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INTRODUCTION 
 
The erebid moth Achaea janata (Linnaeus, 1758) has a widespread geographical distribution, occurring throughout the 
Indo-Australian tropics and subtropics, reaching south to New Zealand (as a regular immigrant), and extending 
eastwards through the Pacific archipelagoes to Easter Island (Holloway, 2005 ― placed in Noctuidae: Catocalinae). The 
adult moths are fruit-piercers (Holloway, 2005; Kononenko & Pinratana, 2005). Although its life history has been 
variously reported by several authors, the larvae are known to show a range of colour patterns, representing some 
degree of regional variation (Holloway, 2005). Here, one colour form is described from Singapore, with comparisons 
made with a different colour form earlier published based on a specimen from Singapore’s mangrove forest habitat. 

 
 

OBSERVATIONS 
 

On the afternoon of 26 Jun.2010 (ca. 1700 hours), a single, final instar caterpillar of Achaea janata was encountered 
actively feeding on the leaves of the shrub, Excoecaria cochinchinensis (family Euphorbiaceae) at waist-level, in the 
garden of a private residence at Lorong K, Telok Kurau. The caterpillar had a total length of 60 mm, and its body was a 
uniform pale grey, densely stippled with closely-spaced black dots throughout (Figs. 1, 2). 
 
 

 
Fig. 1. Lateral view of final instar caterpillar of Achaea janata on its hostplant, Excoecaria cochinchinensis (Euphorbiaceae), 
encountered at Telok Kurau on 26 Jun.2010. 
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Fig. 2. Dorsal view of final instar caterpillar (as in Fig. 1). It had a total length of 60 mm. 
 
 
Its head was strikingly bicoloured with symmetrical patterns of black and white. Along its flanks, a thin, orange stripe 
ran laterally through its abdominal segments, just in contact with the orange spiracles above. Above these spiracles, a 
row of black dots was arranged dorso-laterally. Along the mid-dorsal line, similar black dots were also present, with 
those between the first and second abdominal segments (A1–A3) being most prominent. At the anterior margin of A2, 
there was a saddle pattern consisting of three white dots, edged in black. Upon closer inspection of the caterpillar’s mid-
section, it could be seen that the prolegs of A3 were markedly reduced, while those of A4 were about ¾ the size of the 
prolegs at A5 and A6 (Fig. 3). Towards the posterior, a prominent pair of maroon, dorsal tubercles were present (Fig. 
4). Each of these conical tubercles was tipped with short setae. 
 
In the pre-dawn hours of 27 Jun.2010, the larva had enclosed itself within adjacent leaves woven together with silk. 
Approximately one and a half weeks later, the adult moth emerged on the night of 8 Jul.2010 (ca. 2030 hours). When at 
rest upon tree bark, the moth was able to blend in reasonably well against such a background (Fig. 5). However, with 
minimal provocation, the alarmed moth displayed a tendency to part its forewings, thus revealing the bold black and 
white colouration of its hindwings (Fig. 6). This moth was then preserved as a voucher specimen and deposited at the 
Zoological Reference Collection (ZRC) of the Raffles Museum of Biodiversity Research (RMBR), Department of 
Biological Sciences, National University of Singapore, with measurements of its body length (BL) and forewing length 
(FW) acquired. The moth was catalogued as ZRC.LEP.301 (BL: 25 mm, FW: 26 mm). 
 
The adult moth was comparable with earlier illustrations of the species (Holloway, 2005: Pl. 1 ― moth 20; Kononenko 
& Pinratana, 2005: Pl. 20 ― moth 3). Other than the attractive markings of the upperwing (Fig. 7a), the patterns on the 
underside were also worthy of note (Fig. 7b). The underside of the forewing displayed broad, bold black-white-black 
bands, whereas that of the hindwing was largely dull gray-brown peppered with fine black specks, seemingly converse 
with that of the upper side. This moth was confirmed to be a male specimen upon inspection of the retinaculum and 
frenulum of the wing-coupling mechanism (Fig. 8). 
 
