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NICHOLAS SERGEEVICH OBRAZTSOV, 1906-1966 

On the 6th of May, 1966 Dr. Nikolai (Nicholas) Sergeevich Obraztsov 
died unexpectedly of heart failure in Sea Cliff, Long Island, near New 
York, at an age of 59. He was the leading specialist of the Tortricoid 
Microlepidoptera. 

Nikolai S. Obraztsov was born on 18 August 1906 in Rostov on the 
Don, Russia, second son of Dr. Sergei Nikolaevich Obraztsov, physician 
and later university professor of pathological anatomy, and of Ludmila 
Nikolaevna Obraztsova. He lived in Rostov until 1922, where he finished 
the classical gymnasium. In that year he moved to Nikolaev also in 
southern Russia, where he studied natural history, science, chemistry, 
and mathematics at the Institute for Pedagogy, a course which he fin
ished in 1934. In 1926 he was appointed lector in Zoology at Nikolaev. 
In 1934 he moved to Kiev, where he married Vera Nikolaevna Obrazts
ova. From this marriage a son and a daughter were born. In Kiev, 
Obraztsov was lector of biology at the Medical Institute of the Univer
sity until 1937, and assistant at the chair of Zoogeography of the Univer
sity until 1938. From 1937 through 1940 he also was keeper of Lepi
doptera at the Zoological Museum of the University. 
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In 1940 he and his family were deported by the German army to Ger
many. In 1944 Obraztsov was appointed Lepidopterist at the Zoological 
Institute of the University of Konigsberg. From 1946 until 1951 he 
worked at the Zoologische Sammlung des Bayerischm Staates at Munich. 
In that year he received the degree of Ph.D. at the Faculty of Natural 
Sciences of the University of Munich. 

In 1951 the Obraztsov family emigrated to the United States and took 
residence in Sea Cliff, New York. In New York Obraztsov became Re
search Associate of the American Museum of Natural History and of 
the United States National Museum at Washington, D. C. , with research 
grants from the East European Foundation of the N.S.F. The subjects 
of his research were revisions of the family Ctenuchidae of the World 
and of the family Tortricidae, first of the Palaearctic, later of the Ne
arctic and Neotropical regions. 

Dr. Obraztsov died suddenly of coronary thrombosis after a few days 
of illness. He died in harness: with unsorted colour slides of type speci
mens still piled on his table and unfinished manuscripts neatly put away 
in a filing cabinet. It is hoped that parts of his unfinished work can be 
completed through the efforts of his colleagues, A. Diakonoff and J. A. 
Powell. 

From his early years Nicholas Obraztsov was a serious and eager boy 
and showed great interest and love for living things in nature; soon he 
started observing, collecting and studying insects, especially butterflies. 
Through his school years he was a zealous pupil and a great reader. He 
collected considerably around Kiev and also made collecting expeditions 
through southern Russia as far as the Caucasus. Lat er, however, he gave 
up all collecting, and dedicated himself entirely to taxonomy. He started 
correspondence with many Russian lepidopterists . One of them, Dr. Leo 
A. Sheluzhko, of Kiev, who was the owner of the greatest private collec
tion of Lepidoptera in U.S.S.R. at the time, had a great influence upon 
the scientific development of Obraztsov. Sheluzhko soon invited him to 
see his famous collection. Obraztsov came and lo~;t himself entirely in 
Lepidopterology, resolved to move to Kiev and to dedicate himself to this 
branch of study. Later he left other groups of Lepidoptera and concen
trated on the Tortricoidea. 

Besides his local south Russian contacts , Obraztsov visited the Zoo
logical Institute of the Academy of Sciences at Leningrad several times 
and there met the leading Russian Lepidopterists : N. J. Kusnezov, A. M. 
Djakonov, and N. N. Filipjev. His private collection of Lepidoptera was 
donated to the Zoological Museum of the Kiev University where also 
finally went the great Sheluzhko collection. Obraztsov's notes and card 
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indices were lost during the World War II and had to be remade after 
the war. 

Obraztsov's scientific importance is considerable, in spite of relatively 
limited time he was able to devote himself fully to the study of the 
systematics and taxonomy of the Tortricoidea; and in spite of the handi
caps and hardships of life in post-war Germany, where he laid the foun
dation for his great card catalogue. 

The systematics of this group of Microlepidoptera had become a com
plete chaos, due to lack of application of genitalic studies and to lack of 
coordination of the work of students in continental Europe, England, and 
North America. The great backlog of knowledge of an enormous body 
of literature, chiefly on the Palaearctic fauna, over a long period of time, 
resulted in serious lack of trustworthy and comprehensive literature sur
veys which would make the knowledge accessible. During many years 
nobody seemed to have enough courage, insight, time, and diligence to 
unravel this mountainous knot. Then Obraztsov appeared and under
took this endeavour: of lepidopterological "book keeping." He quietly 
and steadily devoted every free hour of his time for many years to study
ing the literature from Linnean times on, a project which continued until 
shortly before his death. He not only remade his lost card indices of 
gencra and species but extended his Catalogue to an immense scope, 
including the Tortricoidea of the whole world and so became the recog
nized leading specialist of the group. 

