
 

 

Beetlewing art 
 
The superbly famous Peacock Gown - the extravagant dress worn by the mighty hostess 
Baroness Curzon in the 2nd Delhi Durbar to commemorate and celebrate the coronation of King 
Edward VII and Queen Alexandra as the Emperor and Empress of India in 1903. The elegant 
Gown was assembled from chiffon neatly embroidered and generously embellished using the 
gold wire or zardozi. Interestingly, overlapping 
peacock feathers all over the gown have a blue-green 
beetlewing at the center which dazzled like a 
gemstone.  
 
The Peacock Gown may be a very special dress meant 
for a very special occasion, but elegantly embroidered 
textiles were produced using beetlewing pieces in 
nineteenth-century India. They used to bedeck 
socialite ladies of the ruling British Government in 
parties and gatherings. Employed not only on 
valuable textiles, the beetlewing pieces were used to 
embellish ornate hand fans, theatrical costumes, 
paintings, book covers, jewellery, and other 
decorative items. All these beetlewing pieces came 
from the body part of a tiny insect from the beetle 
group. 
 
Beetles are extremely diverse creatures belonging to 
the order Coleoptera. The Coleoptera, with nearly half a millionspecies, is the largest of all 
orders, comprising almost 40% of insects and 25% of all known organisms. Buprestidae is 
among the largest families of the beetles, with some 15,500 species. They are famous as metallic 
wood-boring beetles or jewel beetles because of their glossy iridescent colors. Quite expectedly, 
the larger and remarkably colored jewel beetles are excellent collectible items and highly prized 
among insect collectors.  
 
The vibrantly dazzling jewel beetles have also become highly sought-after for another reason. 
The elytra or modified, hardened forewing of some Buprestidae species have been traditionally 
used in jewellery and decoration in certain countries in Asia, like India, China, Thailand, and 
Japan. It is called beetlewing or beetlewing art, an ancient craft form using iridescent color-
shifting beetle wings, used to adorn garments, textiles, jewelry, and paintings. Various species of 
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metallic wood-boring beetle wings were used for 
decoration depending on the geographic region. But, 
traditionally, wings of beetles belonging to genus 
Sternocera, were most valued for their beautiful and 
hardy metallic emerald iridescence. The beetles have 
a short life span of 3 to 4 weeks in their adult stage; 
thus, only those that die of natural process are 
collected to avoid killing. 
 
In India, however, embroidery using beetlewing has 
roots going back to the Mughal times as evidenced from a plethora of museum pieces. Often 
embroidered onto a variety of textiles, ranging from brocades, chiffons, fine muslins, satins to 
velvets, the beetlewings were styled with silk threads, gilt silver and gold wire. In Thailand, 
beetlewings of wood–boring beetle species, Sternocera aequisignata, were preferred to decorate 
clothing (shawls and sabai cloth) and jewelry in former court circles. The wing casings were 
available in colours of emerald green that reflected luminous layers of sapphire, amethyst and 
copper shades. The shine of beetlewings is long-lasting and does not generally disappear unless 
abused just as the peacock gown where the dress has tarnished but the beetle wings defied the 
passage of time and retained their natural glow. These metallic-hued wings still flaunt their 
splendor in various museums or personal collections. 
 
Image Courtesy: By Unknown artist - Catalog Photo, Public Domain, 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=64696850; AND Xufanc - Own work, CC BY-SA 3.0, 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=7313204 
 
Collector - Avik Ray  
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