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Flexural stiffness patterns of butterfly wings (Papilionoidea)
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Abstract. A flying insect generates aerodynamic forces through the ac-
tive manipulation of the wing and the “passive” properties of deformability
and wing shape. To investigate these “passive” properties, the flexural
stiffness of dried forewings belonging to 10 butterfly species was compared
to the butterflies’ gross morphological parameters to determine allom-
etric relationships. The results show that flexural stiffness scales with wing
loading to nearly the fourth power (pw

3.9) and is highly correlated with
wing area cubed (S3.1).

The generalized map of flexural stiffness along the wing span for
Vanessa cardui has a reduction in stiffness near the distal tip and a large
reduction near the base. The distal regions of the wings are stiffer against
forces applied to the ventral side, while the basal region is much stiffer
against forces applied dorsally. The null hypothesis of structural isom-
etry as the explanation for flexural stiffness scaling is rejected. Instead,
selection for a consistent dynamic wing geometry (angular deflection)
in flight may be a major factor controlling general wing stiffness and
deformability. Possible relationships to aerodynamic and flight habit fac-
tors are discussed. This study proposes a new approach to addressing the
mechanics of insect flight and these preliminary results need to be tested
using fresh wings and more thorough sampling.

KEY WORDS: biomechanics, butterfly wings, flight, allometry, flexural stiff-
ness, aerodynamics

INTRODUCTION
A flying insect generates aerodynamic forces primarily through the ac-

tive manipulation of wing movements and the “passive” morphological prop-
erties of deformability and wing shape. The morphological parameters of
insect flight have been the subject of various investigations (Weis-Fogh 1977,
Wootton 1981, Ellington 1984, Betts 1986, Dudley 1990, Srygley 1994),
complimenting an extensive body of work on the aerodynamics of insect
and hovering flight (e.g., Jensen 1956, Weis-Fogh 1973, Nachtigall 1974,
Ellington 1980, 1984b). However, empirical measures of aerodynamically
relevant mechanical properties of wings are absent from the literature.
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Various measures of wing geometry have been used as surrogates for the
biomechanical properties of wings, but these can be only crude approxi-
mations given the complex structure and construction of wings. Here, I
measure the deformability of butterfly wings to determine its interspecific
scaling relationships with various wing and body size parameters. This in-
vestigation complements qualitative analyses of structure and allometry,
theoretical predictions of wing properties, and observations of flight per-
formance and behavior.

Previous studies of insect flight have investigated the aerodynamics of
flight through theoretical calculations (Weis-Fogh 1977, Ellington 1980),
allometric patterns of wing shape and wing beat (Greenewalt 1962, Ellington
1984), wing movements and deformations during flight (Wootton 1981,
Betts 1986), flight habit and behavior (Betts & Wootton 1988, Dudley 1990,
Srygley 1994), the aerodynamic effects of angle of attack or presence of
scales (Jensen 1956, Nachtigall 1974, Martin & Carpenter 1977), and com-
mon structural features of butterfly wings (Wootton 1981). To date, no study
has measured deformability of wings. This study will demonstrate the po-
tential of biomechanical approaches to understanding insect flight.

Flexural stiffness (EI) is a measure of deformability, which by controlling
wing shape under aerodynamic load modifies aerodynamic forces. The flex-
ural stiffness of a structure is a function of two properties: the elastic modulus
(E, stress per unit strain) of the material that composes it; and the second
moment of inertia (I), a function of the cross-sectional geometry. This study
will 1) determine flexural stiffness patterns within butterfly wings, and 2)
define allometric relationships among flexural stiffness and morphologi-
cal parameters. Analysis of allometric patterns can provide insights into the
importance of developmental or structural constraints relative to presump-
tive adaptations (Strauss 1990).

