
DISCOVERING THE 
BUTTERFLY WORLD

Butterfly Identification: families and resources



Differences between butterflies and moths

In culture and taxonomy, two 

main categories of Lepidoptera 

are distinguished:

mariposa ïpolilla

farfalle ïfalene

butterfly ïmoth

schmetterling ïmotte
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Butterflies and Moths
Taxonomists have been searching for decades for an unique character that can distinguish 

butterflies and moths.

The only character that has been 

recognized was the shape of the 

antennae, which only in butterflies 

show a typically elongated shape 

ending in a mace, while in moths 

the antennae take many other 

shapes, except for this one. For 

this reason, Lepidoptera had been 

divided into:

Å Rhopalocera/Butterflies

(antennae with mace)

Å Heterocera/Moths (antennae

with other shapes)

Hazlitt Alva Cuppy PH.D., Editor Beauties and Wonders of Land and Sea (Springfield, 

OH: Mast, Crowell & Kirkpatrick, 1895)



Those colorful individuals are moths
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Butterflies and Moths
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The great majority of moths 

belongs to the microlepidoptera 

group
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Butterflies and Moths

ÅButterflies: slender filamentous antennae which are club-shaped at the end. Wings spread 

in resting posture or folded about their backs

ÅMoths: comb-like or feathery antennae and triangular shape wings in resting posture



Butterfly Families
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Hesperidae

Riodinidae

Papilionidae

Pieridae

Lycenidae

Nymphalidae
Nymphalidae(s.str)

Satyrinae

Every family will be explained with 

their important characteristics and 

most common species

To start with Butterfly identification: 

It is important to distinguish the 

different families



1. Butterfly families

Skippers - Hesperiidae Papilionidae Whites - Pieridae

Riodinidae NymphalidaeLycaenidae

© Gór Ádám

© Erk Dallmeyer

© Szombathelyi Ervin

© Káldi József © Nestor Tamás © Gór Ádám



1.1 Skippers ïHesperiidae 

© Erk Dallmeyer

Erynnis tagesïdingy skipper

¸ Small body, 'stocky'

¸ Large, broad head

¸ Thick, massive thorax

¸ Relatively small wing area

¸ Tip of the antenna is

curved

¸ Antennae stem far from 

each other on the head

1. Butterfly families



1. Butterfly families

© Chris van Swaay

© Chris van Swaay

© Cristina Sevilleja

© Albert Vliegenthart

1.1 Family Pieridae

Hesperiinae Heteropterinae

Pyrginae



Hesperiinae

© Gór Ádám © Gór Ádám © Gór Ádám

These are two different species. Which photos belong 
to the same species? What are the differences?
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How many species 
can you distinguish?

Hesperiinae



© Gór Ádám

© Gór Ádám

© Gór Ádám

© Gór Ádám © Gór Ádám

Clear, conspicuous white spots

Dull, yellowish spots

Hesperiinae

2 species



Hesperia comma Ochlodes sylvanus

© Gór Ádám

© Gór Ádám

© Gór Ádám

© Gór Ádám

© Gór Ádám

© Gór Ádám

The important 
key features 
are often on 

the underside 
of the wings!

Hesperiinae



Spialia sertorius

Pyrgus malvoidesPyrgus armoricanus

Carcharodus alceae

Pyrginae

@R. Panfili @R. Panfili

@R. Panfili @R. Panfili

Pyrgus sp.



1.2 Papilionidae 

© Erk Dallmeyer

© Nestor Tamás© Nestor Tamás

© Gór Ádám

¸ Large body, large wings

¸ Hindwing often scalloped, or 

has a tail (Papilioninae)

¸ Forewing edge is transparent, 

without scales (Parnassiinae)

¸ Some caterpillars have an 

'osmaterium'
Iphiclides podalirius

Papilio machaon

Zerynthia polyxena Parnassius mnemosyne

1. Butterfly families

© 2011 Marvin Smith



1.3 Whites - Pieridae 

1. Butterfly families

¸Variable body size (small-medium)

¸White, yellow and orange ground color

¸Often strong sexual dimorphism

¸Modified habitat by humans

¸Preferred plants: leguminous & crucifers (pests)

¸Green eyes

© Albert Vliegenthart

© Chris van Swaay© Chris van Swaay

© Cristina Sevilleja



Family Pieridae

Pierinae Coliadinae

Dismorphinae

@R. Panfili

@P. Mazzei

@P. Mazzei

Leptidea sinapis
Whites Yellowish

White, rounded wing shape 

and slow flight



1.3 Whites - Pieridae 

How many species are on 
these photos?

© Káldi József

© Káldi József

© Dr. Gergely Péter

© Dr. Gergely Péter

© Szombathelyi Ervin © Hudák Tamás

© Hudák Tamás

© Hudák Tamás
© Erk Dallmeyer

© Gór Ádám



¸ Answer: 8 species

¸ P. mnemosyne: NOT in this 

family! (It was a prank)

© Káldi József
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© Szombathelyi Ervin © Hudák Tamás

© Hudák Tamás

© Hudák Tamás
© Erk Dallmeyer

© Gór Ádám

Gonepteryx rhamni Leptidea sinapis/juvernica

Colias hyale

Anthocharis cardamines Anthocharis cardaminesAporia crataegiParnassius mnemosyne

Pieris brassicae Pieris brassicaePieris rapae

1.3 Whites - Pieridae 



© Hudák Tamás
© Gór Ádám

Pontia edusa/daplidice Anthocharis cardamines

On the underside, there is more 
green than white, green patches 
are large

On the underside, there is more 
white than green, green patches 
are smaller and the pattern is 
fragmented

1.3 Whites - Pieridae 

Mickey 
Mouse

Example of confusing species



Pieris brassicae

Pieris rapae Pieris napi

1.3 Whites - Pieridae 

Important to check the apical spot (red 

arrow) how long and diffuse it is in 

Pieris species



Pieris brassicae Pieris rapae

Pieris manniiPieris napi
@P. Mazzei@P. Mazzei

@R. Panfili @M. Bonifacino

Pierinae


