Watching Butterflies
A Take-Home Guide

Sharp observation skills come in handy within this exhibit’s
glass-enclosed conservatory, home to a variety of free-flying
butterflies and moths. These creatures can be elusive in the
wild, so to detect them in our lush indoor garden, visitors adopt
the strategies of field biologists: moving slowly, looking high
and low, and checking possible perching spots on plants or
other surfaces. Outside the conservatory, visitors

Resources

Tracing its origins to the 19th-century Boston
Society of Natural History, the Museum maintains a long tradition of teaching and learning
in the life sciences. Today, as dramatic growth
in bioscience research unleashes a cascade
of information, we are helping the public keep
pace with the rapid flow of new questions
and new insights. At the same time, engaging
exhibits such as the Butterfly Garden invite
adults and children alike to deepen their
understanding of the timeless fundamentals at
the heart of all scientific inquiry and innovation.

The Butterfly Garden offers Museum of Science visitors

learn about butterflies’ life
cycles, intricate relationships
with plants, and amazing

The Audubon Society Field Guide to North American Butterflies
Robert Michael Pyle

a rare opportunity to get close views of butterflies and

Butterfly Gardening: Creating Summer Magic in Your Garden
The Xerces Society / Smithsonian Institution

nearly everywhere, so we can all make similar observations

Hours

in our yards, local parks, or favorite recreational areas. This

Regular

guide introduces some of New England’s more common

Summer 10:00 a.m. – 7:00 p.m. (July 5 – Labor Day)

butterfly species, along with one spectacular moth. It also

Fridays

Butterfly Gardening in New England
Cheryl Lowe, Horticulture Director of the New England
Wildflower Society
A Field Guide to Eastern Butterflies
Peterson Field Guide Series, Paul A. Opler and Vichai Malikul
Peterson First Guide to Caterpillars of North America
Amy Bartlett Wright
Stokes Butterfly Book: The Complete Guide to Butterfly
Gardening, Identification, and Behavior
Donald and Lillian Stokes and Ernest Williams

moths from around the world. Fortunately, butterflies exist

contains a list of helpful books and websites. You can
find additional resources in the Museum Store and in the
Butterfly Garden itself.

survival strategies.

10:00 a.m. – 5:00 p.m.
10:00 a.m. – 7:00 p.m. (Year round)

Admission
Timed tickets required. Advance reservations strongly recommended.
For current schedules, prices, and tickets, visit the Museum box office
or contact: 617-723-2500, mos.org.

Note: Strollers are not allowed in the Butterfly Garden.

A World for Butterflies: Their Lives, Behavior and Future
Phil Schappert
Butterflies and Moths of North America
butterfliesandmoths.org

Courtesy of the Butterfly Garden

The Lepidopterists’ Society
lepsoc.org
Monarch Watch
monarchwatch.org
North American Butterfly Association
www.naba.org
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A World of Discovery

Butterflies in My Backyard

Monarch
Danaus plexippus
3 ½'' – 5''

Painted Lady
Vanessa cardui
2'' – 3''

Spicebush Swallowtail
Papilio troilus
3 ½'' – 5''

Black Swallowtail
Papilio polyxenes
3'' – 4 ½''

Mourning Cloak
Nymphalis antiopa

Eastern Tiger Swallowtail
Papilio glaucus

3'' – 4''

Viceroy
Limenitis archippus

Luna Moth
Actias luna

2 ½'' – 3 ½''

3 ½'' – 6 ½''

3 ½'' – 5''

