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             Exhibition Overview 
 
During the months of March and April, the five-story tropical conservatory 

of Frederik Meijer Gardens & Sculpture Park becomes home to over six thousand 
butterflies and moths from Asia, Africa, Central and South America.  
Approximately forty species of tropical butterflies and two species of silk moths 
will fly freely throughout the 15,000 square foot area. 

 
Both butterflies and moths are members of the insect order Lepidoptera.  

The word Lepidoptera comes from the Greek words lepis meaning “scale” and 
pteron meaning “wing”.  Hence both creatures are characterized by intricate wing 
designs created by thousands of scales arranged in complex patterns. 

 
In both art and science, the butterfly is a rich source of inspiration.  From the 

colorful wing patterns to the marvel of metamorphosis, from clever camouflage 
techniques to bizarre behaviors, the butterfly never fails to fascinate.  Visit the 
Foremost Butterflies are Blooming exhibition and discover the wonder for 
yourself. 

 
 

 
Main Concepts 

 
• The life cycle of both butterflies and moths consists of four stages: egg, 

larva (caterpillar), pupa (chrysalis) and adult.  This process of change is 
known as metamorphosis. 
 

• While butterflies and moths are both scaly-winged insects, there are several 
physical and behavioral characteristics that distinguish the two. 
 

• Butterflies are important pollinators. 
 

• Habitat loss and the widespread use of pesticides endanger many species of 
butterflies.  The creation of family or school butterfly gardens can provide a 
safe environment for both local and migrating butterflies. 

 
• Butterflies and moths are found in different habitats all over the world; they 

inhabit every continent on earth except Antarctica. 



 
Featured Flyer 
 

 This year’s “Featured Flyer” is the African Moon Moth (Argema mimosae).   
 
 
 

 
 
This exquisitely colored moth is found in 
tropical forests from the Democratic 
Republic of Congo to South Africa.  
Even though it is large, it is rarely seen.  
It flies only at night, and during the day, 
the wing patterns and coloration provide 
perfect camouflage.  
 
The genus name comes from the Greek 
word “argema” meaning a cataract in the 
eye.  This is probably meant to be 
descriptive of the thick rings around the 
eye spots of these moths. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Butterfly vs. Moth 
 

The following are general guidelines only; exceptions to each rule exist. 
 

• Butterflies fly during the day (diurnal) and moths fly at night (nocturnal). 
 

• Butterflies have knobbed antennae and moths have feathery or straight 
antennae. 

 
• Butterfly bodies are usually slim while moth bodies are plump and hairy. 

 
• Butterfly caterpillars form a chrysalis.  The silk moth caterpillars spin a 

cocoon. 

 



Curriculum Benchmarks 
 
Science 
 
 Strand III.  Using Scientific Knowledge in Life Science 

Scientifically literate students and adults can use their knowledge to 
understand the world around them and to guide their actions. 
 
III.2 The Organization of Living Things 

El 1. Explain characteristics and functions of observable body 
parts in a variety of animals. 

 
El 2. Compare and contrast or classify familiar organisms on 
the basis of observable physical characteristics. 
 
El 3. Describe life cycles of familiar organisms. 

 
  III. 5 Ecosystems 
   El 2. Explain common patterns of interdependence. 
 

MS 1. Describe common patterns or relationships among 
populations. 

 
 
Ways to experience this exhibition 

1. Self-guided 
The butterfly exhibition is our most popular offering. During 
this exhibition, it is difficult to keep touring groups together, or 
to be heard well.  Therefore, the butterfly exhibition is strictly a 
self-guided experience.  Roaming tour guides will be available 
to answer questions and explain life cycle stages and behavior 
patterns. 
 
 

2. Self-guided experience with a classroom-activity 
Combine your visit to the exhibition with an age-appropriate 
30-minute classroom activity focusing on the life cycle of a 
butterfly.  The classroom experience will include an art activity 
with discussion, butterfly life cycle relay race and close-up 
viewing of mounted specimens.  Limited availability. 
(Elementary school age) 

 



This exhibition provides many excellent educational opportunities, including: 
 
Butterfly Bungalow  

Enclosed area where the different varieties of chrysalides and cocoons 
are pinned to long, foam rods until the butterfly or moth emerges. 
 

 Identification Guide 
A free brochure showing colored photographs of many of the species 
of butterflies and moths represented in the exhibition. 
 
A special chrysalis identification guide is mounted on the side of the 
Butterfly Bungalow to help the visitor determine what species of 
butterfly will emerge from the pinned chrysalis. 