Some expectations for flexural stiffness patterns can be drawn from pre-
vious studies. Betts (1986) found that in a small sample of Heteroptera,
angular deformation of the wing tip was weakly correlated with angular
momentum of the wing. A principal conclusion derived from Betts (1986)
and Wootton (1981) is that dorsal transverse flexion (producing a dorsally
concave surface) is more strongly resisted by wing structure (i.e., ventrally
stiffer) than is ventral transverse flexion. Wootton hypothesized that ven-
tral flexion may reduce drag on the upstroke of wings exhibiting minimal
wing-twisting, as in Lepidoptera. These studies would predict 1) that stiff-
ness will decrease in the distal region, possibly associated with a flexion line
(see Wootton, 1981 for detailed explanation), and 2) ventral stiffness (e.g.,
resistance to ventrally directed forces which would produce dorsal trans-
verse flexion) will be significantly greater than dorsal stiffness.
Two alternative hypotheses regarding interspecific scaling of flexural stiff-
ness are tested. H0: the measured index of flexural stiffness is entirely a
mechanical consequence of structural and geometric isometry. H1: the in-
dex of flexural stiffness scales so that angular deflection under proportion-
ate loading regimes remains consistent (cf. elastic similarity; McMahon,
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1973). The predictions based on these hypotheses are presented in the
Discussion.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Species selected and morphometric measures

Three individuals for each of ten species were included among a mixed dry but-
terfly set obtained from Carolina Biologic Supply Company. The 10 species were
Battus polydamas Linnaeus 1758 (Papilionidae) Parides montezuma Westwood 1842
(Papilionidae), Danaus lotis Cramer 1779 (Nymphalidae), Phoebis statira Cramer 1777
(Pieridae), Eurema hecabe Linnaeus 1758 (Pieridae), Pereute charops Boisduval 1836
(Pieridae), Ascia monuste Linnaeus 1758 (Pieridae), Pyrrhogyra neaerea Linnaeus 1758
(Nymphalidae), the heliconiine Dione juno Cramer 1782 (Nymphalidae), and the
pierid Catopsillia scylla Linnaeus 1764. Two living Vanessa cardui Linnaeus 1758
(Nymphalidae) were included, and their wings measured both immediately after
death and after three weeks of desiccation. Species were identified according to
Lewis (1974). For each specimen, total body mass and mass of the right fore- and
hindwing separately, were weighed with a Mettler H80 electro-balance (0.1 mg pre-
cision). Fore- and hindwings were drawn to scale using a camera lucida attached to
a Wild microscope at magnification x6. These outlines were then digitized to de-
termine wing area.

Flexural stiffness measures
The principal set of measurements consisted of force/deformation curves from

forewings under cantilever loading to produce transverse bending (Fig. 1). These
curves were generated for all 11 species. Cantilever loading was chosen over alter-
natives such as three- and four-point bending because, in natural flight, the base of
the wing is fixed relative to the body while the remainder of the wing is aerody-
namically loaded along its length as nearly perpendicular to the plane of the wing
as possible. The 10 dried species were compared for allometric patterns in wing
area (S), wing loading (dry body mass/wing area; rw), and flexural stiffness (EI) as
a function of dry body mass (m). Calculated wing loading will underestimate actual
wing loading because dried specimens were used. All wings were loaded both dor-
sally and ventrally. As described in this paper, loading from the dorsal direction
(dorsal loading) results in a dorsally convex surface, which is equivalent to ventral
transverse flexion in other studies.
Two Vanessa cardui adults were tested two to three days after emergence from chry-
salides. They were killed by pinching their thorax and then placed in a freezer for
five minutes, immediately after which they were weighed. After the V. cardui were
loaded in the tensiometer, they were allowed to dry for two to three weeks, then
weighed and loaded again to provide an estimate of the effects that drying had
produced upon the properties of the wings. A detailed map was made of stiffness
along the span of a single Vanessa cardui wing. Use of dried wings hinders accurate
estimation of flexural stiffness under natural conditions. For allometric studies
though, the effects of drying need only be consistent across taxa. If drying does
vary in its effects along the wing, this could bias interpretation of the wing maps

Basal attachment regions of individual forewings were glued using cyanoacrylate
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between two glass microscope slides. Spacers were placed between the glass slides
to prevent crushing of the wing. Only one to two millimeters were grasped in this
way, allowing the remainder of the wing to flex freely. Any discrepancy in the esti-
mate of the actual place of attachment will affect stiffness calculations near the base
much more than near the tip, because flexural stiffness varies with “beam” length
to the third power. For example, an underestimate of 0.4 mm at 10% of wing length
in the finely sampled Vanessa cardui (27 mm total length) would underestimate stiff-
ness by 30%, while the same error at 90% of wing length would only underestimate
stiffness by 5%. Wings were positioned with the span oriented perpendicular to the
loading bar (Fig. 1).

