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Family Gyrinidae 
 

The key in this document is my translation and adaptation of from Arved Lompe’s key, 

published at http://www.coleo-net.de/coleo/texte/gyrinidae.htm.  It was translated and is 

published here with the author’s permission.  The most recent work on the British fauna is by 

L. E. Friday, A Key to the Adults of British Water Beetles, published in Field Studies 7 

(1988).  The section on Gyrinidae contains diagrams of the male and female mating 

apparatus which are crucial for the confirmation of identification of some species.  Laurie’s 

work includes details about how to prepare these parts for examination. 

 
Checklist  

From the Checklist of Beetles of the British Isles, 2012 edition (G. N. Foster), edited by A. G. 

Duff (available from www.coleopterist.org.uk/checklist.htm). 

 

Genus Gyrinus Geoffroy, 1762 

 minutus Fabricius, 1798 

 aeratus Stephens, 1835 

 caspius Ménétries, 1832 

 distinctus Aubé, 1838 

 marinus Gyllenhal, 1808 

 natator (Linnaeus, 1758) 

 opacus Sahlberg, C.R., 1819 

 paykulli Ochs, 1927 

 substriatus Stephens, 1828 

 suffriani Scriba, 1855 

 urinator Illiger, 1807 

Genus Orectochilus Dejean, 1833 

 villosus (Müller, O.F., 1776) 

 

  
Image Credits 

The illustrations in this key are reproduced from the Iconographia Coleopterorum Poloniae, 

with permission kindly granted by Lech Borowiec. 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://www.coleopterist.org.uk/checklist.htm
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Family Gyrinidae 
Key to British species 

 

1 Upper surface distinctly hairy.  Elytra without rows of 

punctures.  Antennae with 11 segments.  Last segment of 

the abdomen conically elongated, underneath with a 

longitudinal row of long hairs in the middle.  Labrum 

(viewed from above) projecting and thus interrupting the 

curved outline at the front of the head. ............................... 

 .......... Orectochilus villosus 
 In running water and lake edges.  Widespread in Britain but becoming rare to 

the south east. 

 

 

 

 

 Upper surface bare.  Elytra with rows of punctures.  Antennae with 9 segments.  

Last segment of the abdomen broadly rounded, without long hairs underneath.  

Front of head a neat curve.  Genus Gyrinus. .......................................................2 

 

  

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


3 
 

© Mike Hackston (2020).  Translated and adapted from 
Lompe, http://www.coleo-net.de/coleo/texte/gyrinidae.htm with 
permission. 
 

 

2 Scutellum with a short longitudinal keel, its line continuing 

across the middle of the pronotum.  Mesosternum 

(underneath the beetle, between the middle and front legs) 

with a complete longitudinal furrow.  Upper surface with two 

types of microscopic sculpturing - fine punctures and a net-

like pattern, which is obliquely directed from the suture.  

Lower surface completely reddish yellow, sometimes with a 

slightly darker abdomen.  The smallest species of the 

genus - length 3.5-4.0 mm. .................................................. 

 .......... Gyrinus minutus 
 Uncommon except in Scotland and Ireland.  Lakes and ponds. 

 

 

 

 

 Scutellum without a longitudinal keel or tubercle.  Mesosternum with a furrow only 

in the back section. ................................................................................................. 
 A doubled microscopic sculpture is occasionally found in aeratus and marinus 
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3 Underside completely reddish-yellow.  Stripes of metallic blue 

or green lie along the lines of the striae of the elytra.  The 

inner striae of the elytra are almost completely faded.  Length 

5.0-7.5 mm. ............................................................................. 

 .......... Gyrinus urinator 
 In running water.  Mostly in lowlands.  Widespread, except Scotland but 

commoner to the west. 

 

 

 

 

 

 Underside completely or predominantly black. .....................................................4 
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4 Epipleura of the elytra black or brown with a metallic shine.  Elytra often with a 

microscopic sculpture consisting of tiny punctures and an oblique net-like pattern.  

Claws of the middle and hind legs yellow or black. ..............................................5 
 The epipleura are at the sides of the elytra, which fold under the side of the beetle.  They can be seen by 

looking at the beetle from underneath. 

 

 

 

 Epipleura very pale orange-brown without a metallic 

shine (it is important that the beetle is completely 

dry to see this).  Elytra without microscopic 

sculpture or if present it is not as above.  Claws of 

the middle and hind legs yellow. ...........................7 
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5 The two inner striae of the elytra become furrowed towards 

the tip.  Relatively larger species - length 4.5-7.5 mm. with a 

somewhat flatter build.  Striae on the elytra more distinct; 

viewed from above the flattened lateral rim around the side 

margin becoming broader towards the tip.  Claws of the front 

and middle legs black. ............................................................ 

