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ug enthusiasts will be seeing red at this year’s Arizona Insect
Festival, with a new exhibit dedicated to a prickly-pear-loving

parasite used to make scarlet dye once prized by everyone from the ancient
Aztecs to the British “Redcoats.”

The parasite called cochineal is responsible for the fuzzy white growth
that appears on some prickly pear cactuses. But the bug is best known for
the brilliant red dyes that can be made by drying out and grinding up the
females of the species.

For hundreds of years, the Mayans and Aztecs used cochineal to color
fabric and illustrate maps and manuscripts. Then Spanish colonizers
showed up in the 16th century and carted the insect and its dye back to
Europe, where it became one of the most valuable imports from the New
World.

Gov. Hobbs: Arizona can't fill gap if food stamp funds dry

People are also reading…

https://www.arizonainsectfestival.org/
https://extension.arizona.edu/sites/extension.arizona.edu/files/attachment/CochinealScale.pdf
https://tucson.com/news/state-regional/government-politics/article_8eb335ea-d070-40a2-acb9-f78f8045008c.html#tracking-source=mp-in-article
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up next week

Manhattan transplant quickly recognized downtown
Tucson's potential

Ex-Wildcat Jada Williams: 'Toxic' culture at Arizona took a
toll on her mental health

Inmate shot dead at Tucson hospital faced charges in
daughter's death

A weaver crushes a cochineal insect to show how much dye is found in one insect. This year’s Arizona
Insect Festival will feature a new exhibit dedicated to cochineal, the prickly-pear-loving parasite used
to make scarlet dye.

Jon G. Fuller, Associated Press

https://tucson.com/news/state-regional/government-politics/article_8eb335ea-d070-40a2-acb9-f78f8045008c.html#tracking-source=mp-in-article
https://tucson.com/news/local/column/article_b8163f1e-034d-4261-9bcb-1c01fc2c2f9d.html#tracking-source=mp-in-article
https://tucson.com/sports/arizonawildcats/basketball/article_d639317c-83a6-5918-8b50-9b5b527ab2a3.html#tracking-source=mp-in-article
https://tucson.com/news/local/crime-courts/article_51d5eccd-1785-42a6-a69c-5971aef48c05.html#tracking-source=mp-in-article
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A domesticated version of the parasite is still raised and harvested today to
produce natural pigments used in food coloring, lipstick and other
products.

All that history will be on display in a booth called “What’s the Deal with
Cochineal?” set to make its debut on Sunday, Oct. 5, during the University
of Arizona’s 13th annual Insect Festival.

The praying mantis, like this one rescued from a Tucson swimming pool, is the theme insect for this
year's Arizona Insect Festival on Oct. 5.  

Henry Brean, Arizona Daily Star
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The free, kid-friendly event hosted by the Department of Entomology will
run from 10 a.m. to 3 p.m. at the university’s Environment and Natural
Resources 2 Building on Sixth Street just east of Park Avenue.

“We will have some cactus pads with local cochineal to observe, not
handle, for obvious reasons,” said U of A Entomology Professor Molly
Hunter. “We will also show the cool diversity of specialized insects
associated with the Tucson local species — predators, a parasite and
parasites of the predators,” hopefully with some live examples to look at
under a microscope.

Hunter said kids who visit the booth will get
to take part in a craft activity likely involving
red paint and see just how much red pigment
can be made by grinding up a single dried
insect from the domesticated species.

Also new at this year’s event is an art
installation called Insect Observatory, which
will use projectors to display giant versions
of tiny bugs on a 10-foot-by-10-foot fabric
screen as festivalgoers interact with them in
tanks. Among the bugs slated to make their
big-screen debut are several local aquatic species collected from Madera
Canyon and the Santa Cruz River, and the festival’s theme insect for 2025,
the bordered mantis.

The white fuzzy growth seen on
some prickly pear cactuses is
produced by parasitic insects
called cochineal, which for
centuries have been harvested and
even domesticated to produce a
variety of red dyes.
Courtesy of Molly Hunter,
University of Arizona
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Scientist and artist Alex Lombard, who
dreamed up the Insect Observatory, said the
projector will make a bug that’s less than a
quarter of an inch long appear roughly the
size of a computer mouse.

“This exhibit was always intended as a pilot
project towards something we could bring
into schools and classrooms,” she said.

Meanwhile, some of the festival’s most
popular attractions will be back again this
year, including the Arthropod Zoo of recently collected native critters, the
Stings n’ Things exhibit of bitey and sometimes poisonous insects, the
hands-on Joy of Roaches booth and the Build a Bug crafting area for
kids.

