
Identifying the butterflies of Central 

Scotland: Introduction 

There are 35 species of butterfly which breed in 

Scotland. They can be found in almost every type 

of habitat, from the planting around carparks to 

the highest mountains. Learning to identify 

butterflies is the first step in being able to record 

them. People have been recording butterflies in the 

UK for over 200 years, but modern recording 

deals with hundreds of thousands of records per 

year. These records help us to understand how 

butterfly populations are changing in response to 

climate and land-use change. Using them we have been able to track the demise of species like 

the Small Blue butterfly in some parts, but also the spread of Speckled Wood and Orange-tip.  

Learning to identify any type of insect can seem daunting at first, so it’s useful to get a good grasp 

of the common and widespread species. Some of those you are likely to see in your garden or 

parks, but others might be restricted now to particular habitats.  

The material here reflects the species of butterfly you are most likely to see in central Scotland. 

Occasionally I have included mention of some rare species which are relatively easy to find in 

central Scotland, if you know where to look for them. For example, you can find Grayling, 

Northern Brown Argus and Small Skipper in Holyrood Park in Edinburgh. You are unlikely to find 

these in any other towns or cities, but they are present there because of the unique habitat and 

good management of the park.  

In each section you will see the butterflies split up into their correct groups. Each section starts 

with a description of the group and the species within it, and further down you will find photos 

of each species. These photos represent how species usually look, but remember that there is 

some natural variation in species so you shouldn’t always expect them to look exactly like this.  

You can see up-to-date maps of each butterfly species on our website, here: www.butterfly-

conservation.org/uk-butterflies/a-to-z 

A very useful resource to help with ID is the iRecord Butterflies app (free to download for Apple 

and Android devices). This app contains a free ID guide, and you can use it to record species as 

you go about. There’s a section on recording butterflies, where you’ll find more information. 

Finally, if you have any questions please do contact me! I am here to help you enjoy the world of 

butterflies. My email address is amccluskey@buttefly-conservation.org  

This work is part of the Helping Hands for 

Butterflies project, and is supported by 

funding from the National Lottery 

Heritage and Scottish Natural Heritage.  



Colourful Garden Butterflies (Vanessids) 

Some of the most common garden butterflies belong to a group called the Vanessids. These butterflies tend to 

be large and colourful. All of them lay their eggs on nettles or thistles, and they can fly great distances. In our 

gardens they are often taking nectar to help them on their journeys, but you can help them by leaving patches of 

nettles in sunny areas for their caterpillars. 

Three of these five species spend the winter as adult butterflies: Small Tortoiseshell; Peacock; and Comma. 

You can sometimes find them in your home but in nature these will normally hibernate in tree hollows, caves 

and other dark places. These species all have dark undersides 

of the wings to avoid detection by predators in hibernation. 

If they make it through the winter, they come out when it 

warms up in early spring. They will then mate and lay their 

eggs, and the adults will die. The caterpillars feed through the 

summer and emerge as fresh adults in late summer - they then 

hibernate and come out the next year. 

Small Tortoiseshell is distinctive by having many colours, 

including yellow, black, blue and white. They have short bands 

along the front edge of the wing. 

Peacocks are very easy to identify, being red with large 

eyespots. They can flash these eyespots and hiss to deter 

predators such as birds!  

Commas are often found at the edges of woodlands and 

hedgerows. The wings have a unique ragged-edge, and if you 

get close you'll notice the white comma-shaped mark on the 

underwing which gives the species its name. This species is 

expanding in Scotland, and is a fairly new arrival here. 

The next two species (Red Admiral and Painted Lady) can 

breed here but are mostly migratory as it is too cold and wet 

for them to survive our winters. 

Red Admirals are large and dark, and can really glide in flight. 

They have striking red bands, and the undersides have a salmon

-pink band. They are seen in small numbers in early summer 

when they  fly here from the south, but by late summer we 

often get very large numbers, even in September and October 

- those butterflies will usually fly south for the winter. 

Painted Lady butterflies start the year in sub-Saharan Africa. 

