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Known disguises
Instead of concealing itself with a disguise, 
a Painted Lady caterpillar spins a hideout—a 
silken nest usually on the upper side of leaves 
and often including the leaves on which it feeds 
during early growth stages (instars). The nest is 
enlarged as needed to accommodate its growth.  
In later instars, the caterpillar leaves its silk 
shelter in search of food, revealing its highly 
variable coloration and alarmingly spiky body. 
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Winter hide-out
Painted ladies, like Monarchs (and many 
people!) escape south for the winter, to extreme 
southwestern United States and northern Mexico. 
Migrating adults repopulate northern areas in 
the United States and Canada in the spring, 
sometimes fl ying in impressive numbers. 

If capture is avoided
The caterpillar will pupate, usually attaching 
the chrysalis to its food plant.  The butterfl y 
that emerges displays bright orange-and-
brown patterned wings above, with a band of 
four small eyespots on the lower side of each 
hindwing. These spots help to distinguish 
the Painted Lady from the similar-looking 
American Lady, which has two large eyespots. 
The Painted Lady’s cosmopolitan, adaptive 
lifestyle positions it well for survival in our 
changing climate. 

Known food preference 
Painted Lady butterfl ies were formerly known 
as “Cosmopolitans” because of their nearly 
worldwide geographic range. They are found 
in open habitats at elevations from sea level 
to the tree line. In order to survive over such 
an enormous range and in such a diversity of 
habitats, Painted Lady caterpillars evolved to be 
generalists—that is, their eclectic taste in food 
includes many diff erent plants.  So no matter 
where a Painted Lady butterfl y may fi nd itself, 
a suitable host plant should be easy to fi nd. 
The caterpillars most often feed on thistles and 
other Aster Family members, giving the adults 
the nickname “thistle butterfl y,” but they are 
also frequently found on plants in the Mallow 
Family—including hollyhocks—as well as on 
various members of the Pea Family. 

Special weaponry
As mentioned, Painted Lady caterpillars bristle 
with spines over the length of their bodies, which, 
although they don’t “sting,” off er them some 
protection against predators such as birds.  The 
branched spines may also discourage predatory 
wasps from laying eggs on the caterpillars. If a 
wasp is successful, the larvae that hatch from its 
eggs will eat the unfortunate caterpillar from the 
inside out.  

Painted Lady

Painted Lady caterpillar nest

Painted Lady caterpillar
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Painted Lady. Note the four large spots on the hind wing.
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Painted Lady. Note the four large spots on the hind wing.


