
The Large White Butterfly 
A Life Story 



The Large White, Pieris brassicae, also known as the Cabbage White, is one of
the most widespread butterflies in the British Isles. It is a strong flier and
some of  the Large Whites in Britain may have flown in from Europe. 
Although it is still regarded as common, its populations have declined by
28% between 2005 and 2014. It can be seen almost anywhere, in gardens,
allotments, parks, meadows, and hedgerows.
The Large White usually has two broods each year, sometimes three. The
first emerges in April, with a peak in May. In most years, the offspring from
the spring mating emerge in July, and fly through August into early 
September. These adults will be mating and laying eggs during the mid- to
late summer period, and with luck you might also find larvae (caterpillars)
and pupae during this time, making this common species a useful one to
show the butterfly lifecycle. Although the timing and number of  broods
varies from species to species, all go through the same process. 

1. Mating
Male butterflies find females using visual and chemical
cues. When butterflies get close to each other they use
chemical messaging, by means of  pheromones, which
confirm that they are the same species, and whether
they are of  the same or opposite sex. If  the pheromones 

confirm that the object of  his attentions is a female of  the
same species, the male is stimulated into initiating courtship. 

If  the female accepts the male, they couple end to end and may go on a
courtship flight. They can remain together for several hours, sometimes
overnight. The male passes a sperm packet called a spermatophore to the fe-
male. The sperm fertilize each egg as it passes down the female's egg-laying
tube, or ovipositor.

2. Ovipositing
Ovipositing is the scientific term for egg laying, and is
used to describe the same process in many insects, 
including butterflies and moths.  Here, the female is
shown depositing her eggs from the tip of  her abdomen
onto a host plant that will feed the developing larvae, or

caterpillars. 

The Lifecycle of  the Large White Butterfly 



3. The Egg
The eggs of  the Large White are yellow and skittle-
shaped. The female lays them on both surfaces of  a
leaf, in groups of  about 40 or so, but sometimes as
many as 100. The female can lay 4 eggs per minute,
and may lay up to 600 eggs. Each egg is laid directly on
the foodplant and are laid neatly side by side. The eggs

take one or two weeks to hatch, depending on temperature.
As with many butterfly and moth species, Large Whites show distinct
preferences and often make very specific in their larval food plants. The
Large Whites use plants in the family Cruciferae, which includes cabbages
and sprouts, and this is why it is considered a pest species by gardeners.
Such large numbers of  caterpillars can quickly reduce plants to lacework.
Other members of  this plant family include Weld, Reseda luteola, which can
be found in the wood-meadow, and Wild mignonette, Reseda lutea.
When we planned the wood-meadow, we aimed to include as many native
plants as possible, knowing that each and every one would have a use as a
larval food plant for a whole range of  moths and butterflies. 

4,5. The Larvae

The larva, or caterpillar, eats its eggshell once it has
hatched and, in the Large White, will continue feeding
alongside its brothers and sisters until fully-grown. 

The larval stage can last between two to four weeks, and is
the longest life stage for many butterflies and moths (Lepi-
doptera). During this stage, the caterpillar can 
increase in size more than 30,000 times. 

As it grows, the larva may shed its skin four or more
times so as to enclose its rapidly growing body, each
stage being referred to as an instar. 

The two main tasks of  the caterpillar at this stage are to eat and grow 
rapidly  in preparation for pupating. 



6,7,8. Pupation

Once fully grown, the larvae begin to look for a suitable
site in which to pupate. This is usually away from its
larval food plant, and the pupa – the larval case – may
be found fixed to fences, beneath sheltered overhangs on
buildings, or on tree branches, for example. 

Pupation the stage in a butterfly's (or moth's) life when it 
undergoes a process known as metamorphosis. During this time, safely 
enclosed in its chrysalis, it will develop its wings and all the other organs that
it needs to take on its adult life. 

The larva begins to develop its hard protective case, and 
several changes in colour and form happen during the
process. 
The young pupa will create an attachment to its chosen
safe site. This takes the form of  a cremaster – a 
support hook, or a cluster of  several small hooks – at the
base of  its abdomen. Some also use the additional support

of  bands of  silk known as a girdle.  

This stage lasts around 2 weeks for pupae that produce the 
early summer brood. In the later summer brood, the
process will last for about 8 months. The larvae (cater-
pillars) that pupate at the end of  summer will not
emerge as adults until the spring of  next year. 
Immediately before the emergence of  the new adult, the
chrysalis or pupal case becomes transparent. If  you look

closely, you can see the outline of  its body and wings. 



9. Emergence 

The emergence of  a new adult butterfly from its pupal
case has the appearance of  a miracle.  In a process
known as eclosure, the small, soft-bodied new adult
leaves the larval case, and begins inflating itself  to its
adult form. 

10. Inflation

When newly emerged the wings are folded and damp,
and to inflate them, they are pumped up with a fluid
called haemolymph – the butterfly equivalent of  blood –
by means of  peristalsis, a series of  muscle 

contractions that act as the pump. A similar process occurs
in dragonflies, and if  you’re lucky enough to witness it, you can clearly see
the fluid pumping into the body and wings. 
As the wings gradually inflate, they are held to the warmth of  the sun to dry,
and as they become firm and dry, the haemolymph is  reabsorbed. 

11. A New Adult is Born

The cycle is complete, and the next task is to feed, to fly
and find a mate to begin the cycle again. Adult large
Whites that emerge in early summer will feed primarily
on the nectar of  Dandelion (Taraxacum agg.), Bluebell
(Hyacinthoides non-scriptus), Bugle (Ajuga reptans), Greater

Stitchwort (Stellaria holostea), and Ragged Robin (Lychnis flos-cu-
culi), all of  which we have sown in the wood-meadow as a nectar source for
these and other invertebrates. Later broods will use the later flowering plants
such as Devil's-bit Scabious (Succisa pratensis), Field Scabious (Knautia arvensis),
Fleabane (Pulicaria dysenterica), Knapweeds (Centaurea spp.), Ragwort (Senecio ja-
cobaea), Sanfoin (Onobrychis viciifolia), Thistles (Cirsium spp. and Carduus spp.),
Carline Thistle (Carlina vulgaris), and Teasel (Dipsacus fullonum). 
If  we want to help the butterflies, moths and other pollinators to survive and
thrive in the wood-meadow, it’s very important to provide not only the 
nectar for the adults, but also the special plants they need as food for their
young. They are often a completely different set of  plants. 


