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By John Hayden	

	 Butterflies and moths both belong to the 
insect order Lepidoptera (Campbell et al. 2008 
p.691), and share many characteristics: moths 
and butterflies both have 6 legs, 2 pairs of 
wings, 2 antennae and “compound” eyes (En-
chanted Learning, 2008); these “compound” 
eyes are comprised of many repeating units, 
each of which acts as a tiny visual receptor (Fig. 
1)(“The Compound Eye, 2007.). In addition, 
moths and butterflies each have a proboscis (a 
tube-like mouthpart) (Fig. 1), which is used to 
drink liquid nutrients (Meyer, 2005).
	 Some characteristics of moths, however, 
are not generally found in butterflies. Moths, 
unlike butterflies, tend to be nocturnal, and 
are generally more dully colored than butter-
flies (Meyer, 2005). The bodies of moths tend 
to be wider and furrier than the bodies of but-
terflies. Moth antennae are also generally thick 
and feathery, while butterfly antennae are nar-
row and knobbed (Enchanted Learning, 2008). 

When at rest, the moth’s wings are generally 
held horizontally above the surface on which 
the moth is resting (Meyer, 2005). Finally, some 
moths of the genus Calyptra are known to suck 
the blood of other animals (Scoble, 1995, p.22). 
To the best of my knowledge, there are no but-
terflies known to exhibit this unusual blood 
sucking habit. 
	 Moths that exhibit blood sucking have 
been traditionally found in Asia, eastern Africa, 
sub-Himalayan regions of south Asia, the Man-
churian sub region, south east Asia and south-
ern Europe (Zaspel et al., 2007). Since the year 
2000, blood sucking moths have been spotted 
more than 100 times in Finland (Luonto (June, 
2007 ) cited in Sturcke, 2007). In addition, 
these moths were also spotted in Sweden in the 
summer of 2008 (“Vampire moth turns up in 
Sweden”, 2008). The Nordic climate was once 
considered inhospitable to the moths spotted 
there (Sturcke, 2007). Physiological changes in 
the moths, and changes in the Nordic climate 
could be affecting the moths ability to survive 
in Sweden and Finland. It may also be possible 
that an innate tolerance of the moths to the 
Nordic climate was previously unknown.
	 The origin of blood feeding in moths is 
being debated. Some researchers hypothesize 
that feeding on blood evolved from feeding 
on other things like tears, dung or pus-filled 
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Fig. 1 Scanning electron microscope image of the side 
view of a moth head showing its multi-faceted com-
pound eye and curled proboscis
(“Image: Butterfly tongue” commons.Wikipedia.org 7, 
June 2006)
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wounds (Roach, 2008). Others hypothesize 
that blood-sucking developed from certain 
types of fruit feeding, where piercing through 
the skin of a fruit is required (Scoble, 1995, 
p.22). This hypothesis seems to be supported 
by the fact that blood-feeding moths belong 
to the genus Calyptra, a genus that is primar-
ily comprised of fruit-piercing moths (Scoble, 
1995, p.22). Some researchers suggest that fruit 
piercing moths might provide a look into the 
first stages of a transition into blood sucking, 
(Roach, 2008). The proboscides of fruit pierc-
ing and blood sucking species of genus Calyp-
tra Ochsenheimer both utilize strongly scle-
rotized barbed hooks for piercing through the 
tough skins of fruits and mammals (“Zaspel 
et al., 2007). According to Matt Robertson, it 
may be a “general evolutionary trend” to begin 
feeding on fruit and eventually be able to pierce 
skin (Matt Robertson cited in James Sturcke’s, 
“Vampire moth turns up in Finland”, 4 June 
2007). Following her team’s discovery of a pre-
viously unknown population of blood sucking 
moths in Siberia, Jennifer Zaspel suggested a 
similar scenario in which nectar feeding pro-

gresses into fruit piercing, which in turn, even-
tually results in blood feeding (Roach, 2008). 
Contrary to these hypotheses, it has also been 
suggested that blood sucking and fruit pierc-
ing developed independently. This hypothesis 
has been supported with evidence regarding 
the different nutritional benefits of the differ-
ent feeding types (Scoble, 1995, p.22).
	 The question still remains as to why cer-
tain species of moths have evolved blood-feed-
ing   habits. Some scientists have raised the pos-
sibility of a so-called “sexual gift”. They point 
out that only male moths exhibit blood-suck-
ing. In other species of butterflies and moths, 
males have been known to provide females 
with salt in conjunction with copulation. Sci-
entists have therefore suggested that by feed-
ing on blood the male moths can later pass salt 
on to the females. This hypothesis seems to be 
supported by the lack of any evidence suggest-
ing that the salt prolongs the life of the male. 
It would appear that the salt is going to the 
female instead, where it may, in turn, provide 
larvae with sodium that they otherwise would 
not get. (Roach, 2008)
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