
T he life cycle of a butter fly consists of four  different stages: egg,
cater pillar, pupa, and adult. T he length of the cycle, from  egg to adult,

var ies enor m ously between species. I t m ay be as little as a few weeks to
sever al year s. S om etim es m ost of the life cycle of a butter fly is hidden

from  sight. O ther  species pass their  entire life cycle m uch m ore exposed.
T hese are usually either  well cam ouflaged, or  distasteful to predator s.

T here are m any var iations on the life cycle Ð som e species, for  exam ple,
have fewer  m olts in the cater pillar  stage than other s. B elow we illustr ate

the life cycle of a S outh A m er ican O wl butter fly, C aligo beltr ao.

The Life
of a

Butterfly

E G G S
The eggs of the O wl butterfly have delicate ribs that
meet at the top. The ribbing and the structure of the
shell (a tough coating like an insectÕs body, not a brittle
one like a henÕs egg) are designed to protect the egg
from water loss while allowing it to ÒbreatheÓ.

P U PAT IN G
By this stage the caterpillar has
darkened slightly and, using the
silk from the spinneret under its
head, has applied a small silken
pad to the plant. It attaches its
hind claspers firmly to this and
hangs, head down, from the
stem. Underneath its skin, the
skin of the next stage, the
chrysalis, is forming. Gradually,
with much wriggling and
twisting, it will shed its
caterpillar skin and shake it away
Ð legs, head, and all Ð so that the
completed chrysalis is revealed.

C H RY S A L IS
T he chr ysalis, now completely
formed, does not have any outside
legs or antennae. Inside the
chr ysalis, the body of the
caterpillar is broken down, special
cells take over the insectÕs
development, and gradually the
adult is formed. T he change from
the caterpillar to the butterfly that
finally emerges is one of the most
remarkable events in the natural
world. T he oval structure on each
body segment is called a spiracle
and allows the chrysalis to breathe
Ð although inactive on the outside,
it needs energy for all the changes
taking place inside.

A D U LT
T he adult butterfly, so totally unlike the early
feeding stages, has emerged, spread its wings, and
is ready to fly. Adult butterflies often live for
only a few weeks, although a few species may
survive for a year. After a time, their wings often
become noticeably tattered from general wear
and tear ; they can still fly with ragged wings, but
not as well as they could before. T he adultÕs role
in the life cycle is to reproduce and scatter its
eggs where they will be most likely to survive.
Adult butterflies seek out new areas to live in
and many can fly long distances. T hey usually
mate as soon as possible after they emerge.

C AT E R P IL L A R S
O nce the caterpillar hatches, it feeds and grows very rapidly. It
molts its skin and develops a new one underneath, which
stretches and allows new growth after the molt. Some species of
C aligo are pests on bananas in C entral and South America. T he
long, slender shape of the caterpillar helps to conceal it against the
midrib of the leaves on which it feeds.
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