Shortly after successful eclosion of the adult moth, the cocoon and pupal case were also carefully examined. Upon 
peeling away the leaf that was attached to the cocoon, the underlying meshwork of white silk was visible (Fig. 9). 
Thereafter, a longitudinal dissection of this mono-layer of silk was performed in order to reveal the pupal case 
underneath (Fig. 10). The pupal dimensions were 25 × 9 mm. The pupa was essentially dark brown, but with an overall 
powdery bloom, resembling a coating of fine icing sugar. Towards the tapered, posterior end of the pupal case, the 
larval exuvia of its final instar was retained. The cocoon, pupal case and exuvia of its final instar were all preserved 
correspondingly (ZRC.LEP.301). At the ZRC, other adult specimens of Achaea janata from West Malaysia, and 
Singapore were also referred to (see: Comparative Material Examined). 
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Fig. 3. Lateral close-up of final instar larva (head towards left) to highlight reduction of 3rd abdominal prolegs (A3). 
 
 

 
Fig. 4. Posterior close-up to view pair of dorsal conical tubercles at the 8th abdominal segment (A8). 
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Fig. 5. The male moth (ZRC.LEP.301, body length: 25 mm, forewing: 26 mm) emerged on the night of 8 Jul.2010 (ca. 2030 hours). 
It had begun to pupate on 27 Jun.2010. 
 
 

 
Fig. 6. The male moth (as in Fig. 5) with forewings parted to reveal striking colour patterns of underlying hindwings. 
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Fig. 7. Dorsal (a) and ventral (b) views of male moth (ZRC.LEP.301). 
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Fig. 8. Ventral close-up of coupling retinaculum and frenulum (arrowed). 
 
 

 
Fig. 9. Leaf of hostplant carefully peeled away to reveal the underlying meshwork of the silken cocoon. 
 
 
In Singapore, the larva of Achaea janata had been previously reared from Excoecaria agallocha (Euphorbiaceae) in 
mangrove habitat (Murphy, 1990: 131–132, Pl. 11: Figs. A–D). While the characteristic body form was comparable 
with the present larva featured, the overall colour scheme differed. Its body was an overall chestnut brown, with 
blackish markings along its flanks, and bearing whitish spiracles. Its head was adorned with symmetrical dark 
gray/white patterns. However, it exhibited key characters that were consistent with this species ― substantial reduction 
of abdominal prolegs at A3, and a pair of dorsal, conical tubercles at A8. 
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Based on extensive larval hostplant records for Achaea janata, it is undoubtedly a highly polyphagous species, having 
been documented to consume material from at least 76 plant genera, representing 35 families (Holloway, 2005; 
Kononenko & Pinratana, 2005; Robinson et al., 2010). It is also worthy of note that the list in Robinson et al. (2010) 
shows some preference for Euphorbiaceae, with 13 genera recorded. 

 
 

COMPARATIVE MATERIAL EXAMINED 
 

Achaea janata (Linnaeus, 1758) 
 
ZRC.LEP.309 (female, BL: 22 mm, FW: 25 mm), coll. H. M. Pendlebury, 25 Oct.1921, West Malaysia, Selangor, 
Kuala Lumpur, at light; ZRC.LEP.310 (female, BL: 24 mm, FW: 27 mm), coll. H. M. Pendlebury, 8 Sep.1923, West 
Malaysia, Selangor, Kuala Lumpur, at light; ZRC.LEP.312 (male, BL: 24 mm, FW: 25 mm), coll. R. Morrell, 9 
Nov.1953, University of Singapore, Singapore; ZRC.LEP.313 (female, BL: 25 mm, FW: 27 mm, pupal case: 26 × 10 
mm), coll. D. H. Murphy, 01 Nov.1986, Lim Chu Kang mangroves, Singapore. 
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Fig. 10. Dorsal view of underlying pupa (head towards right), after longitudinal dissection of the cocoon mesh. Note powdery bloom 
over the surface of the pupa, resembling a coating of icing sugar. The pupal dimensions were 25 × 9 mm. The larval exuvia of its 
final instar (arrowed) was retained at its posterior. 


