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INTRODUCTION

ZJoologists studying elephants, fleas or scorpions have some
idea ©I how the non-scientific public view the creatures they
wWor¥% on, but I suspec:t that those working on woocdlice have no
verv Cclear impression oif the common attitude to these animals.
In the present cliimate of political opinion, scientific research
needs tO Dpe seen to be relevant to the immediate needs of
society, and thus to be able to hold its own in the market
place, and scientists must continually place their work in the
wider human context. The present brief exercise in “cloportisme’
(see Dbelow) seeks to improve the image oI oniscologists by
reviewing the ways 1in which the creative minds of modern
Buropean civilisation have treated woodlice in their works.

To set what follows in a historical context, it should be
explained that ancient interest in woodlice, as in most groups
of invertebrates, was primarily medicinal. One of the best and
certainly the most attractive of the sources 1is Philipp
Fraundorffer, Oniscographia Curiosa (1700), a very rare small
octavo book of 132 pages with an engraved frontispiece (probably
by 5.C. Laidig) showing about 18 woodlice on an old wall. It
guotas from 99 =zarlier authors, ancient and modern, and gives an
' se range of medicinal uses and other information. A copy is
2 3anks collection in the British Library.

Y3

Hoodlice are little-used medicinally now, but they are, and
have been for at least a century, used gastronomically. Vincent
M. Holt, Why Not Eat Insects? (1885, but reprinted in 1967 by
E.W. Classey Ltd.) gives a recipe for woodlouse sauce and has a
menu starting with "Snail Soup, Fried Soles with Woodlouse
Sauce, Curried Cockchafers" and ending with "Moths on Toast". A
Larousse Gastronomigue of c¢. 1960-1970 gives a very similar
recipe for "Sauce aux Cloportes", also used with fish. Much has
been published on the etymology of the various names for
woodlice in European languages, as well as on the rich variety
of local names. "Cloporte", the standard French word for
woodlouse, is in particular of much-debated etymology.

Medicinal uses, gastronomy, etymology and various other
topics such as woodlice in advertisements and in the newspapers,
as well as references to woodlice in other parts of the world (a
print Shubi no Matsu Pine Forest, by the Japanese artist Utagawa
Kuniyoshi, has a prominent Ligia on a rock in the foreground),
are outside the scope of the present paper, but extensive study
of them would throw considerable further light on the nature of
human attitudes towards woodlice. What follows here is an
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extensive revision of an article originally privately circulated
in 1983. The examples and discussions are arranged under a
series of conceptual headings in an attempt to bring order to
this hitherto little-regarded and sparsely distributed series of
occurrences.

THE WOODLOUSE USED TO EVOKE ATMOSPHERE

Many writers assume that their readers will know that
woodlice are found in damp, dark, decaying and deserted and
depressing situations and accordingly use them to enhance their
descriptions. The Russian novelist Andrei Belv (1880-1934) 1in
his novel Petersburg (1916) uses woodlice on several occasions
to indicate the squalid nature of the garret lodgings of one of
his characters, the university student Alexander Ivanovich
budkin. The floor is strewn with earth for better insulation and
he watches woodlice ("sow bugs" in the translation by R.A.
Maguire and J.E. Malmstad, 1983, pp. 63, 170 and 210) crawl
across damp patches on the wallpaper and clearly thinks of them
as no more than an inevitable part of his surroundings (a more
pointed but superficially similar Russian reference, from Maxim
Gorky, is given later in this paper).

Ruth Rendell (b. 1930) in her crime novel No More Dying
Then (1971) has, at the end of chapter 7, Chief Inspector
Wexford searching for a child victim’s body in the fountain
cistern of a country house. The first cistern he raised the slab
of was "...quite empty. Dry, he thought, for half a century. Not
even a spider or a woodlouse had penetrated its stone fastness".

Adrian Mitchell (b. 1932) in his poem The Beggar (1954)
writes:

One wooden leg and one bad eye.
Then I danced, but now I flick
The woodlouse from my shaggy thigh.

John Cowper Powys (1872-1963) in his enormous historical
novel of Dark Age Wales, 2orius (1951), chapter 3, The Stranger,
has one of his characters, Rhun, in a dark, misty wood "occupied
in flicking into the leaves no less than three small creatures,
namely a centipede, a woodlouse and a dazed semi-hibernating
moth". Thomas Hood (1799-1845) in his long poem, The Haunted
House (first published in Hood’s Monthly Magazine, January
1844), tells no story but builds up a prolonged and deliberately
partly absurd evocation of an o0ld, deserted mansion. Stanza 16
of Part 2 reads:

The woodlouse dropped and rolled into a ball,
Touch’d by some impulse occult or mechanic;
And nameless beetles ran along the wall

In universal panic.

