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Trying to identify butterflies when two species are exceptionally 
similar in their size, shape, and coloration is challenging.  For example, it 
can be difficult to decide if a butterfly seen in the field is a Painted Lady, an 
American Lady, or a West Coast Lady until the animal settles with its wings 
open and remains still long enough to observe the identifying small features of 
their color pattern.  

And there are other species groups that are even more difficult to sort out.  
As an example, you can check out Jeff Glassberg’s article in the last issue of 
American Butterflies providing tips on distinguishing the various species of 
commas and Question Marks! So, why are some species so similar to others in 
wing coloration and color pattern?

Two general evolutionary explanations are offered for why two or more 
species are very similar in coloration or other body features for that matter.  
One is that the two species shared a common ancestor with similar coloration.  
In this scenario, once upon a time there was a single species that later evolved 
into two species that are now different enough not to interbreed but whose 
coloration has changed little since they diverged.  The ladies are a good 
example of such an evolutionary history, as are the California Dogface and the 
Southern Dogface.  In the case of dogfaces there was presumably a common 
ancestor that had the dogface pattern on its forewings and that pattern has 
persisted in both of its descendent populations that are now separate species. 
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Painted Ladies and American Ladies look very similar to one another.  In 
this case the similarity results from both having evolved from a common 
ancestor, rather than because one species is mimicking the other.  
Top right: American Lady. Oct. 23, 2009. National Butterfly Center, Hidalgo Co, TX. 
Bottom right: Painted Lady. Oct. 30, 2006. Santa Ana NWR, Hidalgo Co., TX.
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