
Caterpillars are the immature stages of but-
terflies and moths.  Most NABA members know 
that the immature stages of insects are larvae, a 
term most often applied to the immature stages 
of insects that undertake complete metamorpho-
ses.   So, referring to the butterfly caterpillars as 
larvae is not incorrect.  However, the word larva 
is also correctly applied to the immature stages of 
any invertebrate animal.  In contrast, the widely 
used and generally understood term “caterpil-
lar” is more precise in that “caterpillar” refers 
specifically to the immature stages of butterflies 
and moths while beetle, or jellyfish larvae, for 
example, are very different creatures.  

Frequently referring to caterpillars as 
“larvae” is a lot like constantly referring to 
human beings as “chordates” or as “eukaryotes.” 
These are accurate, but imprecise, statements 
that don’t make too much sense unless you’re 
point is to compare humans with other, distantly 
related, chordates, or eukaryotes, or unless 
you’re trying to impress someone with your 
knowledge.  A growing cadre of scientists, for 
example John Burns and Dan Jantzen (Burns, 
J.M. and Janzen, D.H. 2001 [2002]. Biodiversity 
of Pyrrhopgyine skipper butterflies in the Area 
de Conservation Guanacaste, Costa Rica. J. Lep. 
Soc. 55: 15-43) use the more precise (and there-
fore more scientific) term “caterpillar” rather 
than the vague “larva.”

Whatever you call these not-yet-ready-to-fly 
bags of promise — worms, larvae or caterpillars,  
— it’s time to give them their due.  The 2006 
NABA Photo Contest will, for the first time, 
have a special category for photographs of the 
immature stages of butterflies.
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Cats are notoriously difficult to control.  
Just when one thinks one has taught them to 
behave, a particularly sassy cat will crawl out of 
its enclosure and sprawl upon the sofa, leaving 
lasting impressions if one is not careful. 

Despite the difficulties inherent in finding 
or rearing cats, many pillars of society — well, 
at least members of our society, the North 
American Butterfly Association — are includ-
ing the immature stages of butterflies in their 
butterflying activities.  Some butterfliers focus 
on caterpillars when there aren’t many adult but-
terflies flying, while its raining, for example, or 
at night! Some other butterfliers focus all their 
energies on caterpillars all the time.  

The Rio Grande Prix of Butterflying, a 
NABA event held each October in the Lower 
Rio Grande Valley, allows participants to tally 
as “species seen” butterfly species that they’ve 
only seen as caterpillars.  However, over the 
first three years of this event, no team has tallied 
an additional species by this method, despite 
the fact that all those night-time hours are just 
begging to be used productively.  Will this be 
the year?

Although there is clearly a tremendous 
amount to be learned about adult butterflies, 
the world of caterpillars has large expanses of 
terra incognita.  For a fair number of butterfly 
species, even the caterpillar foodplant(s) is 
unknown, and the behavior, polymorphisms 
and phenology is incompletely known for most 
species.   So, careful observations may provide 
valuable information to the community of but-
terfly enthusiasts. You can enjoy the challenge of 
finding caterpillars in the wild, or the satisfaction 
that you recieve from nurturing these ducklings 
through to swanhood.  Actually, many of the 
“ugly ducklings” are strikingly beautiful in their 
own right!    
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