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Feigning death in larvae of the firefly Pyrocoelia fumosa

(Coleoptera: Lampyridae )
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Feigning death in larvae of the firefly Pyrocoelia fumosa can easily be elicited by a gentle squeeze
with tweezers. In many cases, the death-feigning insect’s body is rigid with legs stretched out and ven-
tral side of the abdomen turned up or sideways. This reaction occurs irrespective of whether it is day or
night. A larva possesses a complicated pattern of darker and lighter color patches on its ventral surface,
and it is thought that this coloration acts as camouflage and protects the larva while it is feigning death.
The duration of the death-feigning reaction varies between larvae and even from one to the next reac-
tion. One individual, in which the duration was measured, feigned death for 426 seconds. Reflex
bleeding, a kind of defensive behavior in which a nasty smelling liquid is released, is a common reac-
tion of many firefly aimed at an attacker. However, the larva of this firefly did not exhibit this behavior,
most likely because feigning death has replaced reflex-bleeding as a deterrent. The time span from the
start of feigning death to a resumption of normal crawling was also considerable in the above example
and was 586 seconds. No correlation existed between the size of a larva and the duration of the death-
feigning and recovery periods. The average span to a resumption of locomotion was 30 seconds. It is
thought that the time span it takes to recover from feigning death is related to the need to escape
promptly from an enemy once feigning death has been abandoned and locomotion re-appears.
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