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Job Description
Thank you for volunteering in the Caterpillar House! Your goal is to 
engage visitors with the other important and interesting stages in a 
butterfly’s life and prepare visitors to enter the Flight House.   
 
Here are the key aspects of managing the Caterpillar House: 

One door at a time. Only one set of doors should be open at a time to minimize the 
possibility of butterflies escaping. The screen doors should always be locked from the 
outside. Open the screen door for visitors. Once the group has entered, pull the screen door 
closed until it clicks. After interpreting the display and preparing visitors to enter, open the 
doors to the Flight House.

 
Manage the size of the groups. We recommend taking between 10-15 people at one time.

 
People should not reach over the purple fence. Pointing at and/or touching stresses the 
caterpillars and causes them to stop eating. This stress can lead to health problems down 
the line. Tell guests to look for caterpillars next to the red ribbons.

 
Focus on the WOW! 
The best way to engage visitors is to focus on what makes these 
animals unique and interesting. In the Short Script we’ve highlighted the main 
information we’d like you to share with visitors. For more interesting background 
information, check out the Caterpillar Species Profiles.

 
Read the room. What you say in the Caterpillar House will depend on the group of 
visitors.  Be prepared to edit your talk depending on the attention span group or if there is a 
long line waiting to enter. If people tell you that they would like to go straight through, just 
have them wait until the screen door is closed, prepare them for the Flight House, then let 
them in.

 
Prepare visitors to enter the Flight House. Before you let visitors into the Flight House 
you should tell them 1) Please no butterflies on hands or fingers, 2) Where the exit is. Avoid 
adding information at this step and holding up visitors at the door. Visitors will find the 
interesting parts of our exhibit with the help of volunteers/staff inside and the Exit 
Volunteer will explain the exit process.



Short Script
"Welcome to the caterpillar house. Please come in and circle around 
the purple fence. Please keep your hands outside of the purple fence 
and look for caterpillars next to the red ribbons. We have (number) 
types of butterflies and moths growing  here today.  The hanging 
posters show the types of butterflies and moths feeding on each 
plant." 
 
"On the (plant name) you can see the caterpillars of the (insect 
name).... 

"If you're ready to go into the Flight House, I'll tell you a little about 
our butterflies. We have hundreds of butterflies from around the 
world. You'll see them flying, feeding and resting. We have one big 
request and that's please no butterflies on hands or fingers. When 
you're ready to exit, the exit is on that wall." 

INTERPRETATION CONTENT SPECIFIC TO CURRENT 

CATERPILLARS

"The butterflies probably won't land on you. They're busy looking 
for food and resting. If they do land on you, you might get to see 
them up close, but staff will remove the if they land on your 
hands." 

Lots of guests will ask, "What if they land on me?". Here is 

how we'd like you to respond:



Short Script - Caterpillar Species

"On the (plant name) you can see the caterpillars of the (insect name).... 
 
CECROPIA: "These are the caterpillars of the largest moth in the US. Once 
they've consumed enough food, they spin a cocoon made of silk  like this 
(show cocoon)." 
 
JULIA LW: "The adult female tends to lay eggs on the tendrils of the vines 
because the plant has evolved drop leaves that fall once a female lays eggs on 
them." 
 
MONARCH: "The black white and yellow stripes warn predators that the 
caterpillars are toxic. The milkweed contains toxins that the caterpillars can 
actually incorporate into their bodies." 
 
PIPEVINE SWTL: "These caterpillars are quite toxic and  have large horn-like 
projections to scare off predators. As adults, they have a semicircle of orange 
marks on the outside of their back wing. Many other butterflies mimic this 
pattern to seem more toxic to birds." 
 
SADDLEBACK: "These are one of the few stinging caterpillars in Maryland. 
They have small stinging hairs that are covered in venom." 
 
SPICEBUSH SWTL: "When these caterpillars are young they resemble bird 
droppings to hide from predators. But when they'll older their colors change 
and they develop large eyespots on their backs to look like snakes. They also 
use silk to roll up a leave to hide inside when they're not feeding." 
 
ZEBRA LW: "The adult female tends to lay eggs on the tendrils of the vines 
because the plant has evolved drop leaves that fall once a female lays eggs on 
them." 
 



F.A.Q.
What is the difference between a moth and a butterfly? 
Moths tend to fly at night, have feathery antenna, and spin cocoons of silk. 
Butterflies tend to fly during the day, have straight antenna with a clubbed end 
like a pin, and do not spin cocoons. There are exceptions to each f these 
differences. Evolutionarily, moths are much older and butterflies as a group 
evolved from moths. 
  
How long does the caterpillar stage last? 
It depends on the species. Generally, 2-4 weeks, except for the cecropia moth, 
which spend 1-2 months as a caterpillar. 
 
