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Red admiral        
Vanessa atalanta

Description
A large (67-72mm wingspan), familiar, and easily recognisable butterfly with striking and dramatic colours. The red admiral 
is velvety black with broad red stripes on the hindwings and forewings, and white spots near the tips of the forewings. The 
underside is mottled blue, brown and black, with a pale blotch on the top edge of the hindwing.  

The adult butterflies are primarily migrants from North Africa and southern Europe flying over each spring and summer; 
although some adults may overwinter (hibernate) in the south of England too. This red, black and white butterfly can often be 
seen feeding on flowers on warm days well into the winter months. 

What they eat
The caterpillars feed on common nettles and pellitory-of-the-wall; whilst the adults visit many garden flowers in particular 
buddleias and sedums.  In the autumn months, the adults feed on ivy flowers and rotting fruit.   

Where and when to see them
 z The best time of year to see adult red admirals is from April to November, however occasional adults can be spotted 

throughout the winter period.

 z These butterflies are widespread and adults can be found in almost any habitat including gardens, seashores, woodlands, 
orchards, hedgerows and parks.  

 z Butterflies can be startled by sudden movements, and even shadows.  Approach the butterfly quietly and slowly, be very 
careful about where you stand in relation to the sun; and if you do spook them, be patient and wait for the butterfly to 
resettle.  

 z You don’t need any specialist equipment, although binoculars may be useful to see their amazing patterns up-close.  

Legal status
None, this species is common and widespread.

Did you know?
The caterpillar food plant, pellitory-of-the-wall (Parietaria judaica) was an important medicinal plant and was used to treat 
bladder complaints, kidney stones, burns and scalds.  
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Similar species
The red admiral is unmistakeable; however it is worth noting the features of some of the other medium to large butterfly 
species found in the UK.

Red admiral 
(Vanessa atalanta)

Painted lady 
(Vanessa cardui)

Small tortoiseshell 
(Aglais urticae)

White admiral 
(Limenitis camilla)

Purple emperor 
(Apatura iris)*

Description Mainly black, with 
red bands and white 
spots near tips.

Mainly orange 
with white spots 
on forewings, 
and black spots 
on hind- and 
forewings.

Reddish-orange 
with black and 
yellow markings.  
Blue spots along 
edges of wings.  

Mainly black with 
white bands.

The male is an 
iridescent purple 
with white spots 
and bands.  The 
female lacks the 
purple flush.  

Wingspan Large, 64-78mm. Medium, 50-
56mm.

Medium, 50-
56mm.

Large, 60-64mm. Large, 75-84mm.

Habitat Found in almost any 
habitat.

Likes dry open 
areas, but can be 
seen anywhere.

Found almost 
anywhere in a 
wide variety of 
habitats.

Woodland 
(broadleaved  
and mixed 
plantations).

Deciduous 
woodland. 
Spends most of 
its time feeding in 
the treetops.

Distribution Common and 
widespread 
throughout Britain.

Common across 
Britain, but 
numbers can vary 
year to year. 

Widespread. Mainly southern 
England, and 
some parts of 
Wales.

Restricted to 
southern and 
central England.  

Caterpillar 
food plants

Nettles, pellitory-of-
the-wall, hop.

Thistles, nettle. Thistles, nettle, 
mallows.

Honeysuckle. Goat willow, grey 
willow and crack 
willow.

Adult food 
plants

Buddleia, ivy, and 
rotting fruit.

Buddleia, 
mallows, nettles.

Buddleia. Bramble. Aphid honeydew 
(Nb. Not a plant, 
but a sugary 
waste product 
produced by 
aphids).

When to see Mainly April to 
November, but a 
few adults may be 
spotted all year.  

April to October. All year. June to August. June to August.

Resident Mostly migrants 
from North Africa 
and continental 
Europe, but some 
adults can survive 
winter in southern 
England.

A long distance 
migrant travelling 
from North Africa, 
Middle East and 
central Asia.  
Cannot survive 
winters in Britain.  

Overwinters as 
an adult, often in 
buildings.  

Overwinters as a 
caterpillar.

Overwinters as a 
caterpillar.

Conservation 
status

None. None. None. High priority.  
Listed on Section 
41 & 42 NERC Act, 
UK BAP Priority 
Species, Section 
7 Environment 
(Wales) Act 2016.

Protected under 
Schedule 5 
of Wildlife & 
Countryside Act, 
1981.

* Purple emperor is restricted to southern & central England
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Links
Butterfly Conservation: https://butterfly-conservation.org/butterflies/red-admiral

The Wildlife Trusts: https://www.wildlifetrusts.org/wildlife-explorer/invertebrates/butterflies-and-moths/red-admiral

UK Butterflies: https://www.ukbutterflies.co.uk/species.php?species=atalanta

ARKive: https://www.arkive.org/red-admiral/vanessa-atalanta/

Other surveys
Big Butterfly Count: https://www.bigbutterflycount.org/


