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This little article is in response to 
questions on how I make Henry 
Howden’s beetle pictures for his 
popular In Past Years articles. It’s 
quite easy, but as the old saying 
goes: “practice makes perfect”. I 
will assume you all know about 
Photoshop and are fairly comfort-
able using it.

First, I use a Nikon D90 (this cam-
era will let me shoot live, tethered 
to my computer and monitor) 
with a 105mm macro lens (this 
lens is often used for portraits of 

people). I mount the camera on a 
Kaiser RS1 copy stand and illumi-
nate the beetle with a fluorescent 
ring light (homemade light based 
on a design by Jim Troubridge) that 
is 22 watt, 5000K (in other words, a 
full spectrum light, simulating sun-
light). I supplement the fluorescent 
light with a Nikon NI-150 fiber op-
tic lamp (Figure 1). It is important 
to note that measuring the white 
balance is necessary, otherwise, the 
beetle (or, in the case of my regular 
job, the moth) will not be the right 
colour. Positioning the beetle so it 

Making Really Cool Beetle Pictures for 
Henry Howden
by Jocelyn Gill
jocelyn.gill@gmail.com

Santa Claus, Henry Howden and the author after too 
much white wine.
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Figure 1: My camera (Nikon D90 with 105mm 
macrolens) and light system set up on a copy stand 
with a full spectrum light source plus a fiber optic 
supplemental light.

Figure 2: Left: positioning the beetle to show its best 
side up. Right: a Mylar plastic film used as a light dif-
fuser. There are many ways of diffusing light, including a 
styrofoam coffee cup..

has its best side showing is also 
really important. I diffuse the light 
with a strip of Mylar (plastic trac-
ing film) that surrounds the beetle 
(Figure 2).

At this point, it is critical that the 
beetle and the illumination be 
carefully staged. I put on my art-
ist’s hat and angle that beetle and 
light... just so.... I move the fiber-
optic arms so the whole speci-
men is illuminated perfectly. In 
my experience, this is what takes 
the most time, and causes me the 
most headaches. Take your time, 
and try many combinations of 
angles, light and diffusion. If you 
fail, try drinking a glass of wine, a 
Black Russian or a shot of whiskey, 
relax, and try again.

Once the beetle is sitting pretty, 
I open Helicon Remote (part of 
the Helicon Focus software pack-
age), a little program that sells out 
of the Ukraine and costs about 
$250.00. http://www.heliconsoft.
com/heliconfocus.html. See Scar-
abs 22, pages 5-8 and Scarabs 35, 
pages 10-11 for further informa-
tion. As anyone who has taken 
images at close focus knows, there 
is almost always part of the ob-
ject that is out of focus. This little 
program overcomes this problem 
by controlling the focus and tak-
ing multiple pictures at different 
focal planes and assembling all 
the sharp bits into one all-in-focus 
image. I won’t explain the process 
here, but the idea is to take mul-
tiple pictures so that I have every 
part of the beetle in focus in one 
of the series of pictures. I normally 

http://www.heliconsoft.com/heliconfocus.html
http://www.heliconsoft.com/heliconfocus.html
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Figure 3: Left side shows Helicon Remote, a program that controls the camera’s focal points, and 
the number of pictures taken. You need a camera with a live view function. On the right, a screen 
capture of Helicon Focus, the software that stacks the images to produce a single all-in-focus im-
age (bottom right).

take between five pictures (for moths and butterflies) and 20 pictures (for a medium-sized 
beetle).

I then open Helicon Focus and import the images I just took (Figure 3). I won’t explain the pro-
gram here, but if I do say so, it is an impressive little program for the money. Other software 
packages that do frame (Z) stacking include Auto-Montage http://www.syncroscopy.com/
syncroscopy/am.asp, (not free) and CombineZ (free) http://www.hadleyweb.pwp.blueyonder.
co.uk/index.htm.

Once my separate images are combined, I save the single “in focus” image and am ready to “fix” 
it up in Adobe Photoshop.