Then as the year progresses they fly north in huge numbers for 

various reasons. These reasons include the need to find fresh 

caterpillar foodplants and to escape tiny parasitic wasps which 

lay their eggs inside their caterpillars! From Africa they come 

to Europe and proceed northward. Over six generations they 

make a 9000-mile round-trip from Africa to the Artic Circle and back! No one butterfly does the whole trip 

though, and it takes about six-generations in a kind of relay race to do this mass migration. 

 

 

Small Tortoiseshell 

Red Admiral 

Comma 

Painted Lady 

Photo credits: Bob Eade, Iain Leach, Andrew Cooper, Adam Gor, Tamas Nestor 
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White Butterflies 

White butterflies can be difficult to separate unless you get a good look at them. But once you've practiced you 

do get quicker at it. The photos below show the four species of white butterfly found in Scotland. Two of them 

(Small White and Large White) are most common in gardens and allotments as their caterpillars feed on 

cultivated brassicas. Orange-tip and Green-veined White are more likely to be found in natural habitats including 

along hedgerows, riverbanks, road verges, etc. 

 

Compare photos of the upperwings of Large and Small White. The dark tips to the wings are stronger in 

Large White, and extend far down both wing edges. In Small 

White these are more faint, and extends mostly toward the 

head of the butterfly. Top tip to remember this: the dark tip 

forms an 'L' shape on the Large White - 'L' for Large! The dots 

on the upperwings can separate the sexes, but this isn't 

important. 

 

The Green-veined White is more distinctive. If only seen 

from the upperwing, notice that the dark tips to the wings are 

broken by white, and there are thin veins along the wing. The 

underside is unique - it has thick grey streaky veins, on a 

background of greeny-yellow or grey-white.  

 

The Orange-tip male is unique too - the orange tips are a 

dead giveaway even from a distance. The females are easily 

confused with other whites, but notice the tadpole-shaped 

black dot on the upperwing and generally rounder wing 

(compared to sharp-pointed wings of others). Both sexes have 

a distinctive mottled green-yellow on the underwing. No other 

butterflies have this! 

 

Large, Small and Green-veined White can be seen from May - 

September. These species have two broods per year in 

Scotland. The ones which come out in Spring will lay their eggs 

and then die off. Their caterpillars feed through the summer 

and you will see them in late summer. These will then lay their 

own eggs and die, and it's their caterpillars which live through 

the winter before emerging the following spring.  

 

Photo credits: Steve Maskell, Dean Morely, Miles Attenborough, Iain Leach, Tamas Nestor, Peter Eeles, Adam Gor 
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Brown Butterflies 

The Brown butterflies all lay their eggs on grasses, so are usually associated with places where the grass is 

allowed to grow. The two most widespread and common species in Scotland are the Ringlet and Meadow 

Brown. 

Ringlet butterflies have a mostly dark brown upperwing, but this fades as they get older. The underside is much 

more distinctive, with bright golden rings that shine in the sun. They are mostly found in areas with long grass, 

and fly in July and August.  

Meadow Browns are slightly larger than Ringlets, with a 

more powerful flight. They have a brown upperwing with 

variable amounts of orange. The underwing is very plain, with 

only a single eyespot. They are found in areas of long grass, and 

fly from June - August.  

The Small Heath is our smallest brown butterfly. The 

upperwings are a bright orange colour, so this butterfly looks 

orange as it flies. As soon as it lands, the wings get shut so 

most people only ever see it from this angle. You can usually 

see the orange part of the forewing, but this soon gets folded 

under and the butterfly simply looks pale brown-grey. It is 

mostly found in areas of shorter, finer grass in sunny places 

from May - September. 

The Speckled Wood is a species which is increasing in 

Scotland. They are distinctive by having a dark upperwing with 

pale speckles. They are associated with woodland edges and 

hedgerows, and can be seen from May - September. 

The Wall is another species which is increasing in Scotland, 

but is mostly found along the East coast to Edinburgh, and in 

the Borders. It is associated with stony places with bare earth, 

where it can be seen basking from May - September. 

Grayling butterflies are struggling in Scotland, and have 

declined by 90% in 40 years! They can be found in places 

where there is plenty of exposed rock or soil. This includes 

sand dunes and coastal sites, and quarries. They can also be 

seen at Calton Hill and Holyrood Park in Edinburgh. They are 

large, and very-well camouflaged against the rocks they bask 

on. They fly from July - August. 