New England Species

Butterfly Watching Tips

SWALLOWTAIL BUTTERFLIES

BRUSH-FOOTED BUTTERFLIES

MILKWEED BUTTERFLIES

GIANT SILKWORM MOTHS

Family Papilionidae

Family Nymphalidae

Subfamily Danainae

Family Saturniidae

Conspicuously large, swallowtails are often brilliantly colored, which

With more species than any other butterfly family, this large, diverse

This subfamily of the brush-footed butterflies consists primarily

This family includes the largest moths in North America and

attracts both collectors and photographers. They are named for the

group includes the longwings, fritillaries, tortoiseshells, ladies,

of tropical and subtropical species. Only three species of milkweed

some of the largest moths in the world, with wingspans up

long projections that extend from the hind wings. Strong flyers, they

buckeyes, admirals, and milkweed butterflies. While size and wing

butterflies live in North America, and only one is likely to be seen in

to 9 inches in some tropical species. Giant silkworm moths

move from flower to flower with slow wing beats but fly away quickly

shape vary greatly, colors tend toward browns, oranges, yellows,

New England: the monarch. Summer residents of the United States

tend to be brightly colored, and many have eyespots on the wings

when disturbed, often to treetops. Adult swallowtails eat nectar. They

and blacks. The family name refers to the front two legs, which are

and Canada, monarchs are famous for their extraordinarily long

to fool predators. Almost all the caterpillars spin silken cocoons,

prefer taller flowers and can feed from longer-tubed blossoms than

very small and shaped like brushes. Many adults eat nectar, but

winter migrations: to southern California and Arizona in the West,

and a few species have been used commercially for the production

many smaller butterflies. The caterpillars (up to 2 ½ inches) are

others feed on sap, dung, carrion, or rotting fruit. Within this family

and to the mountains of northern Mexico in the East. Adults feed

of silk. A spectacular sight in New England is the adult luna moth,

usually smooth and asymmetrical, with the front end larger. Many are

are some of the longest-lived butterflies, such as the mourning

on nectar, but milkweed butterflies are named for the food preferred

which can sometimes be seen resting by day. With an impressive

green, but some resemble black-and-white bird droppings—a handy

cloak, which overwinters as an adult and can live ten months. The

by caterpillars. Since milkweed plants contain toxins, caterpillars

wingspan of 3 ½ to 5 inches, luna moths fly only at night. Adult

way to avoid being eaten by birds!

caterpillars (1 to 2 inches) are evenly cylindrical and often feature

accumulate these substances while feeding, rendering both

luna moths live for about one week, and their sole function is

bristles or short hairs.

caterpillar and adult distasteful to predators. Monarch caterpillars

to reproduce—they don’t even have mouth parts to feed. The

(up to 2 inches) are smooth, with alternating light and dark

caterpillars (up to 3 inches) are green and plump, with tiny

crosswise stripes and a pair of antenna-like projections at each end.

orange or yellow markings along the sides.

Monarch

Luna Moth

Danaus plexippus

Actias luna

Range: most of US, southern Canada, Central and South America,
Pacific Islands
Habitat: open fields, roadsides (June – Oct)
Caterpillar food: milkweed

Range: eastern US and southeastern Canada
Habitat: deciduous woods (May – July)
Caterpillar food: white birch, alder, persimmon, sweet gum, hickory, walnut

Black Swallowtail
Papilio polyxenes

Mourning Cloak

Range: eastern US and parts of Canada to northern South America
Habitat: open areas (May – Sep)
Caterpillar food: wild carrot, dill, parsley, parsnip

Nymphalis antiopa

Eastern Tiger Swallowtail

Range: most of US and Canada to central Mexico
Habitat: open areas (April – Nov)
Caterpillar food: willow, aspen, elm, birch, hackberry

Papilio glaucus

Painted Lady

Range: eastern US and parts of Canada
Habitat: woodland edges, moist wooded areas (May – July)
Caterpillar food: wild black cherry, tulip tree

Vanessa cardui

Spicebush Swallowtail

Range: all continents except Australia and Antarctica
Habitat: woods, fields (March – Nov)
Caterpillar food: everlasting, pussytoes, and related plants

Papilio troilus

Viceroy

Range: eastern US
Habitat: woods, brush (May – Sep)
Caterpillar food: sassafras, spicebush

Limenitis archippus
Range: eastern/central US and parts of Canada to central Mexico
Habitat: moist, shrubby areas (June – Sep)
Caterpillar food: willow, aspen, cottonwood, some fruit trees

Butterflies are shown at approximately 60% of actual size.
Photos: © Deering Photography; © Florida Museum of Natural History,
Andrei Sourakov; © Lacy L. Hyche, Auburn University, insectimages.org.

Butterflies are wild creatures with a natural fear of
large predators, so plan to:
• move slowly—sudden movements can trigger
an escape response.
•s
 tay low—to avoid being silhouetted against the
sky, try to position yourself against a background
of trees or shrubs.
•a
 pproach from behind—if you walk straight toward
a butterfly’s head, it will easily see you.
•w
 atch your shadow—if it crosses over the butterfly,
the sudden change in light might frighten it.
• keep your distance—use binoculars if you can;
those with a close focus of 5 to 10 feet are best.

