Specimen Preparation: Notes on Pinning, Pointing, and Spreading Insects
C. Riley Nelson, Department of Integrative Biology, Brigham Young University, Provo, Utah 84602 USA.  Email address: rileynelson@byu.edu
General notes: The goal of preparation is to make the specimen available for morphological study by making external features readily visible. You should take care to avoid destroying important features of the insect. Perhaps the most important convention is to always pin the insect slightly to the right of the midline, such that characteristics on the midline are preserved. Immature insects, soft bodied forms, and all non-Insect Arthropods should not be pinned, but should be preserved in alcohol (70% ethanol preferred, but 70% isopropanol acceptable; use of formalin as an insect preservative is discouraged). If specimens are to be used in DNA sequencing, use 95 – 100% ethanol.

Pinning

In general, pins should be inserted into the body just to the right of the midline of the insect (Fig. 1). Care should be taken to level the specimen on the pin (Fig. 2). Bees, wasps, flies, and butterflies should be pinned between the bases of the front wings.  

· Bugs (Hemiptera) should be pinned through the scutellum.

· Grasshoppers (Orthoptera) should be pinned through the pronotum.

· Beetles (Coleoptera) should be pinned through the right elytron, halfway between the two ends of the body.
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Fig. 1. Pin placement in various insects. Modified from Oman & Cushman 1948. 
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Fig 2. Correct and incorrect examples of pinning, with respect to height on pin and levelling. Modified from Oman & Cushman 1948. 

Pointing


All small, hard-bodied insects should be pointed on narrow triangles of heavy paper. The pin is inserted into the triangle near its narrow base and the insect carefully glued to the long apex. The head should be pointing to the right when the point is facing forward. Many researchers prefer to attach very small pins (minutens) to the larger standard pin by means of dense foam. In this case then, the specimen is impaled in the right side with the minuten pin. An alternative is to simply glue the small insect directly to the pin.


All specimens, but especially beetles should be pointed so that the ventral side of the body is visible. This is facilitated by bending the narrow apex of the point downward slightly to accommodate the angle of the side of the insect.


Flies, wasps and other insects in which wings are extended above the body should be mounted on their right side, preferably with wings oriented vertically.

Spreading


Butterflies and moths should be spread so that the rear margin of the front wings is at right angles to the body.  The hind wings should then be far enough forward so that there is no large gap between the front and hind wings.


Grasshoppers are often mounted with the right wing spread.  However, it is not required that you spread the grasshoppers in your collection for this course.


Dragonflies and damselflies can also be spread.  However, for purposes of this course, and for most researchers, it is preferred that you store them in glassine envelopes with their wings extended over their back.  
1
2