Alan Brownjohn (b. 1931) in a children’s poem Woodlouse, in
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Brown3iohn's Beasts (1970), has his creatures in exac:tly the same
situation:

I hear a key rattling in a lock.
So I, a woodlouse living in a huge empty mansion up
For sale for twenty thousand pounds, have a job to do!

to sprint along the wainscot with a message

I have £

Zor all my companions, if I hear someone opening

~he great Zront door. I have to shout:

“anish! - scatter! - roll up into lit:le balls, men!
- find yourselves other iumps of rotting wood.
Scmeone seems to be thinking of buvina this place!

Trne accompanying illustration by Carol Lawson (Fic. 1B)
shows the scene, the participants being unmistakably, though
' I for this indoor habitat, a species of Armadillidium.

Gustave Flaubert (1821-1880), as will appear in a later
on, must be considered the presiding genius of woodlice in
ture. Here, though, we can quote him from Madame Bovary
. In Part 1, chapter 9, Emma Bovary, married to the dull
country doctor, desperately bored and indulging in romantic
dreams, 1is described as going out into the garden on fine days,
when the dew is on the cabbages: "No birds could be heard,
everything seemed asleep, the straw-covered espalier and the
grape-vine like a great sick serpent under the coping of the
wall, where one saw, as one approached, many-legged woodlice
crawling" ("se trainer des cloportes a pattes nombreuses"). We
may cuestion Flaubert’s famous powers of observation here, for
we would not expect Lhe woodlice to be out in daylight, but as

=

he menticns that the v ne is under a coping, and that there 1is

A
bt b
fes)

dew, 22 may be -“ustified. The atmosphere evoked, howpve_, is not
Just incidental to this particular scene, but is clearly
intended %o suffuse the whole novel. Edmond de Goncour: in his
Journal Zor 17 March 1861 reports Flaubert as saying that "in
Madame 3Bovary have had just the idea of expressing a tone,
this colouration of mustiness of the state of being of woodlice"
("je n"ai eu que 17idée de rendre un ton, cette couleur de
moisissure de 1 @xistence des cloportes.").

Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980), himself obsessed by Flaubert
in his later years, will also appear again, but uses "cloporte"
in a vivid coloquialism in his play Huis Clos (1944), about
three characters tormenting each other in Hell. Garcin asks if
the two women mind him taking off his coat. Estelle asks him not
to, as she loathes men in shirt-sleeves. Garcin puts on his coat
again and says: "All right. (A short pause.) Myself, I used to
spend my nights in the newspaper edltorlal offices. It was
always woodlouse-hot. (A pause. In the same tone as before.) It
is woodlouse hot. It’s night now." ("Il y faisait toujours une
chaleur de cloporte.... Il y fait une chaleur de cloporte....").
There is no equivalent in English, and in his translation Stuart
Gilbert (1946) understandably circumlocutes the woodlice, in two
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Fig. 1A : From Alfred Tennyson and Arthur Sullivan, The Window,
1897 (see p. 28).

Fig. 1B : Detail of an illustration by Carol Lawson from Alan
Brownjohn, Brownjohn's  Beasts, Macmillan, 1970.
Reproduced by permission of the author (see p. 23).
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different ways; "It was a regular Black Hole....stiZling, that
it ;g."

The use oif woodlice by Thomas Mann (1875-1953) reveals a
curious crux. In Der Junge Joseph (1934), the second part of

joseph und seine Brider, Mann s immense elaboration of the
Joseph story from the book of Genesis, the hero is thrown into
the pit, a disused well, by his jealous brothers and lands (in
H.T. Lowe-Porter’ s translation (1954), Part 5, Chapter 5) "among
the rubbish at the bottom, to the discomfiture of a.l sorts of
Deetles, wood-lice and other crawling things" ("...zum Schrecken
von allerhand Kafern Rasseln und Kellergewurm"). "Rasseln"
i " and must be an error, as, be:tween
t is quite out of place.

- -

Y Clearly Mann
intended "Asseln", the standard German word for woodlice
“Kellergewﬁr‘“ 1s a neologism, meaning, literally, cellar-vermin

r cellar enD] crawlies; the most similar existing German word
is "KXel Although

; ilerwurm" which is another word for woodlouse
Mann Zailed to sav woodlice, 1t is quite clear that woodlice

15 mind when he wrote the episode. Mrs Lowe-Porter, not
1 ime, has clarified the original.