There are several other brown species in Scotland (Large 

Heath, Mountain Ringlet and Scotch Argus) which are more 

restricted in their ranges. 

 

Photo credits: Tim Melling, Tamas Nestor, John Money, Peter Withers, Rob Blanken, Bob Eade, Iain Leach, Patrick Clement 
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Small colourful butterflies (Lycaenidae) 

The name Lycaenid is Greek for 'She-Wolf' which might be explained by the fact that these are some of our 

most territorial little butterflies! Generally these species are all small-medium sized, with brightly-coloured wings 

which are sharply-angled. They tend to stay in distinct colonies and aren't likely to be found wandering into 

gardens. The caterpillars feed on a few specific plants. 

Scotland has three blue species of butterfly, but the only widespread one is the Common Blue. Males of that 

species are easiest to see as they have bright blue upperwings and are more active. Females can be quite brown 

with only some blue, and can have orange marks too. The undersides of both sexes are marked with various 

speckles and colours, unlike the other two blue species (Holly 

Blue and Small Blue) which are plain blue-grey underneath, with 

fine black dots. Common Blue caterpillars feed on a yellow-

flowered wildflower called Birds'-foot Trefoil, and are usually 

found in sunny flower-rich grasslands and coastal sites, as well 

as old industrial sites. They fly from June - August. 

The Holly Blue is only known from a handful of places in 

Scotland, despire being very widespread in the rest of the UK. 

They have been reported from Ayr, Edinburgh and some 

isolated locations in The Borders. The females have large black 

tips to the wings, and this is less apparent in the male.They are 

always in the sunny edges or glades of woods, as their 

caterpillars feed on Holly or Ivy, so you're very unlikely to find 

them in the same locations as other blue species.  

Small Coppers are the species of this group most often 

found in urban areas. The adults need very sunny areas with 

some bare earth and rocks to bask on. They are surprisingly 

small, and are rarely seen in numbers greater than 2 or 3 as 

males are very territorial and will chase other insects. The 

bright orange upperwings shine on sunny days. Caterpillars 

feed on plants in the Rumex genus, including Common Sorrel, 

Sheep's Sorrel, and Docks. They fly from mid-May until 

September in two separate broods. 

Green Hairstreaks are our only green butterfly. In Scotland 

they are only found in places where Blaeberry (or Bilberry) 

grows. These tend to be peat bogs, and the Green Hairstreaks 

are usually found at the edges, especially if they can be in places 

which are sheltered from the wind but exposed to the sun. 

The upperwings are brown, but the butterfly closes its wings 

on landing so you never see the upperside. They are very well 

camouflaged when they land on leaves! In Scotland they are 

only known to breed on Blaeberry, but in other parts they use 

a wide range of plants including Bramble, Gorse and Dogwood.   

Other species of interest in this group include the Purple 

Hairstreak (found at the tops of mature Oak trees), Small Blue 

(mostly coastal, and the UK's smallest butterfly species), Northern Brown Argus and White-Letter Hairstreak. 

All of these are much less common than the other species described here, but are definitely worth seeking-out! 
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Photo credits: Peter Withers, 

Bob Eade, Iain Leach 



Skippers 

Skippers are small butterflies, and the skipper group is regarded as being one of the earliest 

groups of butterflies to have evolved. They are relatively small, with short wings compared to the 

size of the body. Of the five skipper species in Scotland, only the Large and Small Skippers are 

likely to be seen in central Scotland. These species look similar, and there is very little difference 

in size between them. In both species, the males have a diagonal black line across the wings, and 

this is absent in the females.  

Large and Small Skipper can be separated by the presence of a faint chequered pattern on 

the upperwings of the Large Skipper, especially towards the edges of the wings (this feature is 

not present in Small Skipper). 

Both species can be found in areas of long grass. Females lay their eggs in the stems of the grass, 

and the caterpillars remain in the gap between the leaf and the stem through the winter.  

The other species of Skipper found in Scotland are: Dingy Skipper; Chequered Skipper; and Essex 

Skipper.  
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Photo credits: Iain Leach, Peter Eeles, Ian Cowe, Ann Collier  
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