
INTRODUCTION

There are people who don’t know much about bark beetles.
 If they read this book, then they will know a lot about bark beetles.

LONGER INTRODUCTION

Most people never think about bark beetles. But some people do.
 Some people think bark beetles are yucky.
 Some people think bark beetles are invading, marauding, voracious 
pillagers.
 Some people think rocks and dirt are not interesting, and that bark 
beetles are less interesting than rocks or dirt.
 And then, there are some people who have spent time looking—actu-
ally looking—at bark beetles. And looking at what those bark beetles are 
doing.
 Who are these little beetles, these watchful people wonder. What do 
these little cartoony thingies do every day, and what do they do every 
night? And how do these little bark beetles affect me?
 Jiri Hulcr is a person who spends a lot of his time watching bark beetles 
do their bark beetle best to live their bark beetle lives and maybe find joy, 
and definitely find meals and sex.
 Perhaps you have some neighbors whom you never pay attention to—
boring, ordinary, dull-as-rocks-or-dirt people. And perhaps one day, for 
no particular reason, you focus your attention for a few minutes on what 
they are doing. And you discover that those neighbors are doing things 
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that are kind of mesmerizing. They are not just part of the woodwork. You 
find yourself wondering what they are up to, and why, and whether it af-
fects you. And what your life would be like if you were in their place.
 Bark beetles are our neighbors. Look at them through Jiri Hulcr’s eyes. 
And though his camera.
 Look at the lovely photos in this book. I am almost sure that you will 
see at least one or two bark beetles that, when you think about it, are less 
ugly and maybe more beautiful than two or three particular people in 
your own family, distant cousins or great-uncles whom you run across, 
occasionally, at weddings or funerals or holiday gatherings.
 If you read the book, you might decide that bark beetles, many of 
them, are helpless victims of sometimes vicious propaganda. You might 
decide all sorts of things. You might even decide that you kind of like 
bark beetles. If you are intensely lonely, you might decide that you are 
falling in love with a bark beetle. Be careful about that, when you read 
this book.

M A R C  A B R A H A M S



1
WHO’S NORMAL?

What Are They?

Bark beetles. Most people don’t even know what bark beetles are. The few 
who recognize the name, “bark beetles,” probably heard it in a news report 
about Evil Pests Destroying Forests on a Continental Scale. Wow, they said, 
that’s big. And they walked away from that news report, wondering: “Why 
does nature do such mean things?”
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 This book aims to put that stereotype to rest. Bark beetles—O, lovable 
creatures!—are among the strangest, funniest, and most misunderstood 
insects. There are more than six thousand different species. We don’t re-
ally know how many, because taxonomists keep counting and arguing. 
(Taxonomists are scientists who try to classify organisms.) The bottom 
line is that this one group of little beetles contains about the same num-
ber of species as there are mammal species on the planet. More than six 
thousand.
 Just as mammals exist in different shapes and sizes, bark beetle species 
also differ wildly. They have different hair styles (seriously, see page 7). 
They invented agriculture at least thirteen times (mammals managed to 
do that only once; guess which particular mammal species did it). Among 
the different bark beetle species, you can see a variety of ways to have sex 
and to pass inherited traits on to the next generation of cute babies (mam-
mals, in contrast, all have the same boring genetics).
 Clearly, I am biased because I love them. After leafing through this 
book, perhaps you will too.



Left, below: Camptocerus, the South American 
jewel among bark beetles. In addition to 
being good-looking, it farms fungi for food. 
Photo by Alex Petrov.
Right, below: Scolytoplatypus. If you took the 
oddest bark beetles, chopped them into 
pieces, and then reassembled a bug from the 
remains, it might look like this. Photo by Alex 
Petrov.