For a structural as well as an evocative use of woodlice in
the novel we turn to William Golding (b. 1911). In chapter 2 of
Lord of the Flies (1954) the stranded boys start making their
first bonfire 1in the hope of attracting attention: "Trees,
forced by the damp heat, found too little soil for full growth,

fell early and decayed .... Most of the wood was so rotten that
when they pulled it broke up into a shower of fracments and
woodlice and decay .....". Much later, in chapter 6, the twins,

Eric and Sam, are sqguatting by their small fire of pbrusnwood and
leaves: "Eric watched the scurrying wood-lice that were so
zran**ca__y unable to avoid the Zlames, and thought of the first
fire - Jjust down there, on the steeper side of the mountains,
where now was complete darkness. He did not like to remember it,
and looked away at the mountain top." Golding is here using the
woodlice as a minature Leitmotiv, connecting back to the earlier
episode (like, for example, the wasp used in a similar way by
.M. Forster in A Passage to India (1924)).

THE WOODLOUSE AND NOSTALGIA

One of the most vivid invocations of the woodlouse is in
the long autobiographical poem, Summoned by Bells (1960) by John
Betjeman (1906-1984). In chapter 1, he remembers his childhood
at 31 West Hill, Highgate, in North London:

Sometimes, thank God, they left me all alone
In our small patch of garden in the front,
With clinker rockery and London Pride

And barren lawn and lumps of yellow clay

As mouldable as smelly Plasticene.

I used to turn the heavy stones to watch

The shiny red and waiting centipede
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Which darted out of sight; the woodlouse slow
And flat; the other greyish-bluey kind

Which rolled into a ball till I was gone

Out of the gate to venture down the hill,

The synopsis at the head of the chapter mentions "centipedes and
glomeridae" but is surely in error with the latter, as
"greyish-pluey" must refer to Armadillidium and not Glomeris. No
other writer discussed here mentions more than one kind of

woodlouse, Dbut Be:;eman mentions three. In another poem,
Greenaway, published in A Few Late Chrvsanthemums (1954) and
reprinted -n Coilacted P2oems (1953), he places Ligia oceanica
ecologicall tiy the right zone of the shore, setting the
scene in a ollection of the path down to the
shingle beac ghtmare that ends the poem:

These cl_ur ; a-pink
The breez iR the awkward stile,
Th > ' : t takes me down.

PR

To cracking layers of broken sliate
Wherﬂ biack and flat sea-woodlice crawl
And isolated rock pools wait

Wash from the highest tides of all.

in Der 7Zvklon (1913), one of a number of short stories by
hat are at least partially

Hermann  Hesse (1877-1962) [l

autobiographical in inspiration, the hero in an early paragraph
describes how he decides to go Zishing. There is throughout a
general mood of ernui and frustration and a strong impression of
nostalgia. In Raipn Manheim’'s transiation (1974): "In the hope

of finding worms, I =eager} ed a few stones away from the
border of the path, ] of worms swarms of gray, dry
woodlice «came scurrying out and £led frantically in all
directions" {"... es krochen nur Scharen von grauen, trockenen
Mauerasseln hervor und fluchteten verstort nach allen Seiten").
The memory is c! ::gusly reminiscent of Betjeman’s though the
latter’s woodlic differed {and are indeed unusual in
slow. Perhaps even as a child Betjeman was

literature; In be_ug
G person.

a notably unalarmin

THE WOODLOUSE IN SIMILE

The same image as Hesse s is used by Iris Murdoch (b. 1919)
in her first novel Under the Net (1954): "all about us, like a
nest of disquieted woodlice, policemen were crawling from
underneath pieces of boarding". A completely different simile
appeared in the Sunday Times of 1l4th December 1958 in a review
by Cyril Connolly (1903-1974) of A History of Orgies by Burgo
Partridge. Complaining that the —author relies too much on
second-hand authorities, Connolly says: "But if only he had
visited a few Saturnalia, if he had seen the drunken couples in
bedraggled fancy dress curled up like wood-lice in the shadows
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of their pleasure-domes ....".

The satirist and dramatist, Georges Courteline (1858-1929)
has, in Les Linottes (1912), a quite repulsive simile: "The
tag-ends of «cigarettes, spat out at random, bizarrely and
leprously spattered the walls with an invasion of huge,
motionless woodlice™ (" ....d énormes cloportes immobiles").
Very different again 1is a simile used by T.F. Powys (1875-1953)
(the reclusive genius and brother of J.C. Powys) in chapter 20
Mr Weston's Good Wine (1927). Mr. Vosper is speaking to Mr.
1t his wife, whose vicarious interest in the love

/
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THE WOODLOUSE IN WEIMSY AND CONCEIT

T.F. Powys s view of Armadillidium is certainly various and
a rather disconcerting expression in chapter 20 of another
his novels, Unclay (1931). He describes a summer evening in

viilage of Dodder, with much emphasis on mortality,
luding the following: "The tiny pigs-louse that 1ived in the
ss upon Madder Hill ate 1its prey. Then it rolled up into a
1l to sleep near an anthill, and was eaten itself."

ot
)]

T - O
[$V I S B i o 1Y)

Lost Love, an early poem by Robert Graves (1895-1985),
reprinted in Collected Poems (1948), begins: "His eyes are
cuickened so with rﬂof, / He can watch a grass or leaf / Every
instant crow ...." later emproiders the conceit:

L.
@ ¢

ACross two counties he can hear

And catch vour words before _you speak.
The woodlouse or the macgot’'s weak
Clamour rings in his sad ear,

And noise so slight it would surpass
Credence - drinking sound of grass,
Worm talk, clashing jaws of moth
Chumbling holes in cloth ....

