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THE BUTTERFLY'S LIFE CYCLE 
 
Understanding the butterfly's life cycle can help the new butterfly gardening enthusiast recognize the 
needs of these lovely garden creatures in all its life stages. This is very vital in maintaining a butterfly 
garden.  

 

Egg Stage  

The cycle begins when a butterfly deposits eggs, oftentimes in the underside of leaves or tender shoots of 
their host plants. A female butterfly can lay an average of 100 to 200 eggs depending on the species. Some 
are laid singly, some in clusters.  

 

Eggs differ in size and shape depending on the species. A rich diet of nectar can help the female butterfly 
produce large numbers of eggs.  

 

Larva or Caterpillar  

The caterpillar breaks out of its shell about two to five days after it was laid. Immediately after it emerges, 
it usually will feed on its shell before it starts munching the tender leaves, flowers or fruit of the host plant. 
Most caterpillars feed only on one kind of host plant but some are able to find substitutes.  

 

As the caterpillar increases in size, it will molt and shed its skin several times. Each stage of molting is 
called an "instar" which happens about four or five times. On its final instar, the caterpillar produces silk 
from its silk glands which it uses to attach itself to the back of a leaf, on a branch or twig or any objector 
surface it prefers. Magically, the pupal skin is formed under the old caterpillar skin which breaks and is 
pushed out slowly by molting. The new form emerges which is what we term as pupa, chrysalis or the 
popular cocoon.  

  

PUPA or CHRYSALLIS STAGE  

One can easily spot an egg or a caterpillar but it is often difficult to find the pupa because it has the ability 
to blend well with the object it is attached to. The wide variety of species of butterflies produces different 
shapes and colors of pupas. Inside the pupa, the miracle of transformation takes place. The caterpillar is 
no longer present inside the cocoon. The breakdown of cells has left only a liquid substance which 
miraculously builds up again a new creation, a winged butterfly. This process takes about two weeks for 
normal temperatures and longer during cold season. When the parts of the butterfly inside the cocoon have 
fully developed, it finally breaks out of the shell and emerges as an adult butterfly. 

 

After a few minutes of airing, its wing stretches out and the wings harden. It stays hanging for a while as 
it gains strength. When it has mustered enough energy, it starts to fly will seek food and its mate 
immediately, and later will lay eggs repeating the whole life cycle again. 

  

Love a caterpillar... Save a butterfly 


