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INTRODUCTION:
WHY COLOR IS
YOUR FIRST CLUE
IN MOTH
IDENTIFICATION

Moths  are  among  the
most  d ive rse  and
fascinating  insects  on
the  planet,  with  over
1 6 0 , 0 0 0  s p e c i e s
described  worldwide
and  countless  more
w a i t i n g  t o  b e
d i s c o v e r e d .  F o r
b e g i n n e r s  a n d
seasoned  naturalists
alike, identifying moths
can feel overwhelming
at  first.  However,  one
of  the  most  intuitive
and  effective  starting

points is color. A moth
identification  guide
by  color  offers  a
p r a c t i c a l ,  v i s u a l
approach to narrowing
down  the  possibilities,
turning a  chaotic  flurry
o f  w i n g s  i n t o  a
m a n a g e a b l e  a n d
rewarding puzzle. Color
is  often  the  first  thing
we notice when a moth
lands on a porch light
or  flutters  past  a
window,  and  it  can
provide  immediate
clues about the moth's
family,  habitat,  and
even its behavior. This
guide  will  walk  you
through  the  most
common color  groups,
h i g h l i g h t i n g  k e y
species,  distinguishing
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features,  and  tips  for
accurate  identification.
Whether  you  are  a
backyard  observer,  a
gardener, or a student
o f  e n t o m o l o g y ,
learning to  see moths
through  the  lens  of
color will  deepen your
appreciation  for  their
incredible  variety  and
ecological importance.
Before  div ing  into
specific  colors,  it  is
i m p o r t a n t  t o
understand  that  moth
co lorat ion  serves
multiple  purposes.
Some moths use bright
c o l o r s  t o  w a r n
predators  of  toxicity,
while  others  rely  on
cryptic,  camouflaged
patterns  to  blend into
b a r k ,  l e a v e s ,  o r
flowers.  Many  moths
e x h i b i t  s e x u a l
dimorphism,  where
males  and  females
display  different  colors
o r  p a t t e r n s .
Additionally,  lighting

conditions,  age,  and
e v e n  g e o g r a p h i c
location  can  influence
how  a  moth's  color
appears.  A  reliable
moth  identification
g u i d e  b y  c o l o r
acknowledges  these
n u a n c e s  a n d
encourages  observers
to  look  beyond  the
surface.  Pay  attention
to the overall hue, the
presence  of  bands  or
spots, the color of the
underwing,  and  any
iridescence  or  sheen.
With practice, you will
learn  to  distinguish
be tween  s im i l a r -
looking  species  and
recognize  the  subtle
variations  that  make
each  moth  unique.
This article is designed
t o  b e  a  p r a c t i c a l
resource  for  anyone
i n t e r e s t e d  i n
identifying  moths  in
North  America  and
b e y o n d .  W h i l e  i t
cannot  cover  every
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species,  it  will  equip
y o u  w i t h  t h e
f o u n d a t i o n a l
knowledge  needed  to
use color as a primary
identification  tool.  Let
us  begin  our  journey
through the rainbow of
t h e  m o t h  w o r l d ,
starting with the most
ethereal  and  often
overlooked  group:
white  moths.

WHITE MOTHS:
PURITY,
CAMOUFLAGE,
AND SUBTLE
BEAUTY

W h i t e  m o t h s  a r e
a m o n g  t h e  m o s t
common  and  widely
observed, yet they are
frequently  dismissed
as  " just  white."  In
reality,  white  moths
display  an  astonishing
range  of  patterns,
textures,  and  subtle
color  variations  that
m a k e  t h e m  a
rewarding  group  to

study.  A  white  moth
can  be  pure  snowy
white, creamy ivory, or
off-white  with  delicate
g r a y  o r  b r o w n
m a r k i n g s .  M a n y
species use white as a
form  of  camouflage,
blending  into  pale
bark,  lichen-covered
surfaces,  or  l ight-
colored flowers.  Others
flash  white  underwings
as  a  startling  defense
mechanism to confuse
predators. When using
a moth identification
guide  by  color,  pay
close attention to wing
shape, the presence of
fringe,  and  any  faint
markings that may be
invisible at first glance.