He 1is unlikely to have known then {(even if he later discovered
it in his long residence in Majorca) that Armadillo officinalis,
a Mediterranean woodlouse, when rolled up, emits (according to
Verhoeff (1908) and vandel (1962)) a clearly audible rasping
sound, produced by movements of the fourth and fifth pereiopods
rubbing together the scales around the base of these appendages.
Verhoeff (1908, pp. 381-383) gives a vivid account of how he
first heard these sounds and discovered their origin.

THE WOODLOUSE FOR ITS OWN SAKE (DIE ASSEL AN SICH)

Few, it seems, have had the impulse to present a woodlouse
for its own sake as a decorative object or as a satisfactory
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creature in 1its own richt; all too often it 1is 1loaded with
significance. Stephen Sutton in his Woodlice (1972) has pointed
out that the Flemish painter Jan van Kessel (1626-1679) depicted
woodlice. A small still-life in o0il on copper (9 x 13 cm) by him
(Fig. 2A) is in the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, and is illustrated
as no. 40 in the Museum’'s Catalogue of the Collection of Dutch
and Flemish Still-Life Pictures bequeathed bv Daisy Linda Ward
(1950) and on Plate 58b in Ralph Warner, T Dutch and Flemish
Plower and Fruit Painters of the XVIIth and XVIIIth Centuries
(1978). It shows, at about natural size, various insects and
four woodlice, one of which 1is clearly an Armadillidium and

another probabil a Philoscia. Van Kessel produced numerous
paintincs of this kind and others may well be found to contain
woodlice (one, 11 x 1.3 cm, no. A493, rather inadequately
reproguced on p. 314 oI 2.J.5. van Thiel et al., All the
Paintings of the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam (1976), seems to show
a woocdlouse).

In Ilterature, Tennvson (1809-1892) seems unique in using

the woodlouse as an image of contentment in adversity, even
allying it with the dormouse - and one could not go further than
this in recommending the woodlouse to the English reader. In The
Window, a cycle of 12 short lyrics he wrote in 1866 for Sullivan
to set to music, the fourth poem, Winter, begins:

Bite, frost, bite!

You roll up away from the light

The blue wood-louse, and the plump dormouse,

And the bees are still’d, and the flies are kill’d,
And you bite far into the heart of the house,

2ut not into mine.

The setiing Of these words =0 music, Dbv Arthur Su_l*van
(1842-2900), in the song cyclie of the same title pubiished in
1871, is =zne only appearance of the woodlouse in music that I am
aware oi {(*ig. 1A).

Penelope Lively (b. 1933) at the end of her novel Next to
Nature, Art (1982Z), has Jason, the rather pointedly detached
child of one of the organisers of the Framleigh Creative Studies
Centre, declining to 3join his friend Kevin in going home, and
absorbing himself inscrutably in his own affairs. "Jason shakes
his head. He has decided, suddenly, to catch some of the
wood-lice that live under the stones on the terrace and put them
in the 1lily-pond and see 1if wood-lice can swim. Kevin goes.
Jason squats, turning stones over". Perhaps there 1is a
suggestion here that woodlice are private, helpless and far from
the normal concerns of adult, fallible mankind, but there are
clearly no overtones of disapproval or invocation of uncongenial
atmosphere and such a reference would, as we shall see, be
unthinkable in a French novel.

Penelope Lively furthermore has a young woqdlouse, Nat, as
hero in three of the episodes in her children’s book A House
Inside Out (1987), concerning the secret lives of various
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Fig. 2A : Jan van Kessel, Still Life. Reproduced by permission
of the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford (see p. 28).