  
Tours Guides 

While guided tours of the butterfly exhibition are not practical, 
knowledgeable guides will be available in the conservatory to answer 
your questions, and at the Butterfly Bungalow to discuss the life cycle 
of the butterfly. 

  
Explanatory Signage 

Throughout the conservatory areas large, easy-to-read panels answer 
frequently asked questions, share interesting facts, and display 
amazingly detailed photographs. 

  
Interactive Components in the Children’s Garden Information Center 

Hands-on learning experiences include “Build a Butterfly” with 
wooden models, gossamer butterfly wings to wear, “Design-a-Wing” 
display, puzzle tables, “Closer Look” science areas to examine 
butterfly/moth body parts as well as gorgeous mounted specimens of 
different species.  Space is limited to twelve students at a time. 

 
Library 

Take a break from the excitement and visit the Peter M. Wege Library 
and enjoy the fact and fiction surrounding butterflies. 

 
 Adopt-A-Butterfly Worksheet (attached) 

Select one species of butterfly, and using our worksheet, make your 
own observations.  Note flight patterns, wing speed, feeding 
preference, puddling behavior, camouflage techniques and more.  
Clipboards are available. 



 
The following is a partial list of species represented in this year’s exhibition.  
 
 

Argema mimosae   African Moon Moth 
Attacus atlas   Atlas Moth 
 
Cethosia cyane   Leopard Lacewing 
Cethosia hypsea   Malay Lacewing 
Colobura dirce   Zebra Mosaic 
Dryas julia    Julia Longwing 
Graphium agamemnon  Tailed Jay 
Graphium colonna   Black Swordtail 
Hebomoia glaucippe  Great Orange Tip 
Heliconius atthis   no common name 
Heliconius charitonia  Zebra Longwing 
Heliconius clysonymus  Clysonumus Longwing 
Heliconius cydno   Blue and White Longwing 
Heliconius erato   Small Postman 
Heliconius hecale   Tiger Longwing 
Heliconius hecalesia  no common name 
Heliconius ismenius  Ismenius Tiger 
Heliconius melpomene  Postman 
Heliconius sara   Small Blue Grecian 
Heliconius telesiphe  Telesiphe Longwing 
Idea leuconoe   Tree Nympth 
Morpho peleides   Common Morpho 
Myscelia cyaniris   Blue Wing 
Papilio anchisiades  Ruby-spotted Swallowtail 
Pachlioptia aristolochiae  Common Rose 
Pachlioptia kotzebuea  Pink Rose 
Papilio dardanus   Mocker Swallowtail 
Papilio helenus   Red Helen 
Papilio memnon   Great Mormon 
Papilio palinurus   Emerald Swallowtail 
Papilio polytes   Common Mormon 
Papilio polyxenes   Black Swallowtail 
Papilio rumanzovia  Scarlet Mormon 
Parides iphidamas   Pink Cattleheart 
Parthenos sylvia lilacinus Blue Clipper 
Parthenos sylvia phillippensis Brown Clipper 



 Notes of Special Interest 
 
 
Art of Africa 

Highlighting the African Moon Moth coincides with our Art of Africa 
sculpture exhibition which features eighty objects from the collection of 
Warren M. Robbins.  The items, ranging from headdresses to gold weights, 
represent thirty different cultures from sub-Saharan Africa.  This 
exhibition—the first of its kind to appear in West Michigan—runs through 
May 4.  For details, please see the online Teacher Packet. 
 
 

 Michigan Butterflies 
While the tropical conservatory showcases butterflies from Asia, Africa, 
Central and South America, our Seasonal Display Garden presents 
information on four native Michigan butterflies.  Learn about creating a 
butterfly garden, and discover fun facts about these species: 
 Eastern Black Swallowtail 
 Karner Blue 

Monarch 
 Mourning Cloak 

 
 
Flashlight Tuesday Nights 

Meijer Gardens is now open every Tuesday evening until 9:00 pm.  All 
guests will have the opportunity to search for sleeping butterflies and/or 
active moths in the tropical conservatory.  Bring a flashlight, and your 
curiosity.  Tour guides will be available to assist you. 
 



Tips for Planning your Field Trip 
 

Call as early as possible.  This is a very popular exhibition.  Many teachers 
schedule their butterfly field trip in September.   Make your reservation by 
calling Suzie Doten, Indoor Education manager at 616-974-5239, or register 
online. 

 
When planning your field trip, have a couple of alternative dates selected.  
 
A deposit ($50) is required for groups of 100 or more. 

 
Monday is typically the lightest traffic day.  If you have very young 
children, or students who would benefit from a quieter visit, consider 
coming on Monday.  Likewise, mid-to-late afternoon on any school day 
provides an easier viewing time. 