How long does the chrysalis/cocoon stage last? 
It depends on the species and the temperature. During the summer most of our 
butterflies will spend 1-2 weeks pupating. However, some, like the spicebush can 
overwinter in chrysalis and spend 2-3 pupating until the weather is warmer. 
The cecropia moth spends all winter in its cocoon and emerges as a adult for 
about 1 week in the spring to reproduce. 
 
How long is a butterfly's life from egg through adult stage? 
Generally, 6-8 weeks during the warm summer moths. Overwintering would 
add to that time. Studies have also show that because longwing 
butterflies consume pollen as well as nectar, they can live as adults for a few 
moths. 
 
Are these poisonous? 
People are usually asking if caterpillar can hurt them, but there are only five 
types of stinging or "venomous" caterpillars in Maryland. The saddleback 
caterpillar, for example, injects venom through its spines. When a caterpillar is 
poisonous it means that any toxins it produces need to be ingested to be effective. 
Many caterpillars have evolved to consume and reappropriate host plant 
chemicals for their own defense. The monarch and the pipevine are known for 
this ability and retain the toxins acquired as caterpillars in adulthood. We would 
call these types of caterpillars and butterflies "poisonous" or "toxic". 
 
 



GLOSSARY
Aposematism: 
having warning colors that communicate bad taste or toxicity to a predator. 
 
Butterfly: a group of insects in the order Lepidoptera that evolved from moths 40-50 million 
years ago. Unlike moths, most butterflies don't spins cocoons. The butterfly pupa is called a 
chrysalis. Butterflies typically fly during the day and have straight pin-like antenna. 
  
Caterpillar: the larval stage of a butterfly or moth, feeds on plants, sometimes a specific group 
of host plants. 
 
Chrysalis: the pupa of a butterfly. The chrysalis is made from exoskeleton and forms 
underneath the exoskeleton of the caterpillar. To pupate, the caterpillar sheds its final 
larval exoskeleton. 
 
Cocoon: a silk covering surrounding a moth pupa. 
 
Complete metamorphosis: 
 a life strategy wherein an insect goes through four stages 
throughout its life: egg, larva, pupa, and adult. Bees, ants, beetles, flies, butterflies, moths and 
other insects have this life strategy. 
 
Egg: 
the first stage of an insect's life; laid by an adult female butterfly, typically on a specific 
host plant. 
 
Exoskeleton: the outer portion of an insect's body at all life stages, provides structure and 
support for interior muscles and organs; the entire exoskeleton is shed during molting; a 
butterfly only molts as a larva and does not continue to grow as an adult 
 
Host plant(s): a plant or group of plants that is the optimal food for the larval stage of a 
butterfly or moth species; many larvae derive specific benefits from their host plants, and have 
evolved to tolerate and use the plants' toxins 
 
Incomplete metamorphosis: a life strategy wherein an insect goes through three stages 
throughout its life: egg, nymph, and adult. True bugs, termites, dragonflies, mantises and other 
insects have this life strategy. 
 
Instar: the stages of growth between molts; a caterpillar that emerges from an egg is in its first 
instar, after its first molt, it is in its second instar. A caterpillar typically has five instars before 
pupation. 
 



GLOSSARY
Larva: the juvenile stage of an insect that goes through complete metamorphosis. caterpillars are the 
larvae of moths and butterflies. 
 
Moth: a group of insects in the order Lepidoptera that evolved around 190 million years ago. 
Moths tend to fly at night and have feathery antenna. 
 
Molt: when an insect sheds its exoskeleton in order to grow larger 
 
Morphology: the study and description of the form of a living organism 
 
Osmeterium: an organ in many swallowtail caterpillars used to ward off predators. The small 
forked organ can be pushed out of the caterpillar's head and has a noxious smell. 
 
Predator: any animal that eats another animal; the common predators for moths and 
butterflies are birds, reptiles, amphibians, small mammals, and other insects. 
 
Pupa: the 3rd stage in the life of an insect that goes through complete metamorphosis, including 
moths and butterflies. It is a resting stage when the adult body forms. When an insect is in this 
stage it is pupating. 
 
Pupation chamber: the large white case in the caterpillar house where we move caterpillars 
that a ready to pupate. Pupating caterpillars typically leave their host plant because the host 
plant has evidence of larval feeding which can attract predators. 
 
Silk: a substance produced in a caterpillar's salivary glands. Silk starts as a liquid in the 
caterpillars body and becomes a fiber when it hits air. Silk is excreted from the spinnerets 
below the caterpillars mandibles. Caterpillars use silk to build hiding places as well as during 
pupation to secure chrysalides or spin cocoons. 
 