/L"r: PR IR CTOIN
v

Fig. 2B : Paul Klee, Assjel im Gehege (Woodlouse in the
Enclosure), 1940. Reproduced by permission of Paul
Klee Foundation, Kunstmuseum, Bern. Copyright by
COSMOPRESS, Geneva, and DACS, London, 1988 (see p.
32).
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creatures wild and tame in the Dixon's house at Fifty-four
Pavilion Road. In "Nat and the great bath climb", the hero is
three weeks old - "which in human terms is about eighteen years”
- and is helped throuch his initiation test by a friendly
spider. The point of the test is (in an echo of Beauvard et
Pécuchet, see below) that the aspirant will fail, gloriously,
but Mrs. Lively consolidates her position as the anti-Flaubert
of oniscological fiction by making Nat a woodlouse ©of
independent spiri and considerable tact. We learn that
"wood-lice coloni are governed by Chief Wood-lice, who are
reatures with whiskers of immense length."
lowed to attend colony meetings "as soon &as
three miliimetres 1long, which meant that

stern and ancient
The youngsters are
“heir whiskers we
chey were grown up. n "Nat and the spider battle", the
gquestion of whether woodlice can swim arises again and is about
to0 become critical, but Nat is rescued by the spider and goes on
to0 pbe shown the spider’s larder and to witness a territorial

j k ' ! ider and the pearl", Nat is able to

pattle. Finally 1 "The sp
repay nis debt to his Zriend. The ingenious illustrations by
David 2arkins show Nat as a rather bproad-bodied, bug eyed

Porcellio scaber, These delightful stories <can be safely
recommended to oniscologists as well as to their children, and
should do much to 1lead the younger dgeneration to 1look on
woodlice as perfectly valid animals in their own right with no
need for special pleading.

Phoebe Allen in Garden Pests (1903) instructs the reader in
the effects of numerous pests by means of a series of ingenious
and entertaining court cases conducted under the avian Justice
B3lackcap. In the case of "The Oak versus The Goat-moth and
Grub", "Mr. Slater, otherwise Wood-louse" is called by the Grub
as a witness in his defence. "Thereupon a queer little object,
encased in a dull leaden suit of armour, with some whitish spots
on it, came running forward with all his legs (he had about
twenty) and Jjumped into the witness-box." When he declares that
the Grub in the Oak is as harmless and respectable as he 1is
himself, he is denounced from the back of the court by a Lettuce
who asks rhetorically who it is then if not he who comes by
night to make havoc amongst his fellow Lettuces. "The little
wild warrior of the woods promptly made himself scarce, and the
blatant Caterpillar looked round vainly for his small champion
in plate armour". Although Phoebe Allen considers woodlice to be
pests (and later describes a particularly diabolical
woodlouse-trap), and although Mr. Slater does not come out of
this episode well, the ringing phrase "little wild warrior of
the woods" betrays a depth of admiration that may make us wonder
whether she is not  perhaps unique among authors in
overestimating not only the number of legs but also some other
attributes of the woodlouse.

The poet and drama critic Jean Kenward (b. 1920) in a poem,
Woodlice, in the Autumn 1978 issue of The Countryman, gives the
most sympathetic account I know of what we may feel to be the
general plight of terrestrial isopods. The author has kindly
restored the poem to its original form, which was slightly
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altered in its 1978 publiication:

Deep in a crumbling

darkness, crisply armoured

against attack,

grey woodlice are assembled, dry and silent,
cushioned in cleft and crack.

Cold, spherical,

steelhard, they fold their tiny
bodies so tight

as to alliow

NC entry to the summer s

pervasive light;

Only - at a brief

raising of the curtain -

in sudden, wild hysteria, they run
this way and that,

unrolling, unprotected,

unloosed, undone,

certain that without

any word or warning,

each one must brace
himself to bear

the bird-infested morning,
and the sun’s face.

The poet Alasdair Maclean (b. 1926), in the epilogue to his
autobiographical Night Falls on Ardnamurchan (1984), has the
nearest thing ©To0 a positive eulogy of the woodlouse that I am
aware of in li:terature. The setiing is the outside lavatory of
his house at Xirkcaldv: "I am proud of my lavatory but I do not
allow myself to become too proprietorial about it, for I am by
no means it

its sole user. Others indeed are residential rather
than merely casual. Among them is a colony of woodlice, those
ancient humble creatures. I am very fond of woodlice. They are
inoffensive and engaging little animals, troubling no one and of
a lineage going back in a direct line to the primal seas. They
watched Gondwanaland disperse. I come across them often in my
lavatory, sometimes halfway up a wall, on a fantastic and
perilous journey in search of food and dampness. If you touch
them they curl up like plated hedgehogs but I do not touch them
if I can help it, except perhaps now and then out of friendship;
every creature has a right not to be poked and prodded.”

