
Lepidopterans 

The Tent Caterpillars. TERRENCE D. FITZGER- 
ALD. Cornstock (Cornell University Press), Ithaca, 
NY, 1995. xvi, 303 pp., illus., + plates. $37.95 or 
£29.95. Cornell Series in Arthropod Biology. 

This book is a prodigious synthesis of a large 
and varied literature on the lives and times 
of tent caterpillars, lasiocampid moths in 
the genus Malacosoma. It expands upon and 
follows in the tradition of Dethier's popular 
treatise The  World of the Tent  Makers (1983) 
on the eastern tent caterpillar, Malacosoma 
americanum. 

Fitzgerald focuses heavily on the two 
common and economically important spe- 
cies found in North America, the eastern 
and the forest ( M .  disstria) tent caterpillars. 
The body of published information on these 
two species is several orders of magnitude 
greater than that available for the other two 
dozen or so described species combined, but 
whenever possible Fitzgerald tempers the 
unavoidable attendant bias with comDara- 
tive discussions launched from ecological 
and evolutionary perspectives. The result is 
a welcome and fresh approach to a subject 
that could easily have given rise to a daunt- 
ing traversal and distillation of the e j t~an-  

curvum, on a tree defoliated by multiple colonies." 
rerrence D. Fitzgerald] 

sive (and often colorless and ~arochial) aD- . 
plied entomological literature. 

The most interesting segment of the 
book is Fitzgerald's analysis of caterpillar 
sociality and its evolutionary history. This 
is a fairly new field of inquiry that he has 
successfully nurtured and championed 
during the last several decades. and he 
clearl; finds his forte in the chapters on 
caterpillar aggregation, foraging behavior, 
tent-building, and thermoregulation. 
Many new and intriguing insights will be 
forthcoming from work in these areas, and 
Fitzgerald's apt final sentence (p. 272) in 
the book calls for "studies of the foraeine u - 
behavior of a broad diversity of species, 
sufficiently detailed to allow us to begin to 
assess the range of communicative inter- 
actions that occur among social caterpil- 
lars." Indeed, this plea can and should be 
generalized further, as our ability to use 
Lepidoptera effectively as test organisms is 
limited by a worldwide lack of larval life- 
history data for the vast majority of non- 
pest species. 

The Tent  Caterbillars is also a literarv 
treasure trove of citables-in a decidedly 
nonrandom survey of five comparable lepi- 
dopteran works in my office, it took first 
place, with 443 references and 161 tables or 
figures tucked into 272 Daees. We should all 

be thankful t h s t - ~ a l a s o m a  beetle 
larvae (predators on Malacosoma) 
are only a few centimeters long, 
since we discover (p. 17 1) that they 
may move 2.9 kilometers in 72 
hours and eat 41 full-grown cater- 
pillars during their 14 days of hunt- 
ing. And those who haven't previ- 
ouslv observed the effectiveness of 
phe;omonal communication can 
become converts by looking at the 
caterpillars shown (p. 129) march- 
ing dutifully in a "figure 8." Vari- 
ants on this and related themes can 

"Nonpigmental coloration of the cuticle of the eastern tent be any springtime in 
caterpillar. The white middorsal stripe and the subdorsal North America and elsewhere* to 
blue areas are produced by the selective filtering of light by the delight of grade-school chil- 
transparent microtubules." rerrence D. Fitzgerald] dren. Such opportunities are not 

496 SCIENCE VOL. 272 26 APRIL 1996 

lost on Fitzgerald, who devotes his last 
chapter to discussing simple ways in which 
tent caterpillars can be used to reveal the 
workings of biological principles. The Tent  
Caterpillars is thus a useful teaching tool at 
several levels of inquiry and should be wel- 
come on the bookshelves of more than just 
lepidopterists. 

Lawrence F. Gall 
Peabody M w e u m  of Natural History, 

Yale University, 
N e w  Haven, C T  06520-81 18, U S A  
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Vignettes: Dinomania 

The blissful act of categorizing may help explain why children are fascinated with 
dinosaurs. Given all the possible living and fossil animals available to the minds 
of eight-year-olds, why is there so much enthusiasm for a group of extinct reptiles? 
. . . Bigness is indeed exhilarating . . . , but moose and elephants do not receive 
the same degree of devotion. . . . The answer is perhaps in the genesis of speech 
as nomenclature, the tasks of order making, names as conjuring images. . . . The 
great array of dinosaurs is somewhat like a garden of great riches, a kindergarten 
of the intellect. Minding them is a sugarplum pie in the naming process, which is 
ordinarily meat and potatoes, too easy among farm animals, too hard among 
beetles or birds, too limited among mammals. 

-Paul Shepard, in The Others: How Animals Made Us Human (Island Press) 

Control over the powerful and threatening external elements of life is not the only 
sort of power kids typically derive from their wealth of din0 lore. They also gain 
something of an upper hand over their parents at the same time. Kids can tell you 
the true scientific name of Brontosaurus (it's Apatosaurus-an arcane piece of 
information their parents are unlikely to know). There is power in knowing things. 

-Niles Eldredge, in Dominion: Can Nature and Culture Co-exist? (Holt) 
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