
Life cycles of Vanessid butterflies 

Some of the first butterflies to be seen every year belong to a 

group called the Vanessids. They’re the colourful butterflies we 

normally associate with gardens, and in Scotland we have three species 

resident year-round (Small Tortoiseshell, Peacock and Comma) and 

two regular migrant species which breed here in the summer (Red 

Admiral and Painted Lady). 

Did you know that those first Peacocks, Commas and Small 

Tortoiseshells we see in March and April are really last year’s 

butterflies? They will have resulted from eggs laid last summer, which 

then hatched into caterpillars that fed on stinging nettles for over a 

month. The caterpillars will have formed a chrysalis (this is known as 

‘pupation’, as the chrysalis is another word for a pupa) and eventually 

emerged as an adult butterfly in late summer. They’ll then have fed up 

on nectar. Nectar is a source of sugar which gives them energy, and 

they can convert that sugar to fat in their bodies to survive the winter.  

In early autumn these butterflies need to find somewhere to 

overwinter. In nature, we sometimes find them in caves or tree 

hollows, which might explain why the undersides of these species are 

dark – camouflage. Some species hibernate communally, and Peacocks 

are particularly likely to do this, with ‘roosts’ of up to 40 found.  

During the winter their bodies slow down and consume less energy. 

When the air temperatures increase in early spring, they emerge on the first sunny days. If they are lucky, 

they will find a mate, the female will lay eggs, and the cycle will start again.  

In some parts where it’s warmer and the caterpillars can develop more quickly, the butterflies may have two 

broods in summer. If they reach adulthood by about mid-summer, they could lay their own eggs which will 

then be adults by the end of summer. If they’re a bit slower though, they tend to just overwinter and wait 

until the following year. 

Red Admirals and Painted Ladies are unable to survive our winters (except in the warmest 

parts of the UK). Red Admirals often make an early appearance in the UK in Spring, having come from 

Africa. Numbers will be boosted through the summer by more migrations. They too will lay their eggs on 

nettles, and the caterpillars live communally within silk tents and so are easy to find. Painted Ladies mostly lay 

Small Tortoiseshell egglaying (Bob Eade) and 

Peacock Eggs in a dense mass (Peter Eeles) 

Comma Egg (Gilles San Martin), Peacock Caterpillars (Peter Eeles) and Small Tortoiseshell Pupa (Andrew Cooper) 



their eggs on thistles here, but can use a very wide range of plants. They tend not to arrive until a bit later in 

the year and the Painted Lady is so exceptional that I will write a special article on Painted Ladies later in 

summer.  

This quick overview of these three resident species leaves out some of the interesting details and differences 

between the species. For example, a female Peacock tends to lay all of her eggs – up to 400 of 

them – in one patch of nettles. This can take two hours, and she lays them in large clumps, with the tiny 

green eggs piled on top of each other. This means that she’ll only lay eggs in large patches of nettles, usually in 

a sunny position and sheltered from the wind, such as along a hedge of woodland edge.  

Small Tortoiseshells lay their eggs in batches too, but the 

female may choose several different leaves or patches of 

nettles, with each batch containing up to 100 eggs. She might 

even lay them over several days.  

In contrast, the Comma lays eggs singly, and you can spot a 

female fluttering over patches of nettles, landing briefly to 

lay an egg, then flying to another leaf quickly. The structures 

of the eggs are fascinating - have a look at the photo of the 

Comma egg to see how intricate they are.  

A common feature of Vanessids is that their caterpillars all 

have spikes on their bodies, which can help to deter 

predators. It can be hard to tell some species apart in the 

early stages of the caterpillar, but it becomes easier when 

they are larger and more distinctive. The adults can deter 

predators in various ways too; the eyespots on the 

Peacock can be flashed to make it look like a larger 

animal, and the wings can be rubbed together to 

make an audible hissing. Terrifying! 

The mating strategies of butterflies can be fascinating too. If 

we think of the Peacock butterfly and its need for large 

patches of nettles in sunny areas, we can realise that there 

would be competition for the best sites. So males will often 

establish a territory in one of these good sites, and defend it 

against other males. In Spring it’s a common site to see 

a pair of males spiralling into the air, as a resident 

defends his territory against an intruder. Then when a 

female comes along, he will pursue her and she will let him 

follow, or ditch him by disappearing into the vegetation. 

So have a look for these species in sunny spots, especially 

near woodland edges and hedges.   
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