(1}

THE WOODLOUSE AS A SIGN

Maxim Gorky (1868-1936) in My Childhood (1913), Part 1 of
his autobiography, recounts a conversation with his grandmother,
who was the <chief influence on his upbringing. In Isidor
Schneider’s translation (1953): "Why are you so scared of
cockroaches?" I asked her. "I don’t know myself", she answered
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unconcernedly. "Maybe it’s the way the loathsome things crawl
about. God made other vermin signify something. Woodlice signify
dampness; bed-bugs are a sign of dirty walls; and everyone Xnows
that when lice are seen they prophesy an illness; but these
things! Who knows what their power is or even what they feed
on!"

her was quite right about woodlice. But the
refoil of stained glass in the west wall of
the south ch St Mary's Church, Shrewsbury, was guite
wrong. The ss (which appears quite o0ld, although it seems to
have escaped the various commentators on the stained glass for
which this church is famous) bears the words "Sol in cancro" and
must represent Cancer, the Crab, as the sign of the zocdiac. The
Ccreature depicted, however, is not a crab but a woodlouse. It
has seven legs on the side where they are visible, two prominent
antennae, two eyes and a ridged and tuberculate back. I can
offer no explanation of this amazing ecclesiastical isopod, and
should be grateiul <for any suggestions as to how it came

Gorky’s
maker of a s

or o

o <
th O O

about. It is illustrated in colour on the front cover of Isopoda
1.

There zare persistent reports of woodlice carved on a late
14th century misericord in All Saints church, Hereford (Bond

1910; Anderson 1935; Bottomley 1978), but in spite of careful
searching, I have been unable to find them. The presence of
carved woodmice suggested the possibility of a misprint, but
Anderson specifically mentions the rarity of invertebrates on
such carvings and also cites weevils at All Saints which I have
been unable tc locate.

Among the last works by Paul Klee (1879-1940), done 1in
March - May 1940, are two much-revroduced pictures of woodlice.
Assjel im Gehege (Woodlouse in the Znclosure), 31.3 x 41.5 cm, a
pastel (Fig. 2B), 1s in the Kunstmuseum, Berr, nd Assel, 29.4 x
41.8 cm, a gouache, is in the private collection of Rolf Burgi,

Bern. Both show a single woodlouse as a fishbone-like structure
of heavy black lines, filling most of the picture space, against
a reddish or orange background. Articulation and movement are
strongly suggested in both cases. In Assjel im Gehege, heavy
black gratings are also depicted, and the woodlice themselves,
to some extent, resemble gratings. The <colouring and the
undeniable intensity of these paintings, as with many that Klee
did in these final three months of painting, invoke death and
the transmutation of life. Willi Grohmann (1954), who reproduces
both pictures on p. 306, says on p. 359 that the images of
gratings and enclosures and of the woodlice "suggest both
stricture and free passage, threat and hope". Richard Verdi
(1984), says on p. 69 "it is hard not to see these late lice as
harbingers of doom, with their menacing black bodies resembling
prison grating and their blood-red surroundings, an open wound",
and suggests that they had come to symbolise for the artist "the
insidious forces which were slowly sapping his own vital Jjuices
and preparing him for an eternal confinement". Related paintings
include one of plant-lice and a Schlamm-Assel-Fisch (mud-1louse
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fish). Otner interpretations of these paintings have Dbeen
offered, for example by J. Glaesemer (1976) and by N. 2onente
(1960). Whatever Xlee intended his woodlice to symbolise, few if
any other invertebrates have been made the subijects of such
widely-discussed and substantial paintings.

THE WCCDLOUSE AS A METAPHOR OF MORAL CONTEMPTIBILITY

This deeplyv discreditable section is largely based on
Trench sources. Shrewsbury is not alone in having ecclesiastical
~oodlice, for Octave Mirbeau (1850-1917) in Le Journal ¢ une
emme de Chambre (1900), a work of strong social satire, speaks
Cf "the siimy and grovelling manners of the clerical woodliice"
{("les ' s visgueuses at rampantes des cloportes
ecclés Anatole France (1844-1924) 1in La Rotisserie
de la Reine Pédaugue (1893), which mocks belief in the occult,
remarks tnat "your theologians and your philosophers reason like
zne woocdlice o0f Verseilles or the Tuilleries who believe that
tnhe dampress made for them and that the rest

of the caverns is T
ct  the astlie 1is not fit to 1live in". The ecclesiastical
metaphor appears in a non-French context, 1in a television
dramatised documentary, Martin Luther - Heretic, by William
Nicholson, Dbroadcast on BBC 1 on 8 November 1983. =Luther
describes how Rome quivered like a dead tree and all the spiders
and woodlice came out to spit at him ; these words in facit come
from Nicholson (pers. comm.) and woodlice were never used by

Luther himself in this way.

The woodlouse to the French represents all that is most
despicarble in human nature. :=édmond de Goncour:t (1822-31396), in
his Journal for 1860, refers to a "vie de cloports" meaning &
life toz y selfi-centred and :turned in on itself. =Zugéne
Labiche {1815-1888) has a character in als Zarce Mon ZIsménie!
{1847) saving to his daughter in :the presence of her unwelcome
and unc:tuous admirer: "Mon Isménie! .... ma fleur! Un cloporte
s est promené sur ma fleur!"™ ("My Isménie! ... my ZIfliower! A
wWoodlouse nas walked over my flower!).

