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Focus on –
Caterpillars of the Nettle Butterflies
Text and Photos by Ian Cross

Picture 1: Peacock caterpillar – velvety-black with orange prolegs

Five closely-related butterflies are prominent among the customers at
Buddleia through the summer: Peacock, Small Tortoiseshell, Red Admiral,
Painted Lady and Comma. Curiously, although they form a tight-knit group,
well-known and readily-recognised, these butterflies don’t have a widely-used
group name – the equivalent of ‘Browns’, ‘Skippers’ or ’Fritillaries’ – like most
other butterfly groups.
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I have seen the term ‘Aristocrats’ used for these species, though I can’t say I’ve
ever met anyone who used this expression in day to day butterfly chat. So,
instead, I’ll refer to them as the ‘Nettle Butterflies’, as nettles form a major
part of the caterpillar diet of four of them. I’ll include the Painted Lady as an
honorary member, even though its caterpillar rarely uses nettles, as it so
clearly belongs with the others.
The caterpillars share one feature in common, they are armed with a battery of
spines, each one branched and bristling with smaller spines. These are visible
in the pictures below.
Caterpillars of the Peacock (picture 1) are a lovely velvety-black with white
speckles. The only touch of colour is found on the four pairs of fleshy false legs,
strictly called ‘prolegs’, which are a contrasting orange-brown. The caterpillars
cluster together when young for protection but disperse singly when mature
and ready to pupate. The masses of caterpillars often gather on fresh, young
shoots near the tops of the nettles and are visible from some distance.

Picture 2: Small Tortoiseshell caterpillars – black with yellow markings around the spiracles
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Small Tortoiseshell caterpillars (picture 2) are similar: black with paler prolegs
but have yellow markings low down on the sides of each segment. These are
arranged around the tiny white dots with a black centre, which mark the
breathing holes or ‘spiracles’. Like the Peacock, the caterpillars cluster in
groups when young and, at that stage, are easy to find.
The Red Admiral caterpillar is quite variable and difficult to characterise. They
tend to come in two forms. One is yellow, densely-speckled with dark dots,
which give it an overall greyish colour (picture 3). The other form is black, with
yellow crescents low on the sides. Young caterpillars can be quite striking
colours (picture 4),

Picture 3: Red Admiral caterpillar – of the pale, yellowy-grey form
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Picture 4: A young Red Admiral caterpillar can be quite vividly-coloured

Picture 5: Red Admiral caterpillar ‘tent’ in nettle leaf –
a neatly-folded leaf ‘sown’ together with silk
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Whereas Peacock and Small Tortoiseshell caterpillars are easy to find – just
look for the heaving masses of black caterpillars on nettle patches – the
caterpillar of the Red Admiral takes a little more skill to track down. They live
their whole lives singly, each caterpillar hidden in a neat ‘tent’ (picture 5) made
by folding a nettle leaf lengthwise and sticking the edges together with
caterpillar silk.
Painted Lady caterpillars are the odd-one-out among my ‘nettle butterflies’ in
that they mainly feed on thistles. I have seen them on Mallows and,
apparently, they will occasionally use nettles, though personally I have never
seen them on that plant. The caterpillar is like a paler version of the light form
of the Red Admiral (picture 6).

Picture 6: Painted Lady caterpillar – not on nettles

Whilst Peacocks and Tortoiseshells gather together for protection and Red
Admirals spin their own little tent, the Comma caterpillar has an even more
devious disguise. The rear part of the body has a broad, white ‘smear’ on the
back (picture 7). The rest of the body is blackish, though it becomes more
orange-tan as the caterpillar matures.
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The caterpillar sits openly on a leaf with its front end curled round, almost in a
question-mark shape. The overall effect is of a white and black curled blob that
looks just like a bird dropping. This is the best camouflage of all: you can rest in
full sight as nobody is interested in eating bird poo!
As well as nettles, Comma caterpillars will feed on hops and even the leaves of
Elm trees. This may sound like a pretty eclectic choice of foods but it’s not as
weird as it sounds. Despite their very varied appearances, the three plant
families: nettles, hops and elms are actually quite closely related.

Picture 7: Comma caterpillar – half grown but still showing its bird-dropping camouflage
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I will confirm receipt. If you don’t hear from me it means I haven’t received your email, so
please make contact through
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