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Abstract Detailed investigations on the microstructure
and the mechanical properties of the wing membrane of the
dragonfly are carried out. It is found that in the direction
of the thickness the membrane was divided into three lay-
ers rather than a single entity as traditionally considered,
and on the surfaces the membrane displays a random distri-
bution rough microstructure that is composed of numerous
nanometer scale columns coated by the cuticle wax secreted.
The characteristics of the surface structure are measured
and described. The mechanical properties of the membranes
taken separately from the wings of live and dead dragon-
flies are investigated by the nanoindentation technique. The
Young’s moduli obtained here are approximately two times
greater than the previous result, and the reasons that yield the
difference are discussed.
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1 Introduction

The wing membrane of insects, which material and mechani-
cal properties are closely associated with the flight capacity of
the insects themselves [1,2], is a natural biological membrane
made mainly from structural proteins. Most membranes of
insect wings undergo significant bending and twisting dur-
ing flight, which may alter the direction and magnitude of
aerodynamic force production [1]. The deformations of the
wing membranes increase thrust production in some species
by creating a force asymmetry between half-strokes, and can
enhance lift production by allowing wings to twist and gener-
ate upward force throughout the stroke cycle [3]. Therefore,
the material and mechanical properties of the wing mem-
brane, together with that of the wing vein, determine how
the wing will change shape in response to these forces [4]. In
addition, the membrane is not simply a barrier to the passage
of air through the wing but, in some areas at least, has a struc-
tural role as a stressed skin, stiffening the framework of veins.
And there may be local variation in the mechanical properties
and, hence, in the structure of the membrane within the wing,
with profound implications for its functioning in flight [3,4].
However, the basic material and mechanical properties of the
membrane of the insect wings, as well as its microstructure,
have not been understood very well [1–5]. For example, the
accurate measurements on the mechanical properties of the
membrane of the dragonfly wings have remained unclear so
far, although there have recently been a lot of investigations
on the flight mechanism of the dragonfly and its applications
to the micro air vehicles [6,7]. The average Young’s module
of the wing membrane of dragonflies was measured by the
traditional tensile test method to be about 1 GPa [8]. By the
nanoindentation technique, the Young’s module of the mem-
brane was determined as 1.5 GPa [9]. However, in the recent
studies, it is indicated that the rigidity of the wing is a little
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soft so that the insect would have difficulty flying rapidly
and agilely in the air when the Young’s module of the wing
membrane is deemed to be 1.5 GPa [6,7].

Traditionally, the measurements of the mechanical prop-
erties of the wing membrane of insects are mainly carried
out by using the method of tensile test [4,5,8]. However, the
tensile test is very inconvenient to some small scale samples
of insect wings, such as a cell (a compartment of membrane
between wing veins) of dragonfly wings, the area of which
is generally about 1 mm2. Moreover, the wing membranes of
many insects are corrugated or pleated, at least in part. For
example, those of Odonata are pleated almost throughout [8].
Therefore, it is necessary to find a new test method that can
more conveniently and accurately measure the mechanical
properties of the small scale samples of insects. The nanoin-
dentation technique is an excellent tool for the study of the
mechanical behavior of thin membranes, in particular, when
simple tensile tests are very small and difficult to perform
[9–12]. The development of the nanoindentation technique
has allowed highly localized hardness and modulus measure-
ments on very small material volumes. In principle, if a very
sharp tip is used, the contact area between the sample and
the tip, and thus the volume of material that is tested, can be
made arbitrarily small [10,13].

In the present study, we focus on the microstructure and
material properties of the wing membrane of the dragonfly, in
particular, the differences of mechanical properties between
the wing membranes of live and dead dragonflies. By means
of scanning electron microscope (SEM), we measure the rel-
evant geometrical and morphological characteristics of the
microstructure of the membrane. According to microstruc-
tural characteristics, the Young’s modulus and the hardness
of the membrane are accurately measured by using the nano-
indentation technique. Finally, we briefly gave some discus-
sions on the microstructure and material characteristics of
the membrane.

2 Experiments

2.1 Materials and sample preparation

Test samples of the wing membranes were taken from the
dragonflies (Libellula basilinea McLachlan) that were caught
in the suburb of Beijing. Each of the tested samples consisted
only of one cell in the wings of dragonflies. In our investi-
gations, 15 different types of cells taking from 20 forewings
of ten dragonflies were tested, and each type of these cells
included 20 testing samples in which the live and the dead
were separately ten samples. The dead samples of the wing
membranes were cut out from the wings of the dragonflies
that had died before 3 days and were preserved in a container
with room temperature and humidity. Because the material

properties of the wing membrane change fairly rapidly after
being removed from the insect [4], all live specimens of the
membranes were directly removed from the wings of living
dragonflies, rapidly installed and examined on the relevant
machines within 5 min, so that, the tested properties of the
membranes were deemed approximately the same as that of
the parts of a living dragonfly.