I use Adobe Photoshop CS3. As of January 2011, Photoshop CS5 is available. My technique 
will work using the later versions of Photoshop. I open the beetle picture in Photoshop. First I 
create a Levels adjustment layer, and adjust the levels (if needed).

http://www.syncroscopy.com/syncroscopy/am.asp
http://www.syncroscopy.com/syncroscopy/am.asp
http://www.hadleyweb.pwp.blueyonder.co.uk/index.htm
http://www.hadleyweb.pwp.blueyonder.co.uk/index.htm
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Figure 4: Selecting the background using the Magic Wand in Photoshop.

Figure 5: Editing the selection using the Quick Mask mode. This mode makes the unwanted 
selected bits much more obvious and easier to remove.

Next, I choose the Magic Wand tool and begin to select the background. I add to the selection, 
until I have most of the background selected (Figure 4).

Then, I change the edit to Quick Mask mode and refine the selection by either adding to the 
selection or removing from it with the brush tool (Figure 5).
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Figure 6: Zooming in on the image makes the editing process much easier.

The time it takes to perfect the selection is by far the longest, but if anyone knows and loves 
Henry like I do, they know he is worth every minute. Ultimately, the better the selection, the bet-
ter the final image will be (Figure 6).

There are a number of little tricks I use to refine the selection, including using the Quick Selec-
tion tool, Polygonal Lasso tool, feathering or softening the selection (etc.), but if I described them 
all here, Barney might be angry with the number of pages this article would take. Suffice it to say, 
the tricks I use are all found on the Web by searching for Photoshop tricks and techniques. It’s all 
a matter of practice, patience, trial and error. Anyone seriously interested in picking brains can 
contact me at Jocelyn.Gill@gmail.com. I drink white wine.

Once my selection is perfected, and my bottle of wine is half done, I save the selection as an 
alpha channel (I call it “cleanup”) (Figure 7). If you look at the panel showing channels, the 
“cleanup” layer is there at the bottom. Now, here is a little trick: click on the “cleanup” layer in 
the channel panel, and you will see the image turns black and white. This little trick will show up 
any small pixels that were missed in the background selection that should not be there (Figure 
8). Zap them away with the eraser. Then, click on the RGB channel to see your full-colour image 
again.
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Figure 7: Saving the perfected selection using the pull-down menus.

Figure 8: Clicking on the “cleanup” layer in Channels will convert the image into a black and 
white image. Obvious small unwanted pixels can be removed in order to further refine the selec-
tion.
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Figure 9: Copying the beetle by loading up the “cleanup” selection and checking the INVERT 
box. This ensures the beetle is selected, not the unwanted background.

Now, I make a new layer (I called it transparent background”). I go back to the beetle layer, and 
load up the selection “cleanup”, but I INVERT the selection (so now the beetle is selected, not the 
background) (Figure 9).

I copy the selection, click on the new layer, and paste the selection. Voilà, a beetle on a transpar-
ent background (Figure 10).

Figure 10: Pasting the beetle onto a new transparent layer.
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At this point, I erase the pin using the Eraser tool, and clone bits of dirt off the image by using 
the Clone Stamp tool, or the Healing Brush. Depending on how dirty the beetle was, this can 
take a small amount of time, or a stupid amount of time (especially if you are a perfectionist). It’s 
always wise to start with a clean beetle.

I make yet another new layer, (called backdrop) and put on my fashion designer’s hat. Since 
these beetle photographs are for Henry’s life and times, I don’t use the usual scientific neutral 
(white, gray, blue) backgrounds. Based on the gradient backgrounds started by T.E. Dare (see In 
Past Years XL, Scarabs 59), I play around with various backgrounds that are pleasing and co-
lour coordinated with the colour of the beetle. To get a gradient, I choose the Gradient tool, and 
choose from the Gradient Options (top left on the Photoshop tool bar) a cool gradient pattern. I 
encourage you to play around with various gradient patterns, including the actual layer proper-
ties... (Dissolve, Multiply, Color Burn, etc.). Remember, it is possible to transform the backdrop 
layer: stretch, expand, rotate, to whatever looks cool. Be bold, or not— it’s up to you!

