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Butterflies


Butterflies are all around us: they are found on every continent on 


Earth, apart from Antarctica. Among the 18,000 or so known species of 


butterfly, there will be at least one that’s found in almost every habitat, 


from tropical jungles to Arctic tundra, in woodlands and wetlands, 


on meadows and moors, and even in urban parks and gardens.


Butterflies have been around for a long time – 


the earliest known butterfly fossil is around 


fifty million years old. In that time, they 


have developed a wide range of amazing 


adaptations and strategies that have 


helped them to conquer the natural world, 


to each find a place perfectly suited to their 


needs, and to perform some amazing 


feats of survival. Their stories are as colourful 


as their wings.


And it’s those wings that have caught 


our attention for centuries and continue 


to do so to this very day. Catching sight of 


the first butterfly of the year is cause for 


joy in countries all around the world.


It’s a sign of spring, of hope renewed 



and promise for the future. 
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Butterflies have been celebrated in our cultures and 


artwork for thousands of years. There are ancient 


Egyptian carvings of butterflies from as far 


back as 3,500 years ago. In Aztec and Mayan 


Mesoamerica, some butterflies were believed 


to be the returning souls of dead warriors. 


Butterflies also symbolise good luck – they often 


appear in Chinese artwork celebrating a long life  



and good fortune. 


This book will show you just how amazing butterflies really are – 


they’re more than just a pretty insect or a lucky charm. Like many 


other creatures that share the planet with us, some butterflies are 


in trouble and their populations are declining because of the activity 


of humans. But conservation measures can help save them, and 


each of us can make a positive difference. A good starting point is 


understanding the butterflies’ world a little better, and then we can 


start to make our world better for them, and for ourselves, too. 
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W


hat is a 


Butterfly?


Butterflies are insects – which means 


they’re members of the most diverse group 


of animals on Earth. There are a lot of 


insects alive at any one moment – perhaps 


as many as 1.4 billion for every person. 


Butterflies and moths belong to the 


second largest order of insects,  



called 



Lepidoptera.


Butterfly Bodies


Like all insects, butterflies have a body made up of three 


parts: the 



head, the thorax and the abdomen. They have an 



exoskeleton – a hard external skeleton that supports and protects 



them. They have 


compound eyes and a pair of antennae on 



their heads. The thorax has three pairs of jointed legs. 



Adult butterflies have 


four wings, each one covered in tiny scales. 



These give the wings their colour, either through pigments or the 



structure of the scales. The scales also form the patterns and markings 


unique to each species. Most butterflies have hairy bodies, where their 


flight muscles are held. This may help to control body temperature 


and assist their muscles to power their flight.  
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What makes a butterfly 


a butterfly, and not a moth? 


The answer to this isn’t straightforward. It’s not that butterflies 


are active by day, and moths by night, and nor is it that butterflies 


have brightly coloured wings, and moths have drab wings. Some 


migratory butterflies, like the 


Red Admiral (Vanessa atalanta), 



fly by night as well as during the day. There are day-flying moths, 



like the widespread 


Six-spot Burnet (Zygaena filipendulae). 



Many nocturnal moths have brightly coloured wings, like the 


Elephant Hawkmoth (Deilephila elpenor), while many 



butterflies have brown, rather featureless wings.


Butterfly 


antennae


Early Thorn 



(moth)


Moth 


antennae


Skipper  



(butterfly)


Red Admiral


Six-spot Burnet


Elephant Hawkmoth


There are a few general rules that help to distinguish 


butterflies from moths, though there are some exceptions:


A good starting place is to look at the antennae – 



butterfly antennae are thin, with a noticeable 


club-shape at the end, whereas most moths 


have tapering or feathery antennae. 


When resting, many butterflies hold their wings vertically 


above their bodies, while most moths hold their wings 


horizontally. However, this isn’t a golden, reliable rule! 


A large family of butterflies known as 



Hesperiidae, or 



skippers, include many species that don’t hold their wings 



vertically at rest . . . and there are plenty of moths that 


don’t hold their wings horizontally at rest, either.


So, the differences between butterflies and moths are not clear-cut. 


If that seems confusing to you, don’t worry, you’re in good company. 


Taxonomists (the scientists who study the relationships between 



different types of organisms) are still trying to figure this out too. 
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