The card index, arranged alphabetically, contains cards of genera, spe
cies, and lower taxa. Besides, many cross-reference cards, pertaining to 
all ever used binominal combinations, and finally, an index catalogue of 
all separate names. The great work comprises of about .30,000 typed 
cards. 

Drawing from this deep well of information Obraztsov could readjust 
genera and species, detect synonymies, sink and revive names. Students 
of Tortricidae, especially of the Palaearctic fauna, which has been the 
most confused, depended upon his word for taxonomic, systematic, and 
nomenclatory information. 

The chief result of the Catalogue was the publication of the series 
"Die Gattungen der Palaearktischen Tortricidae," which appeared in 
parts in the Tiidschrift vaar Entamalagie from 1954 onwards. Unfor
tunately this extensive revision has not been completed. The subfamilies 
Tortricinae and Sparganothidinae have been finished , but of the Ole
threutinae only the first tribe, the Laspeyresiini ha~; been completed, 
while the Eucosmini is in the progress of publication. Manuscripts of 
several additional parts have been found after his death and will be pub-
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lished, as far as possible. Fortunately we know hi~, concept also of the 
Eucosmini and that of the Olethreutini, not only from additional stray 
papers but chiefly from the work of H. J. Hannemann, Die Wickler, in 
Dahl's Tierwelt Deutschlands: Obraztsov provided the taxonomic base 
for this important publication. The Catalogue of the Tortricoidea thus 
forms a Key to Dr. Obraztsov's great Scientific success. It is the plan of 
the American Museum of Natural History, where the catalogue will be 
deposited, to try and publish it, in order to make it widely available to 
lepidopterists. 

After his basic studies of the Palaearctic fauna Obraztsov took up the 
Nearctic Tortricidae, the chief subject of the N.S.F. grants, and un
avoidably was also very much attracted by the fa:;cinating Neotropical 
fauna. Only recently he discovered the presence of the subfamily 
Chlidanotinae in South America, new for that fauna. 

Not in possession of own collection and being dependent on the ma
terials which he continuously borrowed from many museums, he searched 
for a means to fix received information and to form an archive for ref
erence. So he started with a second card index, that of negatives and 
black and white prints of the wings and the genitalia. 

Parallel to this he recently started a third catalogue, that of colour 
slides of type specimens of the Tortricoidea, which he photographed dur
ing visits to museums in the U. S. and abroad. Probably this would have 
become his most important tool. Modern 35 mm colour film shows colour 
and every detail of the insect with so great perfection, that studying 
them with a low power microscope almost equals investigating the origi
nal type specimen. Here was a chance to have at one's disposal a com
plete collection of replica of the types scattered over many museums 
and collections. Obraztsov was so enthusiastic about this project that he 
made over 1,000 colour slides during his last two months stay at the 
British Museum in London. 

Along with these studies he had large correspondence and determined 
material for many colleagues and collectors, chiefly in Europe and Japan, 
but lately also in the United States. 

Obraztsov's diligence and working capacity were amazing. He worked 
unobtrusively most of the time; he worked Sundays and during his leave. 
But he was certainly not a monomaniac, on the contrary: remarkably, he 
could also find time for reading of an amazing amount of books on most 
diverse subjects; his house is overflowing with them. But his chief hobby 
was music: listening to it and collecting it on records and tapes. He also 
was a good technical photographer, with a well-equipped darkroom, and 
an enthusiastic amateur movie camera operator. He had a talent for lan-
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guages and published alternately in English and German, 
At home Dr. Obraztsov was a kind, attentive, ancl considerate man, 

quiet and equanimous, always ready to help everyone with deed and 
advice, He had a great number of friends, valued these friendships 
highly and much enjoyed inviting and entertaining hils friends, He was 
also a thoughtful and devoted head of the family, But his scientific 
work doubtless was the most important part of his life: he chiefly 
thought of it, lived for it, and was contented and happy so long as he 
could indulge in it. 

With his death the great machinery of Obraztsov's work comes now 
to a stop. As so many colleagues were dependent on his advice, many 
will keenly miss him. And those who had the privilege to know him 
close and intimately feel the loss the more deeply, with bewilderment 
and sadness. For nobody had ever expected that he would leave the 
world so suddenly instead of dedicating many more fruitful years to his 
beloved Tortricidae. 
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