Last, I put a shadow on the beetle by selecting the beetle layer and adding a Layer Style (layer 
pull down menu, choose Drop Shadow). The drop shadow should be subtle, but strong enough 
to make the beetle appear three dimensional. Here, I put on my photographer’s hat on and think 
about light direction, intensity, etc. (Figure 11).

Figure 11: Making the final background and shadow is a personal choice. If it is a whimsical 
publication, make the background fun. If it is for scientific publication, I prefer to use a gray 
(10-15%) background. The shadow is also a matter of personal preference. Pay attention to the 
direction of the light.
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Depending on the final look, the image might benefit from a little sharpening. This can be a deli-
cate task, because too much sharpening will make the image look artificial. There are many ways 
of sharpening an image including a sharpen filter (with many options). Putting on your techni-
cian’s hat might help. 

Finally, I might want to change the cropping dimensions of the final image, depending on the ap-
plication. I also flatten the whole thing once it is done, and save the final images with a different 
name (Figure 12).

Figure 12: Final check. Cropping is also important. Look at the image composition, position of 
the beetle. When all is done, finish your wine.

I then finish the bottle of wine, I put away all my hats and send the final image to Barney and 
Henry for final acceptance. If they have modifications, I open up the file with all the layers, 
modify, and re-flatten the changed file to (again) a different name, because we all know, scien-
tists are always changing their minds. Easy, yes???

Figure 12: Final check. Cropping is also important. Look at the image composition and the posi-
tion of the beetle. When all is done, finish your wine.
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In Past Years - XLIV - 1999
by Henry F. Howden

henry.howden@rogers.com

Photo 1: A fruit market on our way to Xalapa - Anne in 
foreground looking for plantains.

Early in 1999 we received an 
invitation from Dr. Miguel-Angel 
Morón, Departamento de Ento-
mología, Instituto de Ecología, 
to visit him in Xalapa, Veracruz, 
México. I would be expected to 
help with a few small parts of 
Volume 2 of Miguel’s Atlas de los 
Escarabajos de México, while Anne 

would provide some help with col-
lecting local weevils. After saying 
yes to Miguel’s kind invitation, we 
applied to subsequently visit the 
(Rob and Bessie) Welder Wildlife 
Refuge to check once again on the 
diversity of dung feeding scarabs 
in the refuge.  When our applica-
tion and timing were approved we 
had our summer plans in place.

On May 3rd we flew to the city of 
Veracruz, arriving about 10 PM. 
The Mexican Customs had a sys-
tem that we had not seen before. 
As one entered the Customs area 
there was a button to push; if a 
light showed green, you were not 
searched, but if the light was red 
you were inspected. I never fig-
ured out if the system was really 
random, but it was interesting. 
Outside, we were met by Miguel 
and his wife, Gloria. They took us 
to a great hotel for that evening to 
avoid a late night, two-hour ride to 
Xalapa (sometimes spelled Jalapa).

The drive the next day was most 
interesting, since we had not been 
in that part of México for about 40 
years. The people and roads had 
both changed - for the better. The 
people were mostly much more 
prosperous looking and the roads 
greatly improved. Along the way 
I asked for a quick stop (Photo 
1) to buy some plantains - most 
readers can guess why. We arrived 
at the Morón’s beautiful home 
about noon and settled in their 

Photo 2: One of the Institute buildings housing the 
insect collection and many of the entomologists.
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guest room. Later we went to the 
Institute (Photo 2) and met several 
of the entomologists there (Photo 
3). In the evening we hung three 
plantains near the house which 
overlooked a partly-wooded val-
ley (Photo 4), ran a black light and 
looked at a small part of Miguel’s 
wonderfully mounted and curated 
private collection. I should mention 
that Gloria is a terrific hostess; she 
even laughed at some of my jokes! 
Miguel and his family are all very 
artistic and their home reflected 
this - I won’t say more about our 
stay except that they all contributed 
to our comfort and enjoyment.