Taxonomy: the way we classify living organisms. The categories from largest group to smallest 
group are: Kingdom, Phylum, Class, Order, Family, Genus, Species. One way to remember this is 
the mnemonic "King Philip Can Only Fly Green Spaceships" 
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BUCKEYE
Junonia coenia

Counterclockwise from top: Buckeye adult, egg, 

caterpillar, and chrysalis. 

Linaria vulgaris, commonly known as "Butter and 

Eggs" or "Yellow Toadflax".  This flower is a local 

member of the snapdragon family.

Buckeye distribution map.

Family: Nymphalidae -  the  

brushfoot butterflies. The 

first pair of 6 legs is reduced, 

or brush-like, in adulthood, 

making it seem like they 

only have 4 legs. 

 

Range: Reside in southern 

US and Mexico during the 

Fall and Winter. During 

Spring and Summer, adults 

migrate north and can be 

found throughout the US . 

 

Host Plants: Members of the 

snapdragon family, plantain 

family and acanthus family. 

 

Behaviors: Butterflies are 

low flying and may perch on 

low plants or the bare 

ground. Males patrol 

territories looking 

for females and nectar 

plants and will chase off 

rival males and competing 

insects. 

 



CECROPIA MOTH
Hyalaphora cecropia

Family: Saturniidae - the 

silk moths. Members  of 

this family typically pupate 

in cocoons made from silk 

produced by the caterpillar's 

slivary glands. 

 

Range: Eastern US and 

southern Canada. 

 

Host Plants: Black Cherry 

Tree in the Caterpillar 

House. In the wild, host 

plants can include sugar 

maples, wild cherries and 

plums, alders, birches, 

dogwoods, and willows. 

 

Behaviors: Adults have no 

working mouth parts and 

do not feed. Females will 

generally stay stationary 

after emerging and emit 

pheromones so that males 

can sense her and fly to her 

location. Males tend to have 

bushier antenna to pick up 

the scent of females. 

 

Counterclockwise from top: Cecropia adult, egg, 

caterpillar, and ccocoon. 

Cecropia moth distribution map.

The cecropia moth pupa that 

forms inside the cocoon.

Leaves of the black 

cherry tree, a common 

larval host plant of the 

cecropia moth.



EASTERN BLACK SWALLOWTAIL

Papilio polyxenes

Family: Papilionidae - the true 

butterflies. This family includes 

the swallowtails and the 

birdwings. 

 

Range: Eastern and 

Southeastern US. 

 

Host Plants: Members of the 

parsley family like fennel, dill 

and carrot. 

 

Behaviors: These butterflies 

have many defenses against 

predators. The caterpillars will 

fling their frass (waste) away 

from their host plant because 

the smell of the frass can attract 

enemies. Swallowtail caterpillars 

can also evert an foul-smelling 

organ called an osmoterium to 

ward off predators. Finally, the 

hindwing of the  female 

butterfly  mimics the very 

poisonous Pipevine Swallowtail's 

hindwing. This part of the wing 

is often exposed during 

oviposition, a very vulnerable 

time for a female butterfly. 

 

Counterclockwise from top: Eastern Black 

Swallowtail adult, egg, caterpillar, and chrysalis. 

Eastern black swallowtail 

 distribution map.

Eastern Black Swallowtail 

caterpillar everting its 

osmoterium.

An Eastern Black 

Swallowtail caterpillar on 

garden parsley 

(Petroselenium crispum).



JULIA LONGWING
Dryas iulia

Family: Nymphalidae -  the  

brushfoot butterflies. The 

first pair of 6 legs is reduced, 

or brush-like, in adulthood, 

making it seem like they 

only have 4 legs. 

 

Range: Southeastern US, 

Central America and the 

Caribbean. 

 

Host Plants: Vines in the 

passionflower genus. There 

is strong evidence that these 

vines have coevolved with 

the longwings and have 

adapted many strategies to 

avoid larval feeding 

including "drop leaves" that 

easily fall off the plant when 

eggs are laid on them. This 

may be why longwings 

often lay eggs on vine 

tendrils. 

Counterclockwise from top right: Julia longwing 

adult female, adult male, egg, caterpillar, and 

chrysalis. 

Julia longwing distribution 

map.

Passion vine in the 

Passiflora genus.

Behaviors: Males patrol all day looking for females to court. Julia 

longwing courtship is complex and involves a series of phases that take 

place in the air and on the ground.



MONARCH
Danaus plexippus

Counterclockwise from top: Monarch adult, egg, 

caterpillar, and chrysalis. 

Map of migration patterns of monarch 

populations throughout North America.

Family: Nymphalidae -  the  

brushfoot butterflies. The 

first pair of 6 legs is reduced, 

or brush-like, in adulthood, 

making it seem like they 

only have 4 legs. 

 

Range: Southern Canada to 

Mexico, depending on time 

of year. 