The other principal wing deformations of camber and torsion are very impor-
tant in wing aerodynamics, but are more difficult to measure accurately. Transverse
flexion is observed widely in lepidopteran wings (Wootton 1981) and is amenable
to experimental control. The loading bar was positioned using a millimeter scale
at predetermined distances from the secured wing base (20%, 40%, 60%, and 80%
of wing span) perpendicular to wing span. Another measurement was made at ap-

Figure 1.  Diagrammatic representation of the method by which the wings were
loaded for the stiffness measures. The rectilinear loading bar was dis-
placed horizontally into the wing as indicated by the arrow. Measurements
were taken at specified distances perpendicular to the line between wing
base and tip. Remainder of the tensiometer apparatus not shown.
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proximately 0.5 mm less than 100% wing span because loading at 100% wing span
would result in the bar slipping off the wing. The wings were loaded in cantilever
bending by fixing the glass slide grips to the carriage of a tensiometer. The loading
bar, whose position could be adjusted with an accuracy estimated at ±0.4 mm, was
displaced horizontally into the wing from either the dorsal or ventral directions.
The diameter of the loading bar used in most measurements (including the de-
tailed mapping) was 1.0 mm. Some of the wings wore loaded with a 2.5 mm diam-
eter bar.

Fore wings were loaded in a tensiometer designed and assembled by M.
LaBarbera. Displacement of the wing at the loading bar was measured by an LVDT,
linear variable differential transformer (7307, Pickering, New York, USA), with a
linear range of 2.5 mm attached to the carriage of the tensiometer. Force was mea-
sured by a force transducer (FTD-6-l0 10 g, Schaevitz, New Jersey, USA), accurate
to ±7xl0-6 N at the most sensitive setting. The LVDT was calibrated by inserting the
core rod a distance measured using an attached scale (±0.05 mm). The force trans-
ducer was calibrated by hanging known weights from the transducer when aligned
vertically. Force and displacement were recorded on a chart recorder (2200, Gould,
Ohio, USA). In regions of linear response of force to displacement, the slope was
used to estimate the force (F) and displacement (D). These variables were then
used to calculate flexural stiffness by the formula:

EI=(F*L3/(3*D) (l)

where EI is flexural stiffness in N m2, F is force in Newtons, D is displacement at the
loading bar in meters, and L is the length of the wing segment under bending
(Wainwright et al. 1982) . This formula applies to a cantilever beam of uniform EI.
The region between 60% and 80% of the wing span showed relatively constant stiff-
ness. An index of flexural stiffness, EI(W), was derived for each wing by averaging
the dorsal and ventral stiffnesses at 60% and 80% wing spans. Averaging these four
measures also reduced the expected error in EI that were due to errors in position-
ing the loading bar.
It must be emphasized that each position’s EI is calculated assuming uniform ma-
terial properties throughout the section under load. Therefore, the maps of EI do
not plot local stiffness, but rather the integral of stiffness of the wing up to that
position. Although this should not significantly affect the overall pattern, dorsal
versus ventral differences basally could obscure discrimination of differences dis-
tally. For example, ventral stiffness in the tip region may actually be greater than
that calculated for mean El, but deflections for a given load may be similar because
of greater deformation in the basal region under ventral loading.

Allometric patterns were determined by regressing morphological parameters
and the index of flexural stiffness. Species means were used rather than individual
measurements to avoid inflating the degrees of freedom in statistical tests, because
within species values are naturally correlated due to phylogenetic relatedness. Re-
duced major axes (RMA) were calculated rather than least squares regressions be-
cause RMA is more appropriate for allometric investigation (Rayner 1985).

Degree of distastefullness for each species to avian predators was provided by R.
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Srygley (Chai 1986, 1988).