The next three days were mostly 
spent working on parts of the Atlas. 
On the first day Gonzalo Halffter, 
Investigador Nacional Emérito, 
came to Miguel’s office (Photo 5) to 
offer to help with specimens from 
his extensive collection. Gonzalo 
had essentially founded the pres-
ent Institute and had been studying 
the behavior of dung beetles for 
many years. He was a great source 
of information and during our stay 
helped me in may ways. After his 
visit and seeing the Institute col-
lection, I started with the cerato-
canthines. The format of the Atlas 
was to key out the genera after an 
introduction to the group, list the 
Mexican species for each genus, 
give their distribution and mention 
larvae, or odd habits. This was ac-
companied by one or more illustra-
tions of a species in the genus, done 
mostly by Miguel. My English or 
“spanglish” all had to be translated 
into Spanish, a job in itself. Eve-
nings and parts of some days were 
spent on the geotrupine part (Pho-

Photo 3: Leonardo Delgado, one of several scarab 
workers at the Institute.

Photo 4: Part of the valley near Morón’s house with a 
bait producer; one of several.

Photo 3: Gonzalo Halffter (standing) and Morón 
(seated) in Morón’s office.
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tos 6 & 7. See discussion of photos 
by Jocelyn Gill in this issue), which 
went more quickly as I had most 
of the information needed already 
done. While doing this, Miguel, 
with some of my specimens and a 
little help from me, worked on a 
paper describing new Dilophoch-
ila Bates, which was published in 
The Coleopterists Bulletin in 2001.

While we worked, the plantains 
that we had purchased and hung 
up, not only at Miguel’s home 
but around the Institute, started 
to attract the occasional cetoni-
ine; that, plus collecting at the 
black light hung on the side of the 
Morón’s house, yielded a good 
assortment of local scarabs. One 
day there was a good local rain 
shower, but the countryside was 
still very dry.

On Saturday we went collecting in 
the mountains around Las Vigas 
(Photo 8). If there had been any 
recent rain, it was not evident. 
Anne collected a moderate num-
ber of chrysomelids and weevils, 
including her pet group, Pandele-
teius, while I only collected several 
prionines under pine bark. We 
moved several times (Photo 9), 
and at an elevation of about 3,000 
feet finally found some ravines 
that were damp. Miguel collected 
several odd-looking Diplotaxis, 
while I found several aphodiines. 
That evening we all went to dinner 
to end an interesting day. On Sun-
day we returned to the same area, 
but worked higher elevations, 
with about the same results. Back 
at Miguel’s house, the black light 
attracted five species of Cyclo-

Photo 6: Neoathyreus excavatus (Castelnau) (Photo by 
Jocelyn Gill).

Photo 7: Ceratotrupes boliviari Halffter & Martinez, 
an example of one of the species used in the Atlas (See 
Demo article by Jocelyn Gill).
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Photo 8: Some of the habitat 1.2 km south of Las Vigas, 
Veracruz.

Photo 9: Miguel and Gloria Morón south of Las Vigas.

cephala, and a fair number of other 
scarabs; the recent local rains start-
ing to increase the insect activity.

It was back to the Atlas on Mon-
day for four days, with collecting 
being limited to the hanging plan-
tains and the usual black light. By 
Wednesday the rough drafts were 
done of my parts of the Atlas and 
much of the day was spent on the 
Dilophochila descriptions. Since we 
had to pack the next day I started 
to take down the plantains around 
the Institute, but was asked to leave 
them up. That day I took four spe-
cies of cetoniines and several cer-
ambycids, and since several of the 
staff worked on scarabs, they were 
glad to take over the daily ritual of 
checking the hanging plantains.

