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“What makes things baffling is their degree of complexity, not their sheer size ... a star is simpler than an insect” -
Martin Rees: “Exploring our Universe and Others”. This quote at the beginning of the book is certainly an
appropriate lead-in to the life story of an entomologist who has done so much to elucidate the complexity of insect
behaviour.

Escaping from Berlin before the Second World War, Thomas Eisner’s family lived in Spain, France and Uruguay
before moving with his butterfly collection to United States of America in 1947 (his butterfly collection did not
survive the baggage handling). Initially, rejected by Cornell University, he attended Harvard where he met Edward
0. Wilson (who wrote the foreword to this book), before finally settling at New York’s Cornell University, where a
far-sighted American system has supported him since 1959. He spent a year with the CSIRO in Canberra (1972-3).

It was the chemical defence of mini-beasts that fascinated Eisner from his youth - he could smell different scents on
many small arthropods.

Chemical ecology is the name of this relatively new game, pioneered by Eisner and a few associates. This quite
weighty tome presents a series of case studies in an engaging style that holds the attention pretty well throughout
the book.

Many of us would be familiar with the series of photographs of a frog encountering a bombardier beetle, capturing
it, and ejecting it from its mouth with obvious distress after the beetle had explosively discharged a corrosive
substance from its rear end. They are Eisner’s photographs and experiment. (One colleague discovered,
unfortunately, that “our” cane toad (Bufo marinus) is undeterred by bombardier beetles’ defence.) Together with the
various colleagues he gathered to his cause, both ecologists and chemists, he delved into little dramas like this
throughout his life, with elegantly designed and executed experiments. Often the experimental insect would be
tethered by a little hook fixed to its thorax with wax, so it could be still on a piece of appropriate indicator paper to
show that it sprayed in the exact direction of the stimulus. Quantities of spray were measured, and even the heat
content. Photographing the spray as it headed for the exact leg pinched by the forceps (imitating ant) was a tricky
procedure, but the results are fantastic, and appeared in ‘Science’ magazine in 1969.

Photographs are, in fact, a major feature of this attractive book - close-ups and electron-micrographs of insects
doing what they do, often demonstrating their defence in response to various attacks, from spiders, birds, frogs,
ants, forceps etc. Also illustrated throughout are the micro-dissections of the glands that produce the repellent
substances in the various insects, millipedes, whip scorpions and so on. Eisner is obviously a master of dissection.
Then there is the chemical configuration of each substance identified by his chemist colleagues. Together they
would work out how two or more precursors stored in the body reacted at the moment of ejection, so as not to harm
the owner. Bombardier beetles were found to produce benzoquinones, whose odour reminded Eisner of some
millipedes and harvestmen from his youth in Uruguay, and sure enough benzoquinones were the basis of their
defence systems as well.

In short, apart from being a most enjoyable read for an entomologist, “For Love of Insects” describes a long list of
important discoveries in arthropods’ chemical defence systems and other fascinating relationships between insects
and plants that would be useful background for students in a number of entomological and ecological fields.

Thomas Eisner deserves the epithet “modern Fabre” for his long-lasting investigations of arthropod behaviour, in
particular chemical defence mechanisms.

Barbara May
Entomologist
University of Western Sydney
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