RESULTS
Morphometric scaling

The slope of a regression line on a log-log plot defines the exponent in a
power function relationship of the form y=axb. Log-transformed measures
of wing area (S) were regressed against log-transformed total mass for the
10 dry species means. Isometric scaling would produce a regression line with
slope of 2/3 (S=am2/3). The reduced major axis (RMA) slope obtained for
the 10 dry species means, 0.582, is not significantly less than 2/3 (r2=0.846).
Wing loading shows weak positive allometry; wing loading scales with the
square root of mass (RMA=0.516, r2=0.81), almost significantly different
(P=0.06) from the null hypothesis of isometric scaling (m1/3) (all 30 indi-
viduals shown in Figure 2). Additionally, wing area scaled isometrically with
dry wing mass (mw

0.70, n=10), therefore, wings are not becoming proportion-
ately thicker (ignoring wing architecture like pleating). No strong conclu-
sions regarding any taxonomic pattern can be drawn, given the small sample
size, although nymphalids appear to have relatively higher wing loadings
than pierids.

Flexural stiffness maps
The effect of drying on wing stiffness was estimated by measuring two Vanessa
cardui wings immediately after killing the butterflies and then again after
two to three weeks of drying. Drying appears to significantly increase stiff-
ness, but the overall pattern of stiffness across the wing remains roughly
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Figure 2.  Log wing loading versus log dry body mass for 30 individuals repre-
senting 10 species. The RMA equation for the log-transformed data is
lpw=0.516 mm-0.811 (r2=0.810).
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similar with peak stiffness in the middle region (Fig. 3). Differences do exist
between the patterns in the two conditions, primarily in the distal and proxi-
mal measurements (e.g., low dorsal stiffness at the tip for dry wings), and
these may be due small errors in positioning the bar. Stiffness decreases
rapidly in the distal 1.0 mm, and positioning errors are magnified in the
basal region because of the cubic relationship between length and stiffness.
Flexural stiffness (EI) for 10 species was determined for five positions along
the wing both dorsally and ventrally. EI values ranged over two orders of
magnitude from 2.3xl0-8 N m2 to 1.49x10-6 N m2 (Table 1). Because wings
varied so greatly in stiffness, values were normalized by dividing each wing’s
set of measurements by the maximum stiffness measured for that wing. The
10 wing maps so derived could then be compared as a proportion of maxi-
mum stiffness for each wing position. The normalized stiffness maps are
displayed in Figure 4a. A single factor ANOVA showed that for the pooled
data set (dorsal plus ventral), all adjacent positions (e.g. 40% with 20% and
60%) were significantly different in EI except for the 60% and 80% pair.
The relative constancy in this region is one of the reasons that EI at 60%
and 80% were averaged to give EI(W). An average wing is clearly stiffer under
dorsal loading along the basal 40% of wing span. More pronounced than
at 40%, the dorsally loaded wing is 55% stiffer at 20% of wing span
(P<0.001). The distal 40% is less stiff under dorsal loading than ventral load-
ing, but the difference is less pronounced and not statistically significant.

Figure 3. Effect of drying on wing stiffness averaged for the two Vanessa cardui.
EI (10-6 kg m2) plotted on log scale. EI values represent stiffness of en-
tire wing up to measurement point.
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Figure 4a.  Map of normalized stiffnesses for the mean values for 10 butterfly spe-
cies under dorsal and ventral loading. Original measurements were nor-
malized as a proportion of the maximum stiffness measured for each
wing. Standard deviation bars shown. All positions are significantly dif-
ferent from each other except 60% and 80% (P<0.05 ) . EI values repre-
sent stiffness of entire wing up to measurement point.

Figure 4b.  Mean ratios of dorsal versus ventral stiffnesses by wing position. Stan-
dard error bars shown. Only at 20% of wing span are dorsal and ventral
differences significantly different (P<0.001).
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The 60% position shows a significant difference only at the 90% confidence
level while the 40%, 80%, and 100% positions do not show significant dif-
ferences (P>0.2). The relative stiffnesses of dorsal versus ventral are sum-
marized in Figure 4b.