If you go

The University of Arizona’s Department of Entomology will host its 13th annual
Arizona Insect Festival from 10 a.m. to 3 p.m. Sunday, Oct. 5, at the U of A's
Environment and Natural Resources 2 Building at 1064 E. Lowell St., just off Sixth
Street east of Park Avenue.

Admission and parking on campus are free.

The event will feature live bugs, interactive exhibits and educational displays, with
snacks and refreshments available for purchase from several food trucks.

A full slate of booths and activities is available at: www.arizonainsectfestival.org.

This year's Arizona Insect Festival
will be held from 10 a.m. to 3 p.m.
Oct. 5 at the University of
Arizona's Environment and Natural
Resources 2 Building on Sixth
Street just east of Park Avenue.
University of Arizona Department of
Entomology

https://tucson.com/news/article_22b6ccfc-8104-11ef-9ffa-b302a6776e79.html
https://tucson.com/news/local/article_ffcc2146-5d51-11ee-bb00-c38e4da5f877.html
https://tucson.com/news/local/article_7a881666-40e7-11ed-accf-133ba6e3bbc7.html
https://www.arizonainsectfestival.org/
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The Department of Entomology created the festival to encourage
understanding and appreciation of local insects and the insect-based
research going on at the U of A and beyond. The event draws thousands of
people each year.

If you’re a cochineal, you could say it’s to dye for.

The bordered mantis is the theme insect for this year's 13th annual Arizona Insect Festival at the U of
A on Oct. 5.

Ron Medvescek, Arizona Daily Star, File
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PHOTOS: Attracting the ladies, and other monsoon critters
action
It isn't just humans who love it when the monsoon rains enliven the desert, perking everything up.
Critters come out to play, bigtime. 
"Summer rains trigger a second breeding season for many animals, from insects to the birds and
mammals that feed on the insects," the Arizona-Sonora Desert Museum in Tucson notes on its
website, adding:.
Many butterflies emerge or arrive with the rains.
Giant palo verde beetles emerge to mate and lay eggs.
Spadefoot toads and Sonoran green toads "begin their short and frenzied reproductive cycles in the
shallow rain puddles."
Nectar-feeding bats and their new young begin to move south, following the blooms of agaves.
And it gets buggy out there. 
"Look for swirling swarms of winged leaf-cutter and harvester ants the morning after heavy rain; these
are new queens and males which will mate and establish new colonies."
Here's a photo gallery of some of Southern Arizona's monsoon critters of the Sonoran Desert.

1 of 17
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Contact reporter Henry Brean at hbrean@tucson.com. On Twitter: @RefriedBrean

A male Couch's spadefoot toad puffs up making a mating call as the Alamo Wash flows for a few hours after a
monsoon storm in July 2020. 

Kelly Presnell, Arizona Daily Star

mailto:hbrean@tucson.com
https://twitter.com/RefriedBrean
https://tucson.com/news/local/article_8df36880-ae71-4d79-8b8a-3e5f94e19160.html#1
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Sell Your Items - Free to List Visit Full Marketplace

Chaps Women's
Plaid
Asymmetrical
Zip Sweater Vest
- Cozy & C...

$18
JESSICA RYAN P. |
sellwild.com

Coldwater Creek
Women's Brown
Suede Leather
Blazer Jacket - ...
$25
JESSICA RYAN P. |
sellwild.com

Paparazzi New
Silvertone
Necklace and
Earring Set Red
Beads ...

$16
CONSHY C. | sellwild.com

Coach Classic
Black and Beige
Wristlet Zip
Wallet
$22
ELOISE E. | sellwild.com

ULTRALOQ
U-Bolt
Smart
Lock, 5-in-1
Keyless
Entry Door
Lock w...

$100
BARGAINHUNTER |
sellwild.com

Sunrise
Alarm
Clock for
Heavy
Sleepers

$28
BARGAINHUNTER
| sellwild.com

Powered by

By Henry Brean

Reporter

Marketplace

✕

https://sellwild.com/sell?p=lee
https://sellwild.com/?p=lee
https://sellwild.com/product/104719434?p=lee&utm_source=lee
https://sellwild.com/product/104719747?p=lee&utm_source=lee
https://sellwild.com/product/104702300?p=lee&utm_source=lee
https://sellwild.com/product/104625999?p=lee&utm_source=lee
https://sellwild.com/product/104719290?p=lee&utm_source=lee
https://sellwild.com/product/104719293?p=lee&utm_source=lee
https://sellwild.com/
https://tucson.com/users/profile/Henry%20Brean
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