Sucn wWas the resonance of the word "cloporte" that the
neologism "cloportisme" arose. It is first noted in 1891 when it
was used by J.K. Huysmans (1848-1907), the novelist of decadence
and the occult, in La-Bas: "The whole school of naturalism, in
so far as it still exists, reflects the appetites of a frightful
period. With it, we have reached an art so grovelling and so

flat that I shall willingly call it “cloportisme’."

An undoubtedly uncomplimentary reference occurs 1in an
English detective story Clouds of Witness (1926) by Dorothy L.
Sayers. In chapter 13, Lord Peter Wimsey realises a parallel
between the case 1in question and the Abbe Prevost’s Manon
Lescaut and exclaims to the puzzled Detective Inspector Charles
Parker: "But Manon. Manon! Charles, if I°d had the grey matter
of a woodlouse that book ought to have told me the whole story.
And think of what we’d have been saved!". Yet this exclamation
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s made as he 1is conscious

U

y the vastly cultured Lord »2et
only of the revelation o0f a ma ce of French literature,
and this surely explains his mom y un-znglish reference to
woodlouse and his adoption of :the French mode. (In another
ctive story Death at the Bar (2939), Ngaio Marsh (1899-1982)
esses a much less condemnatory and rather more English
ude, seeing the woodlouse simply as -helpless and
M*1x,ant Superintendent Harper, commenting on a suspect,

"He s no murderer. He's =00 damned silly to kill a
ouse except he treacds on iz accidental™.)
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It savs much for the ZIzir play of the English that

WOr d "woodlouse" would carry none of the overtones that

tre summons up with "cloporte". Stuart Gilbert’s translation
16) nas to revert to "beetle" o suggest the same effect:
that old creature over there, creeping away like a beetle
on her little black feet, and hugging the walls. Well, she’s a
good specimen of the squat black vermin that teems in every
cranny of this town." Sartre seems to have found all non-human
lite, both animal and vegetable, tiresome and slightly
disturbing. According to Simone de 3eauvoir in La Cérémonie des
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Adieux (1981) he described how ne Zound crustaceans particularly
disgusting as ftood: the had, like insects, a dubious
consciousness that he Zound irksome, they seemed to belong to
another world, and their white flesh seemed stolen from another
universe, Woocdlice would certainiy have been expected :to appeal
¢ him even ess than they didé =c the generality of French

ity for woodlice in literature
;oo0d or 111, abandoned, by
erpiece is the novel Bouvard
£ (1881). The two heroes set out with a large fortune
best of intentions to pecome successful farmers,
gentlemen, archaeologists, lovers, politicians, do-gooders etc.
Most of these ventures result in catastrophe, both for
themselves and for those they try to help, but as the book
progresses, Flaubert becomes gradually more sympathetic towards
them. In an early draft of 1863, however, he intended his heroes
to be entirely contemptible representatives of bourgeois
stupidity. His proposed title for the novel at this date was Les
Deux Cloportes (see A.J. Krailsheimer 1976, p. 8), or perhaps
Histoire or Mémoires de Deux Cloportes (see J. Gautier (1903),
P. 267, and especially D.L. Demorest (1931), pp. 20-21).
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THE WOODLOUSE AND CENSORSHIP

Beatrix Potter (1866-1943) wrote out The Tale I Mrs.

Tictlemouse in 1909 in an exercise book, complete with her
watercolour illustrations, as a present for Nellie, the small
daughter of her publisher, Harold Warne. ZIn thi tale MI.

-

Jackson, the frog, is an unwelcome visitor in Mrs. Tittlemouse’s
£idy home, and rudely l1ooks for the honey he is convinced she
must have. He squeezes into the pantry: "There were three

wood-lice hiding in the plate-rack. two of them gct away; but
the littlest one he caught." As Leslie Linder in A Zistory of
the Writings of Beatrix Potter (1971) explains, Warne oblected
0 :tne use 0f the word "wood-lice"™ in a children’s book, and
nersuaded the author o change it when it was pub:ished the
‘ollowing vear. "I can alter the text, when I get the Droois",
she wrote, and "will erase the offensive word “wood-:ice’ !"™. She
¢id, changing it to "three Creepy-Crzawly peoplie"., Fortunately,
che illustration was not objected to, as it is a brilliant
sketch of three panic-stricken woodlice, the littliest one on its
back Zfrantically <tryving to richt itself. The unexpurgated
original draft is in the Victoria and Albert Museum, &and was
recently published in Zacsimile in a limited edition.
THE WOODLOUSE IN POPULAR CULTURE

A largely incomprehensible buxz certainly mildly
pornodraphic science Zfiction comic, The Woodlice Report (1978)
by Benny n Mark (Steven Bennett and Mark Wise), was reviewed by
2.7. Harding in the Newsletter oI the 3ritish Isopod Study Group
Mo. 22 (1987). A copv can be seen in =z—ne Cambridge University
Library. Most of the strip car:iocn s:tories involve woodlice ¢
some decree, and include episocdes with woodlice in what are
perhaps space capsules invading our western culture, apparently
suppcrted by a nhuman, male, paranoic drop-out. One drawing was
doubtliess inspired Dby an encounter similar to Alasdair
Maclean’'s, but :the woodlice are seen as retriputive or menacing.