Figure 4a illustrates a possible common pattern across species but is a
rather crude map of dorsal and ventral flexural stiffness along wing span.
It also blends together slightly different stiffness patterns among species.
To complement this data set, a dried forewing of V. cardui was mapped with
much finer resolution, at approximately 1.4 mm intervals (Figure 5a). The
general pattern is in agreement with the averaged wing map. The wing is
dorsally stiffer (i.e., against ventral flexion) in the basal 60%, particularly
in the basal 40%. The distal 20% to 30% seems to be slightly stiffer ven-
trally. When EI is plotted on a log-scale, two features stand out (Figure 5b).
First, stiffness from 40% to 85% of wing span is relatively constant compared
to the rest of the wing. Second, within the basal 25%, the wing is dorsally
much stiffer than ventrally; on average about three times stiffer. The accu-
racy of EI estimates is lowest very near the base (e.g. <3 mm), due to small
errors in distance measures from the actual base of the wing.

Flexural stiffness and morphological parameters
The index of flexural stiffness, EI(W), was regressed against several com-

mon wing parameters, using mean values for each species. It was hypoth-
esized that by structural necessity, EI(W) would be correlated with wing load-
ing, and indeed, EI(W) scales with wing loading to nearly the fourth power
(3.9) with a moderate correlation coefficient of 0.598. Longer, more heavily
loaded wings would need to be stiffer to prevent excessive deformation.
However, EI(W) is more strongly correlated with dry body mass (r2=0.814,
RMA slope=1.80). The correlation of EI(W) with relative wing thickness (total
dry wing mass/total wing area) drops to 0.417 (RMA slope=0.928). The
strongest correlation is with wing area; r2=0.911 (Figure 6). EI(W) scales with
wing area cubed (S3.1; 90% confidence interval, 2.46-3.73).

Figure 6 is slightly curvilinear. The power function provides a much bet-
ter fit to the data than a simple linear model (r2=0.785) which predicts zero
stiffness at l0 cm2. The remaining apparent curvilinearity is likely taxon spe-
cific. The two nymphalid species are approximately 40% less stiff than pre-
dicted by the regression, whereas the smaller of the papilionids is 64% stiffer
than predicted. These would result in deflections 60% more or less than
expected respectively.

The residuals from a polynomial regression constrained to pass through
the origin were compared for two groups: those palatable to birds and un-
palatable. The mean residuals were not significantly different between the
two groups (P>0.5), indicating that palatable butterflies do not have rela-
tively stiff wings.

DISCUSSION
Various selective forces and phylogenetic constraints have been proposed

to account for insect wing morphology. The functional constraint of ther-
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moregulation may well have been significant during the early evolution of
insect wings (Kingsolver and Koehl 1985). However, thermoregulation is
probably of little importance to major scaling and structural patterns in
butterflies because only the proximal 15% of the wing surface plays a sig-
nificant role in conductive heat transfer to the body (Wasserthal 1975) and
the combination of pigmentation and behavior significantly effect ther-
moregulation in species that utilize the entire wing (Kingsolver 1985).
Strauss’ (1990) study of shape allometry in nymphalids suggests that aero-
dynamic (i.e., functional) constraints may be less important than sexual (i.e.,

Figure 5a.  Wing stiffness map for a dry Vanessa cardui individual. Below is a
diagram of the wing, drawn to the same scale as the X-axis of the stiff-
ness map. The loading bar was oriented parallel to the Y-axis. EI values
represent stiffness of entire wing up to measurement point.
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Figure 6 .  Index of flexural stiffness, EI(W), versus wing area, S. Log-log scale.
RMA equation is lnEI(W)=3.1S –9.78 (r2=0.911).

Figure 5b.  Log-scaled wing stiffness map for a dry Vanessa cardui individual,
illustrating the relatively constant stiffness from 40% to 85% of wing span
and the large differences between dorsal and ventral stiffness basally.
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display related) selection. Butterflies have unusually large wings used to
attract mates, to confuse or warn predators, for camouflage, and for other
display-related functions.

Scaling
The wing and body morphology measured in this study do not scale iso-

metrically among the butterfly species sampled. Although wing thickness
seems to scale isometrically, wing area shows a slight negative allometry with
dry body mass. As a consequence, wing loading shows positive allometry. In
addition, EI(W) increases more rapidly than any of the other parameters,
and is most highly correlated with wing area. These results do not indicate
strong selection for an optimal wing loading that is size-independent.

