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VANNESA & GAUDY COMMODORE - (C. Edwards) 

Two Nymphs from SA  

 
No, this is not a Telatelic version of 50 
Shades of Grey, but a story of the lifecycles 
of two of SA’s common Butterflies – 
Vanessa carduii, the Painted Lady and 
Precis Octavia sesemus, the Gaudy 
Commodore. Both members of the 
Nymphalinae family of butterflies. 
 

 
Above: Image of The Painted Lady 

Butterfly 

 

The Painted Lady can be seen year-
round across South Africa. Quite a 
cosmopolitan genus they are found 
throughout the World except South America 
and Australia.  They are fast flying, almost 
erratic in flight, normally close to the ground.  
 
They also enjoy sunning themselves on the 
ground, flapping their wings slowly and are 
hungry nectar feeders. The caterpillars are 
very fond of plants of the daisy family 
including the humble thistle, hence the 
specific name “carduii”.  
 
They are dark with nine rows of short 
branched spines down their bodies. The tiny 
green eggs are laid on singularly on the 
leaves of the food plant. 
 

Painted Ladies are easily enticed into your 
garden by planting Gazanians, 
Namaqualand daisies, Arctotis and other 
garden daisies. 
 
They were once called Cynthia, but it seems 
that Vanessa was seen to be much more 
suitable name for a Painted Lady! 
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Above: Phonecard from UAE (from a puzzle 
set of 9) 
 

 
Above: Phonecard from Sweden 

 

Lifespan 
 

The lifespan of a painted lady butterfly is two 
to four weeks. The species undergoes 
complete metamorphosis which has recently 
been investigated using microtomography. 

 

The Gaudy Commodore is found mainly 
in the Eastern half of South Africa and in 
Botswana, Mozambique and Zimbabwe. It is 
one of our most colourful butterflies, so 
much so that there are two colour forms, a 
red/orange wet season 
 

 
Above: Image of red/orange colour 

 form and a blue  
 

 
Above: Image of Blue colour 
 
dry season form (depicted on the phonecard 
below). The blue one is quiet shy, normally 
hiding itself in heavy vegetation or amongst 
rocks and only coming out on warm days to 
sun itself. Caterpillars and eggs are similar 
to those of the Painted Lady. However as to 
food plants they prefer Spur-flowers – 
Plectranthus species.  
 
They share their liking with Garden 
Inspectors and Pansies (other butterflies of 
course). There are over 40 species of 
Plectranthus indigenous to South Africa. 
Many make good garden plants for both 
sunny and shady places. So they are well 
worth planting if you want to bring butterflies 
into your garden. If you can’t find any at your 
local nursery, common or Garden Coleus 
will do.  
 

Pupae 
 
The pupae hang upside down and have a 
knobbly appearance. 
 
By keeping the pupae at different 
temperatures (warmer or cooler), the two 
forms of the adults can be produced, while 
maintaining pupae at "boundary" 
temperatures produces transitional forms. 
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