The
Elegant
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White-
Lined

Sphinx
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
striking white moths is
the  white-lined  sphinx
(Hyles  lineata),  which
is  actually  more  of  a
tan or brown moth with
p r o m i n e n t  w h i t e
stripes running through
t h e  f o r e w i n g s .
However,  there  is  a
pale form that appears
predominantly white in
certain light conditions.
This moth is a day-flier,
often  mistaken  for  a
hummingbird due to its
rapid  wingbeats  and
hovering feeding style.
If you see a white moth
with a thick, furry body
and  l ong ,  na r row
wings, it may well be a
sphinx moth. The white
coloration  helps  it
blend  into  the  pale

s a n d s  a n d  d r y
vegetation of its desert
and grassland habitats.

Winter
Moths
and Their
Ghostly
Appearan
ce
In  late  autumn  and
early  spring,  you may
encounte r  sma l l ,
delicate  white  moths
fluttering  in  the  cool
air.  These  are  often
w i n t e r  m o t h s
(Operophtera  brumata
or  related  species),
which  emerge  when
few  other  insects  are
active.  The  males  are
usually  pale  brown  or
gray,  but  the  females
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are often wingless and
appear as small, white,
c a t e r p i l l a r - l i k e
creatures  crawling  up
tree  trunks.  The  male
winter  moth's  pale
color  helps  it  remain
inconspicuous  against
the  sky  and  leafless
branches.  Identifying
these  moths  requires
careful  observation  of
wing  shape  and  the
t i m i n g  o f  t h e i r
appearance,  as  they
are  among  the  few
moths  active  in  cold
weather.

Fall
Webwor
m Moth:
A Study

in White
The fall webworm moth
(Hyphantria cunea) is a
brilliant  white  moth
with  a  wingspan  of
about 30–40 mm. It is
sometimes  called  the
"white  t iger  moth"
because  of  its  pure
white  color  and  fuzzy
appearance.  Some
individuals  have  small
dark  spots  on  the
wings, while others are
entirely  spotless.  This
moth is the adult form
of  the  fall  webworm
caterpi l lar ,  which
builds  large,  silken
webs  on  trees  in  late
summer.  The  moth's
white color may serve
as  camouflage  against
lichen-covered  bark,
h e l p i n g  i t  a v o i d
detection by birds and
other predators.  When
u s i n g  a  m o t h
identification  guide
by color, note that the
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fall webworm moth has
a  dist inctive  fuzzy
thorax and a wingspan
that  is  broader  than
many  o ther  wh i te
moths.
Other  notable  white
moths  inc lude  the
v i rg in  t i ge r  moth
(Apantesis  virgo) ,
w h i c h  h a s  w h i t e
forewings  with  black
markings,  and  the
numerous  species  of
white geometrid moths
that  resemble  fallen
petals or bits of lichen.
To  identify  a  white
moth  accurately,  look
at  the  wing  pattern,
body  shape,  and  the
color of the hindwings,
which are often hidden
when  the  moth  is  at
rest.

BROWN MOTHS:
MASTERS OF
DISGUISE AND
DECEPTION

Brown  is  the  most

common  color  in  the
moth  world,  and  for
good  reason.  Brown
moths  are  supremely
adapted  to  blend  into
the  bark,  soil,  dead
leaves, and wood that
form  the  backdrop  of
their  dai ly  l ives.  A
moth  identification
guide  by  color  that
focuses  on  brown
moths must emphasize
pattern  and  texture
over  hue,  as  many
brown  species  share
similar  earth  tones.
The key to  identifying
brown moths lies in the
arrangement  of  lines,
bands,  spots,  and  the
overall  shape  of  the
wings.  Some  brown
moths  a re  a lmost
featureless,  whi le
others display intricate
patterns that resemble
tree bark or lichen.
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The
Underwin
g Moths:
Brown
Above,
Surprise

