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In Memoriam: James Donald Lafontaine

8 December 1948 — 20 November 2025

Dr. J. Donald Lafontaine (Don to those who knew him) passed away on 20 Nov. 2025, shortly after
suffering from a stroke. Don was born at the Civic Hospital, Ottawa, Ontario, and grew up in
Canada’s capital region. After graduating Nepean High School, Don pursued an undergraduate
degree at Carleton University under Henry F. Howden (1972). From an early age, Don was
passionate about nature, learning the local flora and fauna. He could find and identify plants,
mammals, birds, reptiles, and amphibians. Nevertheless, it was his interest in butterflies and
moths that would shape his career, despite briefly considering a career path in fern taxonomy.

Don’s involvement in the local naturalist community and interest in Lepidoptera inevitably led to an
introduction to the scientists at the Canadian National Collection of Insects, Arachnids and
Nematodes (CNC), just a few miles from his home. Tom Freeman, Eugene Munroe and especially
David F. Hardwick, then director of the Biosystematics Research Institute, would become Don’s
mentors and career advocates. Influenced by David Hardwick and his work on cutworm and
earworm moths, Don would enrollin a MSc program focusing on Euxoa cutworms under the
guidance of George Ball at the University of Alberta. Nearing the end of his two-year program,
George Ball advised that Don’s thesis essentially amounted to a PhD, and encouraged him to
change programs, with an extra year to meet course requirements. Don completed his PhD in 1979,
and shortly thereafter started his career as a research scientist at the CNC, following Hardwick’s
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retirementin 1978. Having already worked as a student at the CNC as early as 1971, Don’s “home
base” at the CNC would span 46 years, during which time he became a leading world-authority on
Owlet moths.

Don was author or co-author of over 130 scientific publications. Starting in 1968 at the age of 19, he
published a checklist of Ottawa area butterflies, and two years later he described his first species
new to science, a local hairstreak butterfly he named Strymon borealis. Subsequently synonymized
under a more widespread species (Satyrium calanus), Don’s hairstreak literally flew off the
taxonomy radar for the next 50 years. It was not until a week after Don’s death that a colleague
pointed out that an overlooked hairstreak species seems to be present in eastern Canada, based
on mtDNA barcode results. Incredibly, this hidden species was the very same taxon that Don
described — a realization brought on solely by the fact that | had been compiling Don’s complete
bibliography!

Don has left an exceptional scientific legacy in the study of noctuid moths. His mastery of North
American cutworm moth taxonomy was unparalleled, particularly his early-career revisions of the
genus Euxoa, arguably the most difficult and speciose group of Nearctic macrolepidoptera. Don
would go on to author three monograph volumes, treating the entire North American Noctuini fauna
in the “Moths of North America” series. Early on, Don also traveled extensively throughout western
North America, and his first visit to the Yukon sparked a special interest in the Lepidoptera fauna of
Beringia and tundra Lepidoptera. The mountain tundra of the Yukon was among Don’s favorite field
experiences, and a rare Yukon tiger moth (still only known from the two type specimens) now bears
his name, Chelis lafontainei (Ferguson, 1985) (Figure 1). Later in his career, Don drew on his vast
knowledge of Lepidoptera morphology to re-cast the higher classification of Noctuoidea, together
with Michael Fibiger. This stands as a foundational framework for Noctuoidea classification today.
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Fig. 1. Allotype female of Chelis lafontainei at the type locality, Windy Pass, Yukon, Canada.

Naturally, Don received many accolades for his achievements in Lepidopterology, including
invitations as symposium chair or keynote speaker in conferences that took him from Denver and
Boston to Helsinki and Leningrad. In 2013, Don received the Queen Elizabeth Il Diamond Jubilee
Medal which honours those who have made a significant contribution to fellow Canadians, their
community, or to Canada over the previous sixty years. He also received the Karl Jordan Medal in
2011, awarded for original research in Lepidoptera by The Lepidopterists' Society. Don also served
as editor for numerous journals, including The Canadian Entomologist, ZooKeys, and the “Moths of
North America” series. In 2001, he served as president of The Lepidopterists’ Society, and he was a
honorary life member of the Society for European Lepidopterology. Don valued the importance of
nature conservation, and also volunteered as a Lepidoptera expert with the Committee on the
Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada (COSEWIC). His vast biological knowledge and critical
thinking skills greatly aided conservation efforts towards Canada’s insect fauna.

Over his long and prodigious career Don authored or co-authored over 130 publications. He
described 249 taxa, including 15 new genera and four family-group taxa. He is honoured by nine
patronyms: eight species and one genus. One of the few remaining taxonomists trained and highly
skilled in morphology, Don became an expert in genitalic morphology and dissection techniques;
his legacy of dissection slides numbers over 7000.

Perhaps most significantly, Don was a gracious mentor to many people, always taking the time to
teach and aid those who came to him for his vast experience. Recognizing the importance of those
early mentors helping out an “amateur”, Don reciprocated on this philosophy, helping amateurs



—ARPHAPreprints - x,1hor-formatted, not peer-reviewed document posted on 05/01/2026 DOI: https://doi.org/10.3897/arphapreprints.e183910

and professionals alike throughout his career. His generosity, expertise and knowledge will be
greatly missed.
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Erebia lafontainei Troubridge & Philip, 1983 [Nymphalidae]
Eupithecia lafontaineata Bolte, 1990 [Geometridae]
Chelis lafontainei (Ferguson, 1985) [Erebidae]

Hadena lafontainei Troubridge & Crabo, 2009 [Noctuidae]
Euxoa lafontainei Metzler & Forbes, 2009 [Noctuidae]
Epidromia lafontainei Barbut, 2009 [Erebidae]

Zale lafontainei Troubridge, 2020 [Erebidae]

Pelochrista lafontainei (Wright, 2012) [Tortricidae]

Lafontaineana Martinez, 2021 [Noctuidae]