 

Host Plants: Milkweeds. The 

caterpillars are able to 

incorporate the toxins of the 

milkweed into their bodies, 

making them distasteful to 

birds. 

 

Behaviors: Adult butterflies 

migrate south at the end of 

the summer and north at 

the start of spring. It takes 

multiple generations of 

butterflies to complete the 

migrations. Monarchs spend 

the winters in specific places 

where they roost and mate 

before flying back north. 



PIPEVINE SWALLOWTAIL
Battus philenor

Counterclockwise from top: Pipevine swallowtail 

 adult, egg, caterpillar, and chrysalis. 

Aristolochia tomentosa, a common host plant for 

pipevine swallowtails found in the Eastern US. 

Distribution map of 

pipevine swallowtail.

Family: Papilionidae - the true 

butterflies. This family 

includes the swallowtails and 

the birdwings. 

 

Range: Eastern and Southern 

US down to Mexico.  

 

Host Plants: Pipevine 

swallowtail  larvae eat plants 

in the Aristolochia genus, 

known commonly as 

pipevines. The toxins 

in Aristolochia are so strong 

that, if consumed, they 

can act as a carcinogen and 

kidney toxin in humans. The 

caterpillars have evolved to 

incorporate the toxins into 

their bodies. 

 

Behaviors: Males court 

females my fluttering above 

them and wafting down 

pheromones. Males also offer 

gifts of sodium, collected 

during mud-puddling, as gifs 

to females. 



SADDLEBACK/SLUG MOTH
Acharia stimulea

Counterclockwise from top: slug moth  adult, egg, 

saddleback caterpillar, and chrysalis. 

Distribution map of 

saddleback caterpillars and 

slug moths. 

Welt left from a 

saddleback 

caterpillar's 

stinging spines. 

Each spine is 

covered in venom 

secreted by a glad 

at the base.

Family: Limacodidae - the slug 

moths. Caterpillars of this 

family often have suckers on 

their prolegs and glide across 

leaves like slugs. They're also 

usually covered in stinging 

hairs or spines. 

 

Range: US, east of the 

Mississippi River. 

 

Host Plants: Like many moths, 

the caterpillars are 

generalists and feed on a wide 

range of plant  families. 

 

Behaviors and Morphology: 

Saddleback caterpillars are 

covered in hollow spines that 

secrete venom from a gland at 

the base. The venom has 

properties that breakdown 

tissue and blood cells and the 

resulting injury can be very 

painful. Caterpillars have 

aposematic coloring that 

warns predators of the 

powerful  sting. 

Counterclockwise from top: slug moth  adult, egg, 

saddleback caterpillar, and chrysalis. 



SPICEBUSH SWALLOWTAIL
Papilio troilus

Counterclockwise from top: spicebush swallowtail 

adult, egg, caterpillar and chrysalis.

Distribution map of 

spicebush swallowtail.

Early instar caterpillars 

resemble bird droppings.

Late instar spicebush 

caterpillar inside of a 

leaf roll.

Family: Papilionidae - the true 

butterflies. This family 

includes the swallowtails and 

the birdwings.   

 

Range: Eastern US. 

 

Host Plants: The caterpillars 

mainly feed on two members 

of the laurel family, spicebush 

and sassafras.   

 

Behaviors and 

Morphology: Caterpillars have 

very good defenses against 

predators. The young 

caterpillars resemble bird 

droppings as a disguise. The 

older caterpillars use silk to 

create a leaf roll that they hide 

in when they're not feeding. 

As adults the spicebush wing 

pattern mimics that of the 

very toxic pipevine 

swallowtail. Adult males 

perform elaborate courtship 

dances for females while 

emitting pheromones to entice 

the female.   



ZEBRA LONGWING
Heliconius charithonia

Counterclockwise from top: spicebush swallowtail 

adult, egg, caterpillar and chrysalis.

Distribution map of zebra 

longwing.

Family: Nymphalidae -  the  

brushfoot butterflies. The first 

pair of 6 legs is reduced, or 

brush-like, in adulthood, 

making it seem like they only 

have 4 legs. 

 

Range: Florida and Texas and 

into Mexico.   

 

Host Plants: Vines in the 

passionflower genus. There is 

strong evidence that these 

vines have coevolved with the 

longwings and have adapted 

many strategies to avoid 

larval feeding including "drop 

leaves" that easily fall off the 

plant when eggs are laid on 

them. This may be why 

longwings often lay eggs on 

vine tendrils.  

Passion vine in the 

Passiflora genus.

Behaviors: Adult zebra longwing butterflies feed on both flower nectar 

and pollen. The nutrients from the pollen can help the butterflies 

survive for several months, far exceeding the normal two to four week 

adult life span of most other butterflies. Adult individuals often form 

small communal roosts at night (look on the vines of the ficus!).