 .......... Gyrinus marinus 
 Widespread and quite common, though rare in Scotland.  In fresh and brackish 

water and in acidic moorland pools 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Striae of the elytra finer, the two inner striae not becoming furrowed towards the 

tip or only indistinctly so.  Length 2.5-6 mm.  Flattened lateral rim around the side 

margin not becoming broader towards the tip.  Body outline and cross section of 

the body more rounded. .......................................................................................6 
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6 Relatively smaller species - length 4.5-6 mm.  Narrower and 

less strongly domed.  Striae on the elytra somewhat coarser.  

The microscopic sculpture consists of a long obliquely directed 

network which is absent from the lateral interstices.  Epipleura 

of the elytra commonly dark brown.  Claws of the front and 

hind legs black. ....................................................................... 

 .......... Gyrinus aeratus 
 Lakes, canals and slow rivers.  Widespread but commoner to the north and in 

Ireland. 

 

 

 

 

  

 On average a larger species - 5-6 mm.  Striae on the elytra finer.  The 

microscopic sculpture consisting of a rounded meshwork, which covers the whole 

of the elytra, resulting in the outer interstices being dull. Claws of the front and 

hind legs yellow. ...................................................................................................... 

 .......... Gyrinus opacus 
 In small upland pools in Scotland.  Uncommon. 
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7 The microscopic sculpture on the elytra consists of very 

dense tiny punctures.  Length 5-7 mm.  Species of the 

margins of slow-flowing or stagnant water. .................... 

 .......... Gyrinus distinctus 
 In lakes and drains.  Widespread but uncommon. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Microscopic sculpture completely absent or with only tiny isolated scattered 

punctures. .............................................................................................................8 
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8 More rounded oval species, the body clearly less than twice as 

long as wide. ...........................................................................9 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Less distinctly rounded species, sometimes almost parallel-

sided, the body at least twice as long as wide. ...................11 
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9 The outer rows of punctures on the elytra lie in a distinct 

furrow, at least in the front half; the punctures are only 

deepened towards the front and are very indistinct near the 

tip; the ellipse of punctures near the tip of the elytra is very 

indistinct, contrasting with those on the top of the elytra nearer 

the suture; tip of the elytra distinctly curved upwards.  Length 

4.0-6.2 mm. .............................................................................. 

 .......... Gyrinus suffriani 
 At the edge of pools.  Uncommon in the southern half of England and in Wales. 

 

 

 

 

 

 The outermost row of punctures may lie in a 

shallow furrow in the front half but the punctures 

remain strong right to the tip, differing little in 

strength and depth; the ellipse of punctures near 

the tip of the elytra is distinct with the punctures 

similar in strength to those on top of the elytra 

near the suture; tip of the elytra flat.  Length 4.5-

6.8 mm. ............................................................10 
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10 Relatively larger species - length 5.0-6.8 mm.  

On the underside the epipleura, the 

mesosternum (between the middle and front 

legs) and the last segment of the abdomen 

(viewed from below) are distinctly paler 

orange-brown.  On the elytra, the inner striae 

along the suture are clearly weaker than the 

outer ones.  Upper surface more shining.  

Male: aedeagus longer, with relatively longer 

and narrower tip.  Female: base of the 

median lobes straight to convex with rounded 

inner corners. ................................................. 

 .......... Gyrinus substriatus 
 The commonest and most widespread 

species in Europe.  In small stagnant and 

flowing streams, near the margins of lakes 

and ponds and in moorland.  Specimens 

occur with a fine microscopic sculpture of 

tiny punctures. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 On average smaller - length 4.5-5.8 mm.  Mesosternum and 

last segment of the abdomen dark.  The inner striae of the 

elytra are only slightly finer than the outer ones.  Upper surface 

darker in colour.  Male: aedeagus shorter with a relatively 

shorter and compact tip.  Female: middle lobes curving 

inwards at the base with their inner angles pointed. .................. 

 .......... Gyrinus natator 
 Appears to prefer moorland pools.  Ireland only – not recorded from Great Britain. 
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11 Outer margin of the elytra towards the tip with a 

slight angle.  The short row of punctures along 

the front of the pronotum is located close to the 

margin.  Male: tip of aedeagus square-ended 

about two-thirds as broad as the outer lamellae.  Female: 

middle lobes slope outwards.  Length 5.-7.5 mm. ............ 

 .......... Gyrinus caspius 
 In fresh and brackish water, usually near the coast.  Locally common and 

widespread. 

 

 

 

 

 

 Outer margin of the elytra towards the tip 

rounded.  The short row of punctures at the front 

of the pronotum is further from the margin.  Male: 

tip of aedeagus more pointed.  Female: middle 

lobes slope inwards.  Length 5.6-8.0 mm. ........... 

 .......... Gyrinus paykulli 
 Amongst reeds at the edge of open water.  Widespread but uncommon. 
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