Sleeping Beauty
a tale of the periodical cicadas

by Benjamin Jarrett



Under the ground, attached to the roots of trees in towns across America, there lives a mass of strange alien creatures. Red-eyed and sinister-looking, they emerge rarely, but when they do they overwhelm the villages and cities. They have interrupted music festivals, inspired haiku poetry and can be made into a delicious stir-fry (allegedly). They are the periodical cicadas.

Colloquially, but incorrectly, known as ‘17-year locusts’, the cicadas are true bugs, from the same taxon as aphids and shield bugs. The lifecycle of the periodical cicada is quite different to that of a bog-standard cicada, which emerges once a year. Around late May the young cicadas, or nymphs, emerge from the eggs embedded into tree branches. They fall to the ground and dig downwards, towards the roots of the tree. There they stay, underground, feeding on the vascular tissues of tree roots, taking in water and amino acids from the xylem using their long, piercing mouthparts. For seventeen years. 
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There are seven known species of periodical cicadas that differ from each other by the length of development (13 or 17 years) and species-specific songs. A cicada brood is a reproductively isolated population of one or more species that emerge at the same time. There are 15 broods in northern America. When a brood does emerge, the cicadas swamp the area creating a moving carpet of up to 370 individuals per square metre. Only the males produce the distinctive cicada trill so often heard in rainforests, and only do so to serenade a mate. And with 185 individuals per square metre singing, they can create quite a racket. With such a spectacle it is no wonder that the periodical cicadas have inspired such fear and awe in equal measure. 
Dr John Cooley, a specialist in cicadas from the University of Connecticut, describes the emergence as like “nothing else you have ever seen”, with the noise levels as “awesome – in the truest sense of the word”. Even orchestras struggle to compete with the cicadas; so much so that the Chicago Symphony Orchestra had to reschedule concerts from May to July in 2007 after the emergence of Brood XIII. These insect maelstroms do serve a purpose; the cicadas improve their mating success and, with such a large swarm, it does not matter if predators feast freely, as there are enough individuals for the population to survive – a strategy known as predator satiation. The prime lifecycle of a periodical cicada (13 or 17 years) is another weapon of defence against predation; a predator can exploit a host with a non-prime periodicity by using a periodicity that is a multiple of the host’s, something that cannot happen when the host has a prime periodicity.  
The red eyes and alien appearance of cicadas leave some people scared, but others amazed. They are not known to cause large amounts of damage and so are not the focus of ill feeling. In fact, in some countries, they are revered. The Japanese associate the cicada’s trill with hot summers and, because of the cyclical lifecycle and moulting process, use the cicada as a symbol for reincarnation. The cicada has also been immortalised in the Japanese poetry form of haiku. Cicada-inspired haiku competitions have taken place throughout Japan and America, with poems detailing facets of the cicada’s lifecycle. Second place in the 2007 Chicago Cicada Haiku Contest went to Penny Roman with: 

‘Ugly little bugs / Beautiful to each other / Cicada romance’

Christopher Conwell sums the life of a cicada rather well in the following seventeen syllables:

‘Seventeen year wait / A short time to find a mate / Good luck cicada’

The Native American tribe, the Onondaga, too, have special reverence for the periodical cicadas. Tradition has it that during one war with the ‘English’ colonialists, the ‘English’ burned the Onondaga tribe’s crops. This, however, did not seem to affect the natives who, it appeared, fed on the cicadas throughout the hard time.  Eating insects may sound strange but is getting more common in the western world. Entomophagy, as it is known, exploits the masses of cicadas when they do emerge. The trick, according to Dr Jenna Jadin of the University of Maryland, is to collect the newly emerged adults before their exoskeleton hardens, and boil them for five minutes. From then they can be incorporated into curries, pizza, dumplings and can be covered in chocolate – Dr Jadin’s favourite.

Whether you are a budding poet wanting inspiration; an adventurous foody wanting to try a deep-fried cicada; or an appreciator of nature, the mass emergences of cicadas provide the world with one of the most amazing natural phenomena that, I think, every person should experience. I am planning my visit. I suggest you do too.
Cicada emergence, 2007 (courtesy of Dr John Cooley)








