Leichhardt’'s grasshopper/
Alyurr, insects, scientific

taxonomy, naming

More than 60% of all animal species scientifically
described are insects. Almost a million insect species
are known so far, and probably at least as many are
still undiscovered. Many insects are benign, seemingly
insignificant creatures; some thrive under the most
unwelcoming of conditions. Small and inconspicuous,
many become visible only if you look closely - but

if you do, you might find them extremely beautiful.
Some species are considered annoying or are seen

as harmful pests by humans. On the other hand, we
acknowledge today that they are of fundamental
importance for the earth’s ecosystem.

Insect sounds and their modes of acoustic communi-
cation are as varied as the species themselves. There
are many different ways in which insects use their
body to produce sound: vibration or tremulation of
wings or other body parts, percussion (striking one
body part against another), click mechanisms and
even air expulsion. Most common is stridulation,
meaning frictional mechanisms involving the move-
ments of two specialised body parts against each other
in a systematic, patterned manner. This signalling,
through scraping and grinding and knocking, shows
a similarity to electronic sounds - simple patterns on
micro levels are produced and varied in frequency
and intensity. An interesting connection can be drawn
to one of the mostimportant digital sound synthe-
sis/processing techniques today, granular synthesis,
where small grains of sound are layered and become
clouds of sound. In the same manner, overlapping
structures of many shortinsect calls resonatein a
landscape, or even in a few trees and bushes, thus cre-
ating temporal density and spatial multitude - a much
more refined spatiality than one could ever create in
the virtual electronic world.

Insect sounds in archives. Insect sound is also
“marginalised”; many insect sounds are soft, nearly
inaudibly soft - although when amplified by the
microphone, they may become sharp, piercing and
penetrating. (And when insects sound in choruses

they mark the soundscape of a landscape or a season
or time of day, for example cicadas.) Formerly, insect
sound was rarely the focus of scientific research. Today,
bioacoustics are becoming increasingly relevant, but
there is still a lack of sound documents to be found in
collections and archives. This is not only because sound
recording only became possible from the beginning

of the 20th century, existing archival recordings also
have often not yet been digitized or included in digital
databases (for example in the The Atlas of Living
Australia, the national biodiversity database, https://
bie.ala.org.au). Sound recordings in the archives can
have very different characteristics - some consist of
long recordings taken in the field, with other spe-
cies, environmental sound or even comments by the
recordistin the background, but there are also many
sound documents of insects in captivity, recorded in
the sterile inside space of a laboratory, sometimes
with electrodes attached to nervesin order to provoke
sound producing mechanisms.

The multitude, diversity and specificity of insect
sounds, and the questions of why and how they call -
the “story” that is connected with their form of acous-
tic communication - are what makes composing with
these calls interesting and rewarding. Insect sounds
are highly adaptive to the environment and living
requirements of an animal; even similar species can
produce completely different calls - their uniqueness
allows for an artistic approach that s less scientific
but more speculative in a productive way.

The existence of Leichhardt’s grasshopper only
became known to me afterI had decided to research
insect sounds for this project as a kind of methodolo-
gy for the reasons named above. It was a coincidence
that the species is native to Arnhem Land, and that it
plays a very importantrole in local Indigenous Cre-
ation/Dreaming Stories.

The Jawoyn and Gundjeibmi (Gundjeihmi) people of
Western Arnhem Land call the grasshopper Alyurr,
children of the lightning man, Namarrkon, a power-
ful Indigenous creation ancestor. Namarrkon came
from the Cobourg Peninsula with the storms of the
north-west monsoon, together with his wife, Barrginj,
and their children. The peak time for lightning in
Arnhem Land is the “build-up” in November-Decem-
ber, when spectacular dry thunderstorms light up the
skies. There is a famous Namarrkon painting at the
Burrungkuy/Angbangbang (Nourlangie) rock art site in
Kakadu. In many rock art paintings, Namarrkon is de-
picted with axes extending from each side of his body,
which he uses to split clouds or lightning. The axes are
striped bands that replicate Alyurr's antennae.

Leichhardt's grasshopper’s scientific name is Petasida
ephippigera. Leichhardt sawiton 17.11.1845 and
sketched itin his field travelogue. After Leichhardt’s
sighting of 1845, it was not spotted again (in the “of-
ficial” records at least) until 1973, 128 years later. It is
brightly blue- and orange-coloured and belongs to the
family Pyrgomorphidae - Leichhardt's grasshopper’s
closest relative is found far off in the south-west of
Western Australia, just as Alyurr has only been found
in the Northern Territory, in small, isolated popula-
tions at three main locations in the “stone country”.
Most sites are accessible only by foot, more than a
day's walk from any roads. Even thoughiitis quite rare,
the grasshopper can't be covered by endangered
species legislation because so much is unknown about
its basic distribution, biology and ecology. Alyurr lives
on one host plant - an aromatic resinous bush called
Pityrodia - and often it stays on one particular bush.

Many other plant and animal species were named
after Leichhardt (around 12 animals and 90 plants in
2012, see Landeck). But although he first described
many plants and animals in his written notes, made
sketches of them, etc., Leichhardt was able to publish
almost none of his research. (Leichardt's grasshop-
peris a good example; he saw and described it in his
field book, but it was named Petasida ephippigera by
Adam White in 1845.) The link between taxonomy -
the scientific process of naming, circumscribing and
classifying groups of biological organisms - and other
concepts of knowledge production, understanding
and acknowledgement has been one of the concerns
of this project (and thinking about the significance of
“naming” led to Leichhardt in the first place, because
in Australia, geographical features, highways, roads,
towns, districts, buildings, shops, etc. are named after
him - in stark contrast to how little he is known in
Germany).

Should the “European taxonomic urge” be ques-
tioned? Robert Raven and Barbara Baehr, arachnol-
ogists from the Queensland Museum, both point

out that because current scientific research is under
increasing pressure to produce economic value, the
description of new species is sometimes less hon-
oured (one could see an analogy to artistic produc-
tion - discovering and describing new species has
aspects of a l'art-pour-I'art activity). But as much of the
world's biodiversity is vanishing, Robert Raven empha-
sises that basic scientific knowledge is needed in order
to understand the importance of the single species in
the “building blocks"” of life, where everything is con-
nected. And Barbara Baehr, who named several of her
recently discovered spider species after Leichhardt,
sees discovering and describing every “new” species
as an expression of joy and respect for life.
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