the University of Frankfurt. The grandfather of his mother’s side taught him to sample insects in the Taunus 

Fig. 1: Dr. Richard zur Strassen in 2006 (Photo Dr. D. Kovac). 
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mountains. Additionally, his father advised him to rear 
and prepare insects (mainly butterflies). He prepared a 
herbarium, giving him knowledge botanical taxonomy. 
After the Second World War Richard used his leisure 
time to help in the Museum collection, which was close 
to the location of his School. He mainly worked in the 
Entomology Section of the Museum and from 1948 
onwards he combined this with his Biology study at the 
Johann Wolfgang Goethe-Universität (Frankfurt). After 
his study at the University he got his PhD on the ecology 
of the staphylinid Velleius diatatus, an inquiline of nests 
of Vespa crabro. After that he started a three years project 
on Thysanoptera in pastures in South Africa.

South African period

In Pretoria Richard investigated African Thysanoptera 
in the Division of Entomology of the Department of 
Agricultural Technical Services under Prof. Dr. Jacobus 
C. Faure, a world specialist in Thysanoptera. After a four-
month training period, Richard zur Strassen carried out 
multiple excursions in various regions of South Africa 
and in Zimbabwe. He soon made contact with other 
Thysanoptera researchers, in particular the Austrian 
entomologist Prof. Dr. Hermann Priesner (1891-1974), 
who worked in Egypt at that time. With him he remai-
ned in contact for life and visited him in later years a few 
times in his hometown of Linz. In South Africa Richard 
married Marlies Günther in 1956 and he there got the 
first of his five children.

Appointment at Senckenberg Institute

In 1959 Richard returned with his family back to Frank-
furt. In the same year he was a teaching assistant at the 
entomology section of the Senckenberg Institut and in 
1960 a research assistant at the same section. In 1963 
Richard zur Strassen became head of the newly created 
Entomology Section I, where the collections of Coleo
ptera, Thysanoptera and Strepsiptera are kept.

Thysanoptera collection

This appointment as head was followed by a decade-
long, fruitful creative period in which Richard created 
one of the largest and richest Thysanoptera collections 
in the world. Many specimens of this collection are 
from his own expeditions, which brought him to most 
European countries. Other excursion destinations were 
the Caucasus, the, Middle East, the Azores and Cape 
Verde Isles, Madeira, Canary Islands, North Africa and 
Southern Africa, East and Southeast Asia and western 
North America. Tireless work on numerous samples 
for identification sent to him by universities or plant 
protection institutes around the world resulted in 
more collection specimens. The type-rich Thysano
ptera Collection of Hermann Priesner is also deposited 
in the Senckenberg Research Institute. In the collec-

tion are parts of the microscopic slide collection of 
the Austrian entomologist Heinrich Hugo Karny, who 
was friends with Hermann Priesner and stayed a long 
time in Java (Indonesia). Richard was also interested 
in some aspects of applied entomology as many thrips 
are pests of plants. In greenhouses thrips can cause 
immense economic damage. The Thysanoptera collec-
tion contains more than 200.000 specimens, including 
many types.

Western Palaearctic and Africa

Also in a small insect order as Thysanoptera, specializa-
tion as world taxonomist is necessary. Richard focused 
on the Western Palaerctic (North Africa, Europe, 
West-Asia) and some Isles in the Atlantic Ocean in 
the Northern Hemisphere. To a lesser extent he was 
involved with Thysanoptera of sub-Saharan Africa. All 
his sampled material is correctly labeled with all neces-
sary data gathered during field sampling.

Thysanoptera symposia

For his contacts Richard visited International Congresses 
of Entomology (firstly in 1960, 11th at Vienna, Austria), 
Symposia on Central European Entomofaunistics and 
Symposia (firstly in 1973, 5th at Budapest, Hungary) and 
on Thysanoptera (first in 1985, 1st at Gödöllő, Hungary). 
After his retirement in 1991 he attended Thysanoptera 
symposia until the first Symposium on Palaearctic Thysa-
noptera in 2003 at Gödöllő. He did not only collect thrips 
specimens, but gathered data on many thrips workers, too. 
In this way he had a good overview on specializations of 
research colleagues. His faunistic interest is shown by his 
collecting activities and gathering distribution data from 
a high number of publications. He in this way composes 
complete distribution lists of all European countries 
and many other countries of the world. These data are 
presented on the website of Fauna Europaea (De Jong, 
Y.S.D.M. (ed.) (2013) Fauna Europaea version 2.6. Web 
Service available online at http://www.faunaeur.org. Of 
the other countries lists are presented on Thripswiki 
(http://thrips.info/wiki/Main_Page).

Retired and continuation

In 1991 Richard retired from active service. He directly 
started to use his ‘freedom’ to work completely on Thys-
anoptera taxonomy, ecology and biogeography (Fig. 1). 
He could complete long-term projects and increased 
the yearly number of publications. Much satisfac-
tion gave him the publication in 2003 of an illustrated 
book for identification of all the European and Medi-
terranean Terebrantia species (Fig. 2). However, health 
problems forced Richard to decrease the hours work-
ing at Thysanoptera. Andrea Vesmanis, his assistant, 
who worked from 1980 at the section, greatly helped 
him continuing his correspondence and collection 
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work. After he was not able to drive car himself, till the 
end of 2012 Richard’s wife Marlies brought him to the 
Institut. He died the next year on oktober 31, looking 
back on a fruitful life. Althogether Richard produced 
226 publications, in which he described 153 extant and 
fossil Thysanoptera new for science, as well as 14 extant 
Coleoptera and 1 extant Hymenoptera species. Richard 
will be remembered as an enthusiastic entomologist, 
with a great heart for taxonomy. He leaves a very well 
ordered and labelled Thysanoptera collection, which is 
of eternal value.

Threat for taxonomy

In his book on the European Terebrantia Richard wrote 
in the introduction: “In Europe it is hoped that in the 
near future young interested taxonomic entomologists 
will intensively deal with the fringe winged insects. Safe-
guarding the continuity of taxonomic and systematic 

Fig. 2: Complete overview of the European Terebrantia species.

thrips-research is without doubt endangered. Without 
permanent positions for this kind of work at natural 
history museums with permanent authentic documented 
collections rejuvenation will hardly take place, with all 
consequences in particular for plant protection. Thrip-
sology is not a hobby-job; adequate required equipment 
is too expensive, provision of literature is enormously 
difficult. However, without specialists no publications, 
without publications, no specialists.”
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