 
The first ten days in March are an excellent time to view the butterflies.  
Many groups mistakenly think that there won’t be many butterflies early in 
the exhibition.  There are hundreds of butterflies when the exhibition 
officially opens on March 1. 

 
Spring Break week for the Grand Rapids school district is April 7-11.  
Despite the lack of school groups, this is the most popular week of the entire 
exhibition.  Not recommended for large groups. 

 
If it is important for your students to have the possibility of witnessing a 
butterfly emerging from the chrysalis, consider scheduling your visit before 
April 15. 

 
The conservatory temperature averages between 80-85 degrees.  Have 
students dress appropriately. 
 
Remember guests may visit the conservatory more than once.  Tickets are 
good for all day.  If crowding or heat becomes an issue, do not hesitate to 
leave the exhibition, and return later. 
 
Backpacks may not be taken into the conservatory.  If possible, please 
consider leaving backpacks on the bus. 
 
Do not encourage students to capture or coax the butterflies to land on them. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Adopt a butterfly with your eyes. 

 Use the looking guide to learn the name of your butterfly; write it down.___________________ 

 ______________________________________________________________________________ 

 Rename your butterfly and explain why you chose this name. ____________________________ 

 ______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Observe it: 

• Notice its flight pattern.  Does it fly fast or slowly; high or low? ____________  _____________ 

If a line on a paper represented the way this butterfly flew, what would it look like?  Draw it: 
 

 

 

• What does it choose to feed on—nectar from flowers or the juice from rotting fruit?___________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

• Draw an outline of the shape of one fore wing and one hind wing. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                        

                                            FFoorreemmoosstt’’ ss  BBuutttteerrff ll iieess  aarree  BBlloooommiinngg  
  

                                Adopt a Butterfly - Worksheet 

     
 



• Did you observe any other behaviors, such as basking (soaking up sunlight), or puddling 

(seeking nutrients from moisture on the ground)?______________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

• Record as many colors as you can find on your adopted butterfly. 

 ___________________________________ _____________________________________ 

 ___________________________________ _____________________________________ 

 ___________________________________ _____________________________________ 

 

• Can you match a chrysalis to the same species of butterfly that you are adopting?   

  Describe its chrysalis and draw it._______________________ 

 __________________________________________________ 

 __________________________________________________ 

 __________________________________________________ 

 __________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________ 

 

 

• Look for ways that the colors or shapes of chrysalises may camouflage the changing caterpillar 

inside to protect it from predators.  Do any shapes remind you of other things you have seen in 

nature? Write what you are thinking. _________________________________________________ 

 ________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________ 

 

• Keep a tally (////) of how many butterflies from this species you see while walking through the 

tropical conservatory.   

 

 

Observe all butterflies and moths—look for size differences, assorted wing shapes, and butterflies 
with “eye spots” on the undersides of their wings.  Write what you have noticed. 

 ______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 



 Suggested Activities  
 
Recommended Reading for Young Children 

• Clara Caterpillar by Pamela Duncan Edwards 
• Good Night Sweet Butterflies – by Dawn Bentley 
• Monarch Butterfly by Gail Gibbons 
• A Very Hungry Caterpillar by Eric Carle 
• Waiting for Wings by Lois Ehlert 

 
 
Plant a School or Home Butterfly Garden 

North American Butterfly Association’s program for Butterfly Gardens & 
Habitats has produced regional butterfly gardening brochures. Each one 
focuses on a particular region of North America and includes such 
information as successful butterfly nectar flowers, nectar flowers to avoid in 
this region, top caterpillar food plants, common butterflies for local gardens 
& yards, as well as unusual butterflies found locally.  Visit 
http://www.naba.org/pubs/bgh.html to learn more. 

 
 
Participate in a 4th of July Butterfly Count 

Learn more about this national census from the North American Butterfly 
Association Web site, www.naba.org. 

 
 
Learn more about Monarch migration. 

Visit the Web site for Monarch Watch (www.monarchwatch.org) for details 
on this amazing 2000 mile journey. 

 
 
Attend a butterfly program. April 19, 2008 at 2 pm – “Olympia Marble Butterfly 
Life Cycle” with Linda Koning.  View exquisite photographs of this beautiful and 
uncommon butterfly found in abundance in the area’s native prairie. 
Presented at the   
   Wittenbach - Wege Agriscience Environmental Center and Natural Area 
   11715 Vergennes Rd. 
   Lowell MI 49331 
   616-987-1002 
  

http://www.naba.org/pubs/bgh.html
http://www.naba.org/
http://www.monarchwatch.org/