Below
The  underwing  moths
(Catocala  spp.)  are  a
classic example of how
color  can be used for
both  camouflage  and
start l ing  defense.
These  moths  have
b r o w n  o r  g r a y
forewings  that  are
exquisitely  patterned
to resemble tree bark.
When at rest, they are
nearly invisible against
a tree trunk. However,
when  disturbed,  they

flash  their  brightly
colored  hindwings,
which  can  be  orange,
red,  yellow,  or  pink.
This  sudden  burst  of
c o l o r  s t a r t l e s
predators,  giving  the
moth  a  chance  t o
escape.  Identifying
underw ing  moths
requires looking at the
p a t t e r n  o f  t h e
forewings, which often
includes  wavy  lines,
dark  patches,  and  a
distinctive  scalloped
edge. The color of the
hindwing  is  a lso  a
critical clue. There are
over  100  species  of
underwing  moths  in
North  America  alone,
m a k i n g  t h e m  a
fascinating  group  for
d e d i c a t e d  m o t h
enthusiasts.

The Wood



8

8 Moth Identification Guide By Color2024-10-19

Nymphs
and Their
Delicate

Patterns
Wood  nymph  moths
(Eudryas  spp.)  are
small  to medium-sized
brown  moths  wi th
intricate  patterns  that
mimic  bird  droppings
or  wilted  leaves.  This
form  of  camouflage  is
k n o w n  a s
"masquerade"  and  is
highly  effective  at
deterring  predators.
The  forewings  are
typically  a  mottled
brown, gray, and white,
with  a  distinct  dark
patch near the tip. The
hindwings  are  often  a
l ighter,  unmarked
brown.  These  moths
are commonly found in
gardens and woodland

edges,  and  they  are
frequently attracted to
lights.  Their  unusual
appearance  makes
them a favorite among
photographers  and
naturalists.

The
Sphinx
Moths:
Robust
and Fast-
Flying
Many  sphinx  moths,
also  known  as  hawk
m o t h s ,  a r e
predominantly  brown.
The tobacco hornworm
moth (Manduca sexta)
a n d  t h e  t o m a t o
h o r n w o r m  m o t h
( M a n d u c a
quinquemaculata)  are
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large, brown, and gray
moths  with  distinctive
pat te rns  on  the i r
abdomens  and  wings.
T h e s e  m o t h s  a r e
strong,  fast  fliers  and
a r e  o f t e n  s e e n
h o v e r i n g  a r o u n d
flowers  at  dusk.  Their
brown coloration helps
them  blend  into  the
s h a d o w s  o f  t h e
evening,  making them
l e s s  v i s i b l e  t o
p r e d a t o r s .  W h e n
identifying  a  brown
sphinx  moth,  look  at
the  size,  wing  shape,
and  the  presence  of
any  white  or  yellow
b a n d s  o n  t h e
a b d o m e n .  T h e
forewings are typically
long and narrow, with a
series of dark and light
bands.
Brown  moths  a lso
include  many  species
o f  o w l e t  m o t h s
(Noctuidae), which are
often  dull  brown  but
can  have  beautifully

patterned  wings  with
intr icate  l ines  and
spots. The large yellow
underwing  (Noctua
pronuba) is a common
brown  moth  with  a
bright yellow hindwing
edged  in  black.  Its
f o r e w i n g s  a r e  a
mottled brown that can
vary from light  tan to
dark  choco late .  A
r e l i a b l e  m o t h
identification  guide
by  color  will  remind
you that brown moths
require  patience  and
attention to detail, but
the  rewards  are  well
worth the effort.

GREEN MOTHS:
JEWELS OF THE
LEAFY WORLD

G r e e n  m o t h s  a r e
a m o n g  t h e  m o s t
beautiful  and  sought-
after by collectors and
photographers.  Their
v i b r a n t  g r e e n
coloration  is  often  a
form  of  camouflage
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that  allows  them  to
blend  seamlessly  into
leaves  and  foliage.
G r e e n  m o t h s  a r e
generally  associated
with  forested  areas,
m e a d o w s ,  a n d
gardens,  where  they
rest  on  leaves  during
the  day.  The  green
color can range from a
bright,  almost  neon
lime to a deep, muted
ol ive.  Some  green
moths also have white,
y e l l o w ,  o r  p i n k
markings  that  add  to
their  visual  appeal.
U s i n g  a  m o t h
identification  guide
by  color  for  green
species involves noting
the  exact  shade  of
green, the presence of
any  stripes  or  spots,
and the wing shape.

