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Bedbug
Klaus Reinhardt
Book review by Stephen L. Doggett

This year will be seen as the year of the bed bug 
books. Ok, there has only been two, but this is two 
more than most years!

The latest offering is Bedbug from Dr Klaus Reinhardt of 
the Institute for Zoology, Technische Universität in Dresden, 
Germany. Klaus Reinhardt undertook his PhD in one of the 
most notable institutes for bed bug research, Sheffield 
University (England), under the tutelage of Prof. Mike 
Siva-Jothy. 

Sheffield University was the home for one of the great bed 
bug investigators of the pre-WWII era, Kenneth Mellanby, 

who studied various aspects of the physiology of the com-
mon bed bug, Cimex lectularius. In more recent years, Mike 
Siva-Jothy and his team, have been at the forefront of 

“the forefront of exploring the 
bizarre sexual mating...known 

as traumatic insemination”
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exploring the bizarre sexual mating behaviour of bed bugs 
known as traumatic insemination. Thus Klaus Reinhardt has 
the experience, and knowledge, to produce a quality book 
on bed bugs.

Bedbug is divided into nine chapters. Chapter 1 focuses on 
the diversity of the Cimicidae, the family that includes bed 
bugs. Chapter 2 examines the history of bed bugs in human 
civilization, from the discovery of bed bugs in Egyptian 
remains dating back to 3,600BC, through the Middle Ages, 
to more modern times. Chapter 3 reviews the biology of the 
insects. The next chapter (4) discusses traumatic insemina-
tion, where basically the male penis stabs the female in the 
abdomen to inject sperm. Unsurprisingly, this is not always 
very healthy for the female! Chapter 5 looks at the bite of 
the bed bug and the adverse reaction this can have on 
humans. Chapter 6 expands on the previous chapter, with 
a discussion on the laboratory colonization of bed bugs. 
This chapter also examines the fears that bed bugs provoke 
in humans and the basis of these fears. Chapter 7 reflects 
on how humans have controlled bed bugs through the 
years. Chapter 8 is titled ‘The Other Bug’ and is a somewhat 
strange section (and even disturbing) where the meaning is 
not always clear. Here the author focuses on the derogatory 
use of the terms ‘bug’ and ‘bed bug’. He extends the discus-
sion to the sad time of Nazi Germany and the Holocaust, and 
how the Jews were compared to bed bugs by the Nazis as 
a justification for their attempted extermination. The final 

chapter deliberates on the infiltration of bed bugs into lan-
guage, literature, and popular culture. 

Bedbug does contain a few small errors and contentious 
comments. For example, on page 83, it is stated that bed 
bugs inject an anaesthetic in their host to numb the bite 
during feeding. In actual fact there is no evidence that bed 
bugs deliver any pain killing agent. The reason why we do 
not feel the bite is thought to be due to the fine nature of 
the stylets that are inserted during feeding. 

Later on page 125, it is suggested that the decline in bed 
bugs during the 1950’s being attributed to the use of DDT 
is a myth, as bed bugs infestations started to reduce in 
number within the United Kingdom before the 1950’s. Few 
researchers would suggest that the decline in bed bugs 
post WWII was not due to the introduction of powerful new 
insecticides. It is certainly true that bed bug numbers did 
start to decline during the inter-war years due to a num-
ber of key developments. This included the introduction 
of fumigants such as hydrocyanic acid and sulphur dioxide 
around the mid-1910’s. In 1934, both the Scottish and English 
Departments of Health recognised the problem of bed bugs 
and developed effective management guidelines, which fur-
ther reduced the number of infestations in the country. Thus 
bed bugs were under attack on multiple fronts before DDT 
and the other organochlorines, and the organophosphates, 
became widely available and reduced bed bug populations 
in economically advantaged nations for almost five decades. 
Just prior to the start of the new millennium, resistant strains 
started to spread around the world, which then resulted in 
the modern resurgence.

Another issue is the title itself, ‘Bedbug’, which is not 
strictly correct. When it comes to common names, entomol-
ogists have a simple rule. If the insects belongs to the taxo-
nomic group implied in its common name, then it is written 
as two words, if not, then it is written as one word. Thus as 
butterflies are not flies, and ladybugs are beetles, one word 
is used for both. Whereas for bed bugs, they are true bugs 
(i.e. belonging to the order Hemiptera) and therefore should 
be written as two words. This simple rule should really 
be adhered too and most scientists keep ‘bed’ and ‘bug’ 
separate.

Furthermore, it is obvious that the author does not have 
English as his first language. At times the writing appears 
rambling and disconnected, grammatical rules are used flex-
ibly, and the meaning of some sections is not always clear. 
The book would have greatly benefited from more careful 
proof reading and a review by a colleague with knowledge 
of bed bugs. 

Sure, this review is being overly critical, but this is what 
a book review is about! In actual fact, the gripes are mostly 
trivial, and Bedbug contains a wealth of information that will 
be new to even the most experienced bed bug researcher. 
This a book that you will learn a lot about bed bugs and is a 
generally easy read. Plus it is quite inexpensive being under 
USD$20. I thoroughly recommend this publication and it is 
a worthy edition to your book shelf, especially if you under-
take bed bug management or research.

Bedbug is published by Reaktion Books, (184 pages), 
USD$18.80, ISBN: 978 1 78023 973 6. 
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