
Life cycles of Pearl-bordered, Small Pearl-

bordered, Dark Green and Marsh Fritillaries 

Some of the more elusive butterflies in Scotland are known as Fritillaries. These butterflies all have 

upperwings which have a chequered orange and black appearance, and we have four species here: Marsh 

Fritillary; Pearl-bordered Fritillary, Small Pearl-bordered Fritillary and Dark Green Fritillary. 

The latter three species are most closely related, and have caterpillars which feed on violets. In contrast, the 

Marsh Fritillary is more closely related to butterflies like the Small Tortoiseshell and Comma! Some of these 

butterflies are among the species which have experienced the greatest declines across the UK, and are 

priorities for conservation work. 

Pearl-bordered Fritillary: The Pearl-bordered Fritillary 

(PBF for short) gets its name from the series of pearly-white 

markings on the edge of the underwing. They are the earliest 

of our fritillary species to fly, usually emerging in early May and 

flying until mid-June. In Scotland they are mostly associated 

with bracken-covered, sunny hillsides. This may seem unusual, 

but bracken (a type of tall fern) provides the perfect conditions 

for Common Dog-violets (the main caterpillar foodplant of 

this species) to grow, as the violets require some shade. Dead 

bracken also absorbs an incredible amount of heat from the 

sun, and can be 15-20 degrees warmer than surrounding areas 

of grass! Caterpillars will bask on the bracken to raise their 

body temperatures, which helps them to digest their food and 

develop more quickly. In southern parts of the UK it can also 

be found In sunny glades in woodland.  

Males and females look similar, with a strong orange 

appearance in flight. When they land they may bask with their 

wings open, but when nectaring may do so with wings closed 

and that’s when we can see the beautiful patterns on the 

underside of the wings. In PBFs, the lines are a reddish-brown 

colour, and this helps us to separate the species from the very 

similar Small Pearl-bordered Fritillary, where the lines are 

black. The favoured nectar plant of this species is Bugle, a plant 

with spikes of pale-purple flowers and dark green-purple 

leaves. After mating, females lay their eggs on violets in warm 

places nectar bracken or bare ground, and caterpillars emerge 

after two weeks. They are black in colour, which may help 

them absorb heat from the sun. These feed for about two months, consuming the 

leaves and flowers of the violets. Before the end of summer they then enter 

hibernation, often by crawling into the undersides of curled leaves. They remain this 

way until the following spring, when warming temperatures awaken them and they 

begin to feed on the growing violets and basking on the dead bracken. Then after 

another period of feeding for over a month they form a chrysalis on low vegetation. 

It can take between nine days and three weeks for the adult to emerge, and this is 

largely affected by air temperature which may explain why the flight period of this 

and other fritillaries can vary so greatly.  

The PBF is regarded as one of the UK’s most threatened species, and has disappeared from 95% of its range 

over the past four decades, in particular in southern parts of the UK, where it used to be found in coppiced 

woodlands. In Scotland it is not faring so badly, as bracken-covered hillsides are more widespread here.  
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Small Pearl-bordered Fritillary: The Small Pearl-bordered 

Fritillary (SPBF for short) is much more widespread in 

Scotland and the rest of the UK as it can use a wider variety 

of habitats, including damp grassland. In those grasslands the 

caterpillars can eat Marsh Violet, and in drier habitats they 

can eat Common Dog-violet. It’s therefore possible to find 

this butterfly close to towns and cities in Scotland if there are 

damp grasslands around – for example there is a colony at St. 

Maurice’s Pond in Cumbernauld. Adults nectar on a variety of 

plants, especially marsh thistle, bugle and ragged-robin.  

SPBFs emerge a few weeks later than PBFs, usually around 

late May, although their flight times 

do overlap and they can be found in 

the same habitats, making survey 

work tricky. The surest way to 

separate them from PBF is to look at 

the colour of the lines on the 

underwing, which are dark in SPBF, 

especially the chevrons around the 

outer edge of the underwing. 

Despite the names, there is little 

difference in size  

Overall, SPBFs have a similar life 

cycle to the PBF, with caterpillars overwintering in leaf litter, feeding in spring, and emerging as an adult 

after a few weeks in a chrysalis.  

Dark Green Fritillary: The Dark Green Fritillary (DGF for 

short) is a really spectacular butterfly to see in flight. It is much 

larger than the other species – about the size of a Peacock 

butterfly, whereas the PBF and SPBF are about eh size of an 

Orange-tip. DGF can therefore be seen gliding majestically over 

hillsides and many other habitats as their large size allows them 

to wander more. DGF is the most widespread fritillary, and the 

only fritillary found the Outer Hebrides and Orkney. In Scotland 

this is the latest-emerging fritillary, usually emerging in late June 

and flying for several months.  Caterpillars feed mostly on 

Common Dog- or Marsh Violets, and like the PBF and SPBF 

they bask on vegetation to heat up. However in contrast to 

those species, the caterpillars enter hibernation immediately after 

hatching - so it spends close to eight months as a tiny 

caterpillar curled up in vegetation! When temperatures warm in 

early spring, it begins to feed and bask and after a few months 

pupates on vegetation, before emerging as a splendid adult 

butterfly. 

This butterfly is easily discernible from other fritillaries in 

Scotland by size alone, but the underside is quite different too, 

with a pale green-yellow appearance and large pearls.  

To see this butterfly, look along paths on bracken-covered 

hillsides from late June onwards. You may see them swooping 

around, and if you’re lucky one will come to nectar close to you so you can get a closer look. 
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Marsh Fritillary: The Marsh Fritillary is 

the exception among our fritillaries in 

Scotland, being more closely related to 

species like Small Tortoiseshell and Comma. 

It is also a top priority for conservation here 

and across Europe as its favoured habitats – 

species-rich, damp grassland have been 

drained and turned over to agriculture. In 

Scotland it is now only found on the west 

coast, around south Lochaber, Argyll and 

the Inner Hebrides. The species has a single 

brood per year, flying from late May to late 

June.  

The upperwings of Marsh Fritillaries are 

dramatically coloured, with striking 

contrasts between strong orange, pale 

yellow and black markings, and it looks like none of our 

other butterflies. Females lay their eggs on Devil’s-bit 

Scabious, a plant with purple pin-cushion flowers and 

ragged roots which apparently look like they’ve been 

bitten off. Eggs are laid in large clumps, and the larvae 

create a communal web in which they feed as a group. 

They can bind the leaves of the plant together to make 

a better shelter. As they grow larger they built more 

substantial webs which can cover the whole plant, 

making them easier to find. The webs have tunnels 

which allows the larvae to crawl out to feed, before 

returning to its protection. After a while they construct 

new webs close to the base of the plant and use this to 

hibernate. In February or March they emerge and feed if 

possible, but also bask on vegetation in groups of up to 150 

larvae. Eventually they become solitary and crawl off to 

pupate, forming a very beautiful speckled chrysalis on 

vegetation, from which the adults soon emerge.    

Marsh Fritillary populations appear to be particularly prone 

to boom-and-bust cycles caused by parasitic wasps. When 

populations increase greatly, the wasps increase too, and 

can completely wipe out local populations. Therefore this 

butterfly needs large landscapes with a plentiful supply of 

habitat, so that it can recolonise and maintain populations 

through these cycles.  
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