2.2 Microstructure measurements

We employed an SEM (Sirion 400NC, FEI, USA) to observe
and measure the microstructure of the wing membrane. Since
the thickness of the wing membranes was very thin, we
dipped the tested samples in liquid nitrogen for a few min-
utes so that the membranes became very brittle, then, took
the samples out of the liquid nitrogen and broke them to
obtain fresh and planar fracture cross-sectional surfaces of
the membranes in the direction of the thickness. After that, all
the treated samples were coated with gold about 8 nm thick,
and then, the samples were observed by using SEM. Finally,
all SEM images were analyzed and recorded by employing
Image Analysis System (IAS, Image-Pro Plus 4.5, Media
Cybernetics).

2.3 Mechanical testing

Nanoindentation tests of the wing membranes were carried
out by using a MTS Nano Indenter XP (MTS Systems Corp.
Oak Ridge, TN, USA) with a Berkovich diamond tip, and
the hardness and the Young’s modulus of the membranes
were obtained by using the continuous stiffness measure-
ment (CSM) option. We chose an aluminium plate as the
testing substrate and used an instant adhesive (502 adhesive)
to glue the tested sample on it. Note that the adhesive between
the tested membrane and the substrate should be paved as
thin and uniform as possible for determining accurately the
Young’s modulus and the hardness of the membrane [14].

According to the theory of nanoindentation test
[10,13,14], the reduced modulus of the tested materials is
expressed as:

Er =
√

π

2β

S√
A

, (1)

where S is the contact stiffness that is defined by
S = (dP/dh)unload, and β is a coefficient related to the geom-
etry of the tip, β = 1.034 for the Berkovich tip. However,
it is usually difficult to obtain the contact stiffness according
to the definition. Employing the CSM method, we have:

S =
(

1
P0
Z0

cos � − (Ks − mω2)
− 1

K f

)−1

, (2)
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where P0 is the amplitude of the harmonic force; Z0 is the
amplitude of the tip’s displacement; � is the phase angle
between the displacement and the force. In this equation, Ks

and K f , the corresponding values of the nanoindenter, m,
the mass of the indentation system, and ω, the angular fre-
quency of the harmonic load, are constants of the machine,
and P0, Z0 and � are automatically measured and recorded
by the nanoindenter. So, the contact stiffness S is determined
by Eq. (2).

Usually, the indented area is difficult to be measured by
microscope. Thus, the load and displacement during inden-
tation process are recorded and these data are analyzed to
obtain the contact area. The contact area, A, is related to the
contact depth hc, which can be written as:

A =
8∑

n=0

Cnh
1

2n−1
c , (3)

where Cn are constants that depend on the indenter geome-
try and are given by calibrating initially a standard sample
with known material properties [15,16]. In the present study,
C0 = 21.4, C1 = 2100, and take the rests to be zero. In
Eq. (3), hc is determined by:

hc = hmax − ε
Pmax

S
. (4)

For the Berkovich tip, ε = 0.75 is a constant depending
on the indenter geometry. The relationship between indenta-
tion load, P , and penetration depth, h, is as shown in Fig. 1,
where the maximum load, Pmax, and maximum penetration
depth, hmax, are recorded automatically by the indenter. From
Eqs. (1) to (4), we can obtain the reduced modulus Er .

Fig. 1 Plot of indention load, P , and penetration depth, h, showing the
process of the loading and unloading of the nanoindenter

Further, the effects of a non-rigid indenter on the load dis-
placement behavior can be taken into account by defining an
effective modulus, Er , as follows:

1

Er
= 1 − ν2

E
+ 1 − ν2

i

Ei
, (5)

where E is Young’s modulus and ν is Poisson’s ratio of the
specimen; Ei And νi are the corresponding values of the
indenter. For the diamond indenter used in our experiments,
Ei = 1141 GPa and νi = 0.07. Also, in the present calcula-
tion, Poisson’s ratio of the specimen is taken as 0.4 for mac-
romolecular materials [14–16]. The hardness of the material
is defined by:

H = Pmax

A
. (6)

According to Eqs. (1)–(6), Young’s modulus and the hard-
ness of the tested materials can be obtained. Note that in the
testing process of the wing membrane by virtue of CSM
method the indenter was firstly loaded to a peak load and
held at the peak load for 10 s, then unloaded 90% from the
peak load and held the load for 50 s for thermal drift cor-
rection, finally, unloaded completely. The strain rate and the
allowable thermal drift rate were taken in the testing process
to be 0.05 s−1 and 0.05 nm/s, respectively.