That night we said our farewells 
to the Moróns, since we left at five 
AM the next morning for the two 
hour drive to the airport. The plane 
left on time and we landed at Hous-
ton, Texas, about noon, rented a 
car and drove to Victoria where we 
rented a motel room for the night. 
We were not far from Welder, but 
they were not expecting us that 
day, and it would have been the 
height of folly to show up on a 
Friday night with no reservation. 
As it was, the next day we arrived 
at Welder about eleven AM and it 
took us over an hour to find anyone 
who knew what room had been as-
signed to us and where the key was 
kept. After unloading our “stuff” in 
our room, we drove to Sinton (the 
nearest town) for supplies.
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Once settled in our room, we ate 
supper and then set a Malaise trap 
in a non-cleared section near our 
building. Since our first visit to 
Welder in 1963, there had been 
little change in housing, but the 
vegetation had changed; in 1963 
some of the dry areas were al-
most dominated by cactus, now 
there was very little cactus to be 
found. When cactus was common 
at Welder, there were numerous 
pack-rat nests with parts of cacti 
incorporated into the nests for 
protection. There were also sev-

eral species of scarabs associated 
with the nests: an Onthophagus, to 
mention one. Now, cactus is rare at 
Welder and so were the pack-rats. 
Some faunal changes seemed to be 
weather (increase in rain) related 
(Photo 10). During our two week 
stay at Welder we concluded that 
several imported species also con-
tributed to the faunal change. First 
and foremost was the imported 
fire-ant. There had been a few fire-
ant nests seen in a 1985 visit, but 
in 1999 they seemed to be almost 
everywhere (Photo 11) in consider-
able numbers. Several times, much 
to my regret, I didn’t look where 
I placed my feet and found that I 
was standing in an ant nest. It did 
not take long for the ants to let me 
know that I had made a mistake; 
for most of the time at Welder 
my feet and legs looked like I was 
wearing long red socks. A second 
import that may have had a more 
subtle effect on the native dung 
beetles is Digitonthophagus gazella 
(Fabricius), which seemed to have 
decreased in numbers since 1985, 
but was still common on cow dung 
and at light.

Anne and I spent much of our 
time repeating the earlier studies 
on the Welder dung beetles. This 
was published in the The Coleop-
terists Bulletin, 2001, vol. 55 (3). 
It seemed that the smaller dung 
beetles had reduced numbers; pre-
dation by the fire ants(?). General 
collecting was reasonably good, as 
there were several rainy days, but 
we seemed to have missed many 
of the Spring species. Early on in 
our stay, Ed Riley (Photo 12) from 
Texas A. & M., dropped by for a 

Photo 10: A field of mainly Spiny Aster edging the 
Hackberry Mot; now no open areas.

Photo 11: Edge of “Big” Lake at Welder, one of the few 
places the fire-ants were scarce.
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Photo 13: The sand ridge area; easily overlooked.

visit. He spent most of the day with 
us and took us to a sandy-mesquite 
area (Photo 13) that was good for 
Anne’s weevils, but not much else. 
He mentioned that using flota-
tion and washing material from 
the sand dunes might be produc-
tive. Once we had all our traps set 
out, we collected several buckets 
of mixed sand and vegetation, 
took it back to the lab at Welder, 
washed it and ran the resulting 
liquid mixture under a microscope. 
We were rewarded by finding four, 
very small, flightless aegialines 
in the litter. Paul Skelley, Florida 
State Department of Agriculture, 
Gainesville, has found a number 
of new species in dunes using this 
method and has published his 
findings.

One other afternoon was spent 
driving to the Mustang Island 
beach near Port Aransas, slightly 
more than an hour from Welder. 
We collected one species of tiger 
beetle on the beach and a variety of 
weevils and chrysomelids on dune 
vegetation; unfortunately no scar-
abs. Black-lighting was moderately 
productive at Welder, but was in-
fluenced by a nearly full moon, and 
several nights by strong wind and 
showers. Oddly, the hackberry mot 
was not very productive, with only 
a few species of scarabs coming 
to light. The best areas were more 
open, mesquite dominated habitats 
(Photo 14); these produced a num-
ber of Phyllophaga, Diplotaxis, 
Anomala, Trox, aphodiines and 
some dung beetles. Sometimes, 
even at night, the darned fire-ants 
were a problem, as they often were 
when we were beating or sweep-

Photo 12: Ed Riley sorting through a sand sample 
looking for small scarabs.

