
This spring, when the mulberry 
trees in suburban Los Osos 
blossom, Tera Galanti will 

remove a box of hundreds of silkworm 
eggs from her refrigerator and begin 
a process that will last approximately 
three months—a single life cycle of 
Bombyx mori. It will be her 11th year 
tending the moths, which once terrified her 
so badly she would have to leave a room if 
she encountered one. 
 But today she has accumulated a healthy 
body of work—and knowledge, stemming 
from her cohabitation with one of the world’s 
most genetically modified species.
 Galanti is not a biologist, despite her 
unlikely houseguests. She majored in 
biology briefly in college, but then swiftly 
altered her career trajectory when she 
couldn’t perform the necessary dissections.
 Instead, she’s an eco artist and an 
assistant professor of studio art at Cal Poly. 
She’s found a way to investigate the natural 
world without severing her emotional 
response to her subjects. Case in point: her 
decade-long study of the silk moth.
 “I didn’t have a long-term goal for the 
project at the beginning,” Galanti admitted. 
“It really evolved as I fell in love with them. 
And I did. I did fall in love. I think that’s 
a difference [from] a scientist; with their 
subject, they have to remain dispassionate.” 
 It started with just a dozen silkworms 
Galanti received from a local elementary 
school. The following year, she found herself 
with 1,200 hatchlings. 
 “I didn’t really realize how much they 
would procreate,” Galanti acknowledged, 
somewhat wryly. But such are the 

hazards of fostering a species you know 
very little about. 
 After hatching, larvae eat selectively and 
obsessively. Their diet? Mulberry leaves. 
But Galanti didn’t have any mulberry 
trees in her backyard, so she found herself 
driving around her neighborhood looking for 
people who did, then asking for permission 
to prune back their trees. At the silkworms’ 
peak, Galanti was filling the trunk of her 
Accura with leaves twice a day. 
 Galanti would bring the leaves to her art 
studio, where the larvae live in boxes. On 
her website, she described the sound of their 
single-minded feeding as “so loud it was like 
the sound of rain falling.”
 After nine weeks as silkworms, the 
larvae spend three days spinning a cocoon 
where they nest for 12 to 15 days, emerging 
as an otherworldly, winged creature. Their 
passage from cocoon-bound silkworm to 
silk moth always occurs at sunrise, Galanti 
revealed in a tone tinged with wonder; 
living in a cocoon in her studio, it’s not 
clear how they know the sun is rising. And 
though metamorphosis is a favorite cultural 

and literary metaphor, it’s usually applied to 
the more glamorous butterfly.
 Their life as a moth lasts just one week, 
Galanti reports with a hint of sadness, but 
her domesticated silk moths enjoy a longer 
lifespan than most. 
 “When they’re breeding silk moths for 
silk, they steam them in the cocoon so they 
never get to be moths,” she said. “Their body 
becomes a byproduct of what they produce, 
which was just so poignant to me.”
 Galanti’s 1,200 silk moths could produce 
about one-quarter pound of raw silk. The 
domestication of the silk moth started in 
China around 2,000 years ago. Since then, 
the species has been bred solely for the 
purpose of producing silk. They no longer 
exist in the wild, and have, in fact, lost the 
ability to fly.
 That last fact saddened Galanti, whose 
work reflects her idea of wilderness as a 
social construct. If silk moths bred to make 
silk could not fly, well, perhaps hers could. 
She began selectively breeding the moths, 
favoring the ones that demonstrated any 
ability to fly at all. Along the way, her 
efforts made their way into several art 
installations, starting with a sculpture that 
was part of “Ecovention” at Cincinnati’s 
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WILL FLY FOR SEX In 
the installation “Escape 
Velocity,” male silk moths 
had to fly in order to 
mate with the females, 
which were placed on an 
elevated platform. 

 ‘LITTLE HEROES’ Galanti was touched 
by the plight of the lab mice lying in the 

freezers at Pacific Wildlife Center; she cre-
ated a series of drawings documenting 

their death poses. 
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