The Luna

Moth: An
Icon of
the Night
Perhaps  the  most
famous green moth in
North  America  is  the
luna  moth  (Act ias
luna ) .  Th is  la rge ,
spectacular moth has a
wingspan of up to 4.5
inches  and  is  a  pale,
ethereal  green.  The
w i n g s  h a v e  a
distinctive  scalloped
edge,  and  each  wing
bears  a  transparent
eyespot. The luna moth
a l s o  h a s  l o n g ,
sweeping  hindwing
tai ls  that  g ive  i t  a
graceful,  otherworldly
appearance. It is found
in  deciduous  forests
throughout the eastern
United  States  and
Canada.  The  green
color of the luna moth
helps it blend into the
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canopy  of  leaves ,
where  it  rests  during
the  day.  Adult  luna
moths do not feed and
live  only  for  about  a
week,  during  which
t h e y  f o c u s  o n
reproduction. Seeing a
l u n a  m o t h  i s  a
memorable experience
for any nature lover.

The
Emerald
Moths: A
Family of
Green
Beauty
The  emerald  moths
( G e o m e t r i d a e ,
s u b f a m i l y
Geometrinae)  are  a
large group of small to
medium-sized  green

m o t h s .  T h e y  a r e
characterized  by  their
d e l i c a t e ,  o f t e n
triangular wings and a
vibrant  green  color
that can fade to yellow
after  death.  Many
emerald  moths  have
white  or  yellow  lines
traversing  the  wings,
a n d  s o m e  h a v e  a
distinct  white  spot  at
t h e  w i n g t i p .  T h e
common  emera ld
(Hemithea  aestivaria)
and  the  little  emerald
(Jodis  lactearia)  are
typical  examples.
These moths are often
found  in  woodlands,
h e d g e r o w s ,  a n d
gardens.  Their  green
c o l o r  p r o v i d e s
excellent  camouflage
among leaves, making
them  difficult  to  spot
until they move. When
identifying an emerald
moth, pay attention to
the  p resence  and
pattern  of  transverse
lines, as these are key
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distinguishing features.

The
Green
Marvels:
A Bright
Green
Delight
The  green  marve l
(Agrius  cingulata)  is  a
sphinx  moth  with  a
predominantly  green
body  and  pink  and
black  bands  on  the
a b d o m e n .  T h e
f o r e w i n g s  a r e  a
mot t l ed  g ray  and
g r e e n ,  w h i l e  t h e
hindwings  are  pink
with black bands. This
moth  is  a  strong  flier
and  i s  o f ten  seen
feeding  from  deep-
throated  flowers  at

d u s k .  I t s  g r e e n
coloration  helps  it
blend  into  the  foliage
of  i ts  host  p lants ,
which include morning
glories and other vines.
The  green  marvel  is
found  in  the  southern
United  States  and
Central  America.  Its
striking combination of
green, pink, and black
makes  it  one  of  the
m o s t  v i s u a l l y
memorable  moths  in
its  range.
Other  notable  green
moths  inc lude  the
polyphemus  moth
( A n t h e r a e a
polyphemus),  which  is
actually a large brown
moth  with  greenish
hues  in  certain  lights,
and the various species
o f  green  cutworm
m o t h s  t h a t  a r e
common in agricultural
a r e a s .  A
comprehensive  moth
identification  guide
by  color  will  always



Moth Identification Guide By Color 13

13

include  a  section  on
green  moths,  as  they
are  a  favorite  among
enthusiasts  for  their
vivid  and  varied  hues.

YELLOW AND

ORANGE MOTHS:
SUNSHINE AND
WARNING SIGNALS

Yel low  and  orange
moths  are  attention-
grabbers.  These