3 Results and discussions

3.1 Microstructure tests

The SEM images of the surfaces of the wing membrane of the
dragonfly reveal that along the direction of the thickness the
membrane is divided into three layers, which are separately
referred to as upper surface, medium layer and lower surface.
The thickness of them was measured by the IAS and statis-
tically given to be (513.63±69.02) nm, (1.93±0.18)µm and
(356.33±42.50) nm (mean ± standard deviation), respec-
tively. And the average gross thickness of the wing membrane
was simultaneously measured to be about (2.8±0.3)µm,
which was in good agreement with the traditional results
[8,9], as shown in Fig. 2a. In addition, both the upper and
the lower surfaces, as well as the surface of the wing vena-
tions, were found to be composed of numerous nanometer
scale rod-like hairs or columns coated by the cuticle wax
secreted. These columns almost vertically stood up and ran-
domly distributed on the surfaces of the membranes, and the
diameter and the numerical density of the columns on the
surfaces were measured to be about (38.52±5.88) nm and
(75±7 )µm−2, respectively, as shown in Fig. 2b. From the
numerical density, we readily estimated the average distance
between two columns on the surface to be about 115 nm.
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Fig. 2 a The cross-sectional surface of the wing membrane. b The
surface view of the cuticle waxy layer

3.2 Mechanical tests

According to the microstructure given above, there is a col-
umn layer of about 513 nm thickness on the upper surface of
the wing membrane. So, when we employed the indenter to
measure the material properties of the membrane, the pen-
etration depth of the tip of the indenter should be greater
than the thickness of the column layer. On the other hand,
the medium layer and the lower surface of the wing mem-
brane are about 1.93 and 0.36µm thickness, respectively. To
ensure that the effects of the substrate are insignificant, the
indentation depth should be not greater than 10% of the tested
sample thickness, i.e. 229 nm [10,13]. Therefore, we accu-
rately controlled the indentation depth and only considered
the testing data that the indentation depth varied from 550 to
700 nm as the effective data in the analysis.

According to Eqs. (1) and (6), we readily obtain a relation-
ship between the indentation load and the contact stiffness as:

P

S2 = π H

4β2 E2
r
. (7)

In Eq. (7), the right hand side of the equation is only com-
posed of material constants. This is an indication that the
left hand side of the equation, P/S2, is thoroughly deter-
mined by the material constants, which should not change
with respect to the penetration depth h. Therefore, Eq. (7)
can be employed to check the reliability of the test data and
to control the testing systematic errors [13,14].

Figure 3a shows that P/S2 is approximately a constant
with respect to the indentation depth h in the effective region
from 550 to 700 nm, and Fig. 3b shows that P is approxi-
mately proportional to S2 with the correlation coefficient for
line fitting, R2, to approximately reach 0.99. According to
Eq. (7), these indicate that the testing data obtained under
these conditions are valid for the tested materials. Figures 3c
and 3d separately display the relationships of the average
tested Young’s modulus and the average tested hardness of
the wing membranes taken from live and dead dragonflies
with respect to the indentation depth from 550 to 700 nm.
The experimental results give that the Young’s moduli of
the membranes of live and dead dragonflies are (2.85±0.23)
and (2.74±0.28) GPa, respectively, and the hardness of the
wing membranes of the live and the dead are (0.14±0.04)
and (0.10±0.03) GPa, respectively.

The Young’s modulus of the wing membranes of both live
and dead dragonflies are approximately two times greater
than the previous one, 1.5 GPa, obtained by the same test
method, namely, the nanoindentation technique [9]. The rea-
son is that the effects of the column layer of the wing surface
were not considered in the previous measurements. In addi-
tion, it was found that the Young’s modulus of the wing mem-
brane of the dragonfly was lower than that of locust (5 GPa),
α-keratin (4 GPa), β-keratin (8–10 GPa), lepidopteran silk
(10 GPa) [4], and cicada (3.7 GPa) [12], but was much higher
than some amorphous protein polymers, e.g., resilin
(1.2 MPa) and abductin (4 MPa) [17]. In particular, the pres-
ent results indicate that there are only a few differences
between the wing membranes taken from live and dead drag-
onflies. However, if we consider the testing deviations derived
from the testing system itself, such as the instability of the
indenter, we can approximately deem that there are not differ-
ences between the material properties of the wing membranes
of the live and the dead dragonflies. Moreover, it is a fact that
the wings of dead insects are much more brittle than those of
the live. This is an indication that the differences between the
mechanical properties of the wing of live and dead insects
do not derive from their wing membranes.

4 Conclusions

The present work reveals the microstructure and material
properties of the wing membrane of the dragonfly. In the
direction of the thickness, the membrane is divided into three
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Fig. 3 a The relationship of the quantity, P/S2, and the indentation depth, h. b The relationship of the indentation load, P , and the contact stiffness,
S. c and d Tested relationship of the average Young’s modulus and the average hardness in the effective region

layers that are separately referred to as upper surface, medium
layer and lower surface. Their average thickness is 513.63 nm,
1.93µm and 356.33 nm, respectively. On the upper and lower
surfaces, the membrane displays a random distribution rough
microstructure that is composed of numerous nanometer
scale columns coated by the cuticle wax. The average diam-
eter and numerical density of the columns on the surfaces are
about 38.52 nm and 75µm−2, respectively. Accroding to the
surface microstructure of the membrane, the average Young’s
modulus and hardness of the membrane are measured by the
nanoindentation technique to be about 2.85 and 0.14 GPa,
respectively. When we consider the deviations come from
the testing system, we indicate that there are few differences
of the material properties between the membranes taken from
the wings of live and dead dragonflies. The present results
can provide a guide to the biomimetic designs of the aerofoil
materials of micro air vehicles.
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