The impact of allometrically induced variation in propulsion related forces
has been examined in other organisms. Because flying squirrel patagium
did not scale so as to minimize allometric variation in wing loading,
Thorington and Heaney (1980) concluded that other selective factors must
be involved, resulting in size related differences in gliding habit and ma-
neuverability. In response to isometric scaling, changes in the geometric
alignment and utilization of propulsive limbs in mammals can compensate
for size-dependent increases in mechanical stresses (Biewener 1989). These
compensations can significantly limit maneuverability and accelerative abil-
ity. Possible examples of compensation in butterflies include flight habit
and wing-stroke frequency. Indeed, Betts and Wootton (1988) found ten-
dencies in flight mode among a small sample of butterflies to be associated
with size and shape parameters of wings, including wing loading.

The results in this study can be compared to those reported elsewhere
(Greenewalt 1962, Kokshaysky 1977, Dudley 1990). Greenewalt’s analysis is
generally in accord with the wing area/body mass result, but in disagree-
ment with wing thickness. Greenewalt found that wing area increased with
the 0.60 power of wing mass, and thus wing thickness increased with the
1.34 power of wing span. The result from this study is almost significantly
different from Greenewalt’s figure (P<0.10). It should be noted at this point
that reanalyses of the original data (Magnan 1934, Sotavalta 1947) show a
slightly weaker relationship but a similar slope than he reported (r2=0.702
versus 0.772; RMA=0.652 versus his mean regression line 0.634). The re-
analysis standardized sample sizes at one individual per species (n=20). As
Kokshaysky (1977) also noted, the number of data points graphed (35)
exceeded those listed in the regression table (33) and the number with
complete data (23).

Two hypotheses of flexural stiffness allometry were tested; structural isom-
etry and consistent dynamic wing geometry. For a beam with rectangular
cross-section, I, the second moment of area, is a product of width*thickness3.
Assuming isometry, width and thickness will be proportional to L, yielding
by substitution, I α L4. Area is proportional to L2, and thus, EI should scale
with area S2. The hypothesis that EI scales isometrically with wing area is
rejected because the allometric coefficient of 3.1 is significantly different
from 2.0 (P<0.02).
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Alternatively, aerodynamic constraints could result in angular deflection
remaining constant; i.e., EI compensates for scaling in mass and wing area
so as to maintain a size independent dynamic wing geometry. This concept
is congruent with the elastic similarity which McMahon (1973, 1975) devel-
oped and applied to a variety of issues including tree shape and quadraped
locomotion. Deformation may be the most important structurally controlled
property of lepidopteran wings affecting aerodynamics. Greenewalt (1975)
argued that if wing thickness scales isometrically, angular deflection should
remain constant (since his results did not indicate isometry, he concluded
that angular deflection must show negative correlation with size). However,
under the assumption that deflection of the wing scales isometrically (D/
L=constant c), rearrangement of eq. 1 yields a prediction for EI.

EI=F*L2/3c (2)

If, instead of inputting the experimental force that was used to calculate
EI, we assume that the principal forces acting on the wing are proportional
to body weight, and replace EI with EI(W), then eq. 2 predicts that EI is
proportional to weight x wing area (L2, assuming on average, wing shape
scales isometrically). Multiplying wing loading by the area yields the total
force acting on the wing; total body weight. (In addition, the virtual mass
of the accelerated air can range from 0.3 [Diptera] to 1.3 [Odonata] times
the wing mass [Ellington, 1984]. Virtual mass has not been taken into ac-
count in this analysis.) The results are close to the prediction; EI scales with
(m*S)1.16 (r2=0.882). The hypothesis of constant angular deflection cannot
be rejected.