Photo 14: One of the more open habitats near the east 
end of the Welder Refuge.
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ing. One other bit of fauna that 
we did have to look out for were 
the rattlesnakes, which were not 
uncommon; the ants were still the 
main hazard.

After two weeks, our time was up, 
so after picking up all of the vari-
ous traps (Photo 15), and sorting 
each trap area into whirl-pack bags 
we left for Houston the next morn-
ing at 9 AM. It was almost as if 
we had picked up Bruce Gill that 
morning. It started to rain as we 
left Welder and the rain increased 
as we neared Houston. Many of 
the streets in Houston were turned 
into small rivers, and the parking 
lot of the motel that we had pre-
booked, was two feet deep in water. 
Since we rather doubted that our 
car could plow through that much 
water, we drove down one of the 
less flooded streets to find a place 
to eat supper. Fortunately, while 
we were there the rain stopped and 
not long after we could enter our 
motel room.

The following day started out 
well, the car was turned in and we 
caught our flight to Newark. There 
we ran into the Bruce effect again, 
our flight to Ottawa was canceled 
and there was no good connection. 
After five hours we were put on a 
flight to Toronto and from there 
to Ottawa. Arriving fairly late that 
night, we found that we were short 
a suitcase, which further delayed 
us. It was a long day. The following 
day was better, our missing luggage 
appeared in the afternoon.

Photo 15: Onthophagus alluvius Howden & Cartwright, 
the commonest dung beetle in our traps at Welder 
(Photo by Jocelyn Gill).
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Bug People XXI
from the Secret Files of Henry Howden

This photo was taken in 1958 in Nuevo León, México.

The man on the left is an expert on North American psocids and has worked on some parts of 
the world fauna. He was a professor for many years at Illinois State University and is now Distin-
guished Professor Emeritus. His publication list is impressive.

The man on the right was an expert on Meloidae. He published many papers, first on taxonomy 
and then on behavior. He was a professor at the University of Illinois. He died from a heart at-
tack.

Answer: Edward (Ed) L. Mockford and Richard (Dick) Selander.
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Atlas of Japanese Scarabaeoidea
by Shinya Kawai

shinya@kawamo.co.jp

Nowadays, advances in camera, 
computer and printing technolo-
gies have made big changes in en-
tomological publishing. The series 
Atlas of Japanese Scarabaeoidea 
comprises some of the most beau-
tiful entomological books ever.

Atlas of Japanese Scarabaeoidea:

Volume 1 Coprophagous group: TROGIDAE, 
CERATOCANTHIDAE, BOLBOCERATI-
DAE, GEOTRUPIDAE, HYBOSORIDAE, 
OCHODAEIDAE, SCARABAEINAE, APHO-
DIINAE, AEGIALIINAE

Volume 2 Phytophagous group I: GLAPHYRI-
NAE, RUTELINAE, DYNASTINAE, EU-
CHIRINAE,  CETONIINAE, TRICHIINAE, 
VALGINAE

Volume 3 Phytophagous group II: MELOLON-
THINAE

Volume 4 (not yet published): LUCANIDAE, 
PASSALIDAE and Supplemental plates / data

The latest volume (Volume 3) was 
published in February, 2011. This 
book contains all known 131 spe-
cies and 13 subspecies of Japanese 
Melolonthinae.

More details can be found here: 
http://kawamo.co.jp/kogane/
sub17e.htm

For ordering, please contact:
Roppon-Ashi Entomological 
Books: roppon-ashi@kawamo.
co.jp

http://kawamo.co.jp/roppon-ashi/

Anne displaying the highly sought after Volume 3.

Sample pages from Volume 3.

Editors’ Note: Be sure 
to check the beautiful 
artwork by Scarabs con-
tributor Pascal Stéfani 
on the preface page.

http://kawamo.co.jp/kogane/sub17e.htm
http://kawamo.co.jp/kogane/sub17e.htm
mailto:http://kawamo.co.jp/roppon-ashi/?subject=
mailto:http://kawamo.co.jp/roppon-ashi/?subject=
http://kawamo.co.jp/roppon-ashi/