In the Dbrilliantly ilustrated puzzle and guest book
Masguerade (1979) by Xit W;ll-ams, an eclipse of the sun v :the

lovesick Lady Moon is the occasion for a variety of animals to
run in terror for their lives, as well as for all the horrors of
the night to come forth with a silent scream from the Moon’'s
mouth. A Porcellio-like woodlouse is depicted fleeing in company
with a slug, a snail, a wood-ant, a robin, a bat etc. Whether it
is to be considered a horror or Jjust one of the fleeing animals
seems uncertain, and if it is a clue then I at least am unaware
of its significance.

The Boomtown Rats, the rock band led by Bob Geldof, adopted
the woodlouse in 1984 in connection with their record album In
the Long Grass. One of the members of the band, Simon Crowe,
painted a backcloth with a woodlouse and long grass for the
promotional tour for the album in Ireland, as recounted by Sir
Bob at the end of chapter 12 of his autobiography Is That It?
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(1986). Robert Legg did an elegant but morphologically ‘inexact
engraving of a wocdlouse which was used to best advantage on the
inner sleeve for the record but was also used on posters for the
band’s appearances around this time. The woodlouse design
continued into Geldof’ s famine relief projects related to Band
Aid, and in September 1985, Knit Aid produced a knitting pattern
featuring a large woodlouse crawling across the wearer s stomach
(Anon 1985). What Klee or Sartre would have made of this image,
which comes uncomfortably close their deepest anxieties, 1is
uncertain, but it is a notable e e of the way in which the
woodlouse has impinged on the wid erns Of humanity.

THEZ WOOCDLOUSZ AS AN INSTRUMENT OF POLITICAL SATIRE
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duchess, obtained a patent
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(1667-1745) r r1y distrusted him and
ign against him in letters entitled To
the whole Deoplie and and sicned "M.B. Drapier", and in
various poems. This paign questione the whole relationship
between the Crown and the people of Ireland and led to civil
disobedience. In 1725, the patent was revoked, Wood was given a
pension, and Swifti was raised to the height of popularity. A
late shot in this campaign is the following poem by Swift, in
which the "rillets of Brass" clearly refer to Wood’'s illicit
gains and the "Doublet of Stone" refers, according to Swift, to
Wood being in Zail for debt; the medicinal reference would have
oeen well understood at this early date:
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ttle Vermin are kin to Will. Wood:
an Insect they call a Wood-louse,
se
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nat hree 11
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The Zirst 1s

£ in itself for a House:

all, without Head, without Tail,
Incios ¢ Cap-a-pbee in a strong Coat of Mail

And thus William Wood to my Fancy appears

In Fillets of Brass roll’d up to his Ears:

And, over these Fillets he wisely has thrown,
To keep out of Danger, a Doublet of Stone.

The Louse of the Wood for a Med cine 1s us’d,

Or swallow’d alive, or skilfully bruis’d.

And, let but our Mother Hibernia contrive

To swallow Will. Wood either bruis’d or alive.
She need be no more with the Jaundice possess’t;
Or sick of Obstructions, and Pains in her Chest.

The remaining lines deal with Wood-worm etc.
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CONCLUSIONS

The characteristics of woodlice that most seem to attract
the attention of our creative minds are, in order of frequency,
their fondness for damp and dingy situations, their ability to
roll into a ball, their tendency to scurry away when disturbed,
and their numerous legs. The French use woodlice almost
exclusively as a metaphor for the most contemptible aspects of
human existence. The =Znglish, on the other hand, are very much
more open—minded about woodlice, sometimes using them to evoke
atmosphere (admittedly usually of decay), sometimes remembering

themn wwtn nostalgia, and sometimes even regarding them with
afZeczion. The writer In English who comes nearest to casting a
real slur on the woodlouse iz Swift, but he, of course, was an
Iristman describing an Engliishman as a woodlouse. Woodlice have
climped =0 Lhe highest 1ie ve;s of art in the late paintings of
the Swiss artist, Xlee, an d nave found niches in a great variety
0L novels, poems and th forms of art. They have clearly
adapted well to most . hig r reaches oI human behaviour.
Onisco_ogists should : encouraged £6 pursue their
studies of these creatures with greater confidence of receiving
understanding and support Irom the rest of the community.
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