Wing stiffness patterns
The reduction in distal stiffness matches the expectation of previous work-

ers. In Heteroptera, significant reduction in inertial stresses may be achieved
by lightening the fore wing distally (Betts 1986), thereby reducing stiffness.
Betts views transverse [ventral] flexion as improving aerodynamics by “op-
timizing camber and angle of attack ..., minimizing adverse aerodynamic
forces at stroke reversal, ... creating favourable unsteady forces at stroke re-
versal” (1986, p. 298). Wootton (1981) felt that ventral flexion would pref-
erentially reduce drag on the upstroke. The hypothesis of a structural basis
for the limited dorsal flexion seen in previous studies is not strongly sup-
ported by the results of this study. The differences in the magnitude of EI
appear to be less than the difference between dorsal and ventral deflections
described by Betts and Wootton. Distal deflection will be affected by load-
ing distribution in addition to structural properties. Differences in distal
load may be due to differences in angular velocity, or related to the effects
of angle of attack stemming from camber and torsion elsewhere on the wing.
For example, Pieris brassicae supinates its wings on the upstroke to an angle
of attack near zero, thus significantly reducing the force generated during
the upstroke (Ellington 1980).
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Perhaps the most striking result of the present work is the very low stiff-
ness near the wing base. The thickening of the veins and wing structure
observed near the base would be expected to increase the second moment
of area, I, and therefore flexural stiffness. Although the smaller chord width
near the base will reduce I, this reduction in width alone would seem insuf-
ficient to account for the magnitude of change documented here given that
thickness increases near the base would increase stiffness. Some functional
advantages may be suggested. Low ventral stiffness basally may permit wing
geometries that facilitate the “clap and fling” mechanism for generating
lift (see Weis-Fogh [1973] for description). This stiffness pattern would seem
to be disadvantageous during normal flapping flight, where a stiff wing
would transmit muscle power to the surrounding air more efficiently. If
greater ventral flexibility is found to be aerodynamically disadvantageous,
then these results imply that the requirements for initial take off using clap
and fling impose the greater functional constraints and stronger selective
forces on wing design.

Alternatively, the low stiffness at the base relative to the center of wing
span may act to increase wing accelerations at stroke reversal in much the
same manner as a whip. This flexibility may also reduce inertial stress, es-
pecially at stroke reversal. Basal curvature appears greatest near stroke re-
versal in high speed photos of butterflies in flight (Dalton 1975). These
possibilities need to be tested further as well as testing whether the biome-
chanical properties of the glue and apparatus used to grasp the wing base
account for some of the reduced stiffness measured near the wing base.

No association was found between relative stiffness and palatability to avian
predators. A relationship might be expected if palatable species must be
stronger fliers to escape predators (Srygley 1994) and if stronger fliers have
stiffer wings. The findings here can be compared with those of Srygley
(1994) who found that palatability was most strongly associated with posi-
tions of centers of body and wing mass, which related to flight speed and
turning performance, but was less strongly associated with measures of wing
shape.

At present, improved understanding of the phylogenetic and ecological
contexts of butterfly flight are most needed in order to synthesize the bio-
mechanical and performance studies. There appears to be a strong phylo-
genetic component to relative wing stiffness, with the nymphalids having
relatively flexible wings and the papilionids having stiff wings. Future stud-
ies with greater taxonomic sampling should incorporate explicitly the phy-
logenetic relationships in order to avoid inflating significance levels, using,
for example, independent contrasts rather than raw species values in the
regression (Felsenstein 1985). Particularly important is the need to incor-
porate flight performance and flight habit parameters in studies such as
Betts and Wootton (1988) and Dudley (1990), along with structural bio-
mechanics and ecological correlates on comparable species.

The results of this study should be viewed as preliminary and subjected
to further testing and refinement. Fresh rather than dried wings must be
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measured to avoid the assumptions of proportional effects of drying, both
among species and across wings. Applying the load to the wing along a chord
of constant rotational radius may be preferable to the transverse orienta-
tion used here. Local rather than integrated stiffnesses should be measured.
The wing orientation chosen by Betts and Wootton (1988; fig. 2), which is
rotated approximately 20° posteriorly relative to this study, may be more
representative of loadings experienced during natural flight. The orienta-
tion used in this study is sometimes observed at stroke reversal (Betts &
Wootton 1988). Furthermore, neither camber nor torsion were examined,
and deformations and wing movements usually involve all three. However,
this study introduces an approach based on direct measurement of the bio-
mechanical properties of wings that has heretofore not been addressed.
Biomechanical studies are currently the missing link between studies of al-
lometry, flight performance, ecology, wing geometry, and theoretical aero-
dynamics.
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