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PREFACE

In September 2007 I moved to Portland, Oregon, and start-
ed working at the Xerces Society for Invertebrate Conserva-
tion. I’d spent the last several years bouncing back and forth 
between entomological fieldwork and music. I was hesitant 
about whether a nine-to-five would suit my character but 
was excited for the opportunity to join an organization that 
was working directly on conservation of insects, and enthu-
siastically took on a project concerning the native Hawaiian 
Hylaeus bees. I was asked to review the information available 
on this increasingly rare and generally overlooked group and 
make a recommendation as to which of the 63 known species 
of Hawaiian Hylaeus would be the best candidates to petition 
the federal government for listing as endangered. I’d previ-
ously done entomological research in Hawaiʻi and was com-
pletely enchanted by the place, and I immediately found my-
self poring over every book I could find related to Hawaiian 
ecology and the fate of these creatures. I initiated contact with 
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Karl Magnacca, the reigning expert on the Hawaiian Hylae-
us. Karl and I ended up co-authoring petitions to the United 
States Fish and Wildlife Service to list seven Hawaiian Hylae-
us species as endangered.1-5 

My job at Xerces ended soon after I finished the petitions, 
and I kept very busy with music and shifted my focus towards 
experimenting with new ways to pursue natural history and 
conservation through my art practice. I had studied the Hy-
laeus at Xerces for only about six months and by no means 
was an expert of any sort, but I realized that I was one of the 
few people who had paid any prolonged amount of attention 
to them recently. The field of entomology requires taxonomic 
specialists, and many researchers devote their entire careers 
to a single taxon. Funding to make sure that all taxa are cov-
ered is lacking, so most insects have only a few to no people 
paying any attention to them, as has been the case for the 
Hylaeus. To this day, little is known about the habitat needs 
and behaviors of this important group of insects. The Brit-
ish naturalist R.C.L. Perkins gathered much of the historic 
data on the Hawaiian Hylaeus bees during his explorations be-
tween 1892 and 1906,6 and aside from a few small collecting 
efforts, almost one hundred years passed until Karl Magnacca 
undertook another thorough inventory of the bees in the late 
1990s.7 Thus, I felt a strong desire, even a slight obligation, to 
do something with the information I had gathered. The Hylae-
us are very important pollinators of native Hawaiian plants, 
and I wanted to bring more attention to this important group 
of organisms. I decided to merge my interest in natural his-
tory with my creative practice to spread the word about the 
Hylaeus.
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I made plans to go on a search for the Hylaeus and document 
them and their habitats in an illustrated publication and a set 
of music compositions. The idea for The Hylaeus Project evolved 
over a few years. Initially I was inspired by artist Fritz Haeg’s 
Animal Estates8 and this idea of artists collaborating with sci-
entists to bring public attention to overlooked, extinct, or rare 
native species. I hoped to similarly forge connections with bi-
ologists - to share spaces and conversations, just as scientists 
or artists naturally do with their respective cohorts.  In 2013, 
a grant from the Regional Arts and Culture Council allowed 
the project to be realized. I invited visual artist Aidan Koch 
to accompany me on my search to illustrate the bees and their 
habitats; I really admired her work, and she’d recently pub-
lished a collection of drawings from her travels, Field Studies, 
that resonated with my vision for the project. My own time in 
the field would be spent on natural history writing and music 
composition. At the time, I had increasingly been turning to 
soundscapes to inform my music. I love sitting in a spot with 
headphones on, focusing on my surroundings by listening 
to an amplified version of the area’s soundscape, a notebook 
handy in case it inspires any musical ideas. I contacted Karl 
Magnacca to tell him about the project, and he offered many 
suggestions and shared important biological information as 
the project progressed. I made plans for us to visit field sites 
on Oʻahu, Kauaʻi, and the Big Island (Hawaiʻi Island), and 
used the information I’d gathered at Xerces and recommen-
dations from Karl to choose our field sites. 

—
       
It took the good part of a decade since we petitioned, but on 
of October 31, 2016, the seven species of Hylaeus bees were 
officially listed as endangered species by the U.S. Fish and 
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Wildlife Service. This makes Hylaeus anthracinus, longiceps, hi-
laris, assimulans, facilis, kuakea, and mana the very first bees to 
be listed as endangered species in the United States. The cele-
bratory news made headlines internationally, with features in 
print, online and televised media outlets including The Wash-
ington Post, NPR, NBC, CNN, and The Guardian. 

I decided that this good news called for a new edition of this 
book. In the time that has past since I wrote the first edition, 
I have given presentations about The Hylaeus Project at science 
conferences, parks, galleries, and art events in Hawaii, Or-
egon, and New York. The Hylaeus Project was featured in an 
installation at The Henry Gallery in Seattle, and featured on 
the front page of the West Hawaii Times in 2014. These expe-
riences gave me many opportunities for feedback and analy-
sis of my work, and I am incorporating this insight into this 
new edition. This second edition includes the revised preface 
you are now reading, a postscript addressing recent develop-
ments, and a simple guide to spotting Hylaeus in the field. 

–LISA SCHONBERG

Thoughts from Aidan Koch: 

Hawaiʻi is one of the few places I’ve traveled to multiple times without 
having had a particular interest in to begin with. It was a place that 
just came up; it was convenient, available. I went to Waikiki once as a 
teen with my grandmother and again, much later, to my uncle’s house 
on Maui. I liked the islands and had an interesting time, but I never 
fell in love. Hawaiʻi just wasn’t my paradise like it is for so many 
others. Things felt too surreal, removed, constructed there. To me, Ha-
waiʻi had felt like its own nature was repressed and hidden away. But 


