
Peppered Moth Overview in Color

Overview: Peppered Moth Color

There is a type of moth that is common in

England and in parts of North America that is

called the peppered moth. It is called that

because many of the moths have a distinctive

black and white pattern on their wings.

Scientists refer to the lighter-colored peppered

moths as the “typical” form. Like many other

types of organisms, the peppered moth occurs

in more than one color.

Some of the peppered moths are almost

entirely black in color. The darker peppered

moths are referred to as the “carbonaria” form.

These two different forms of the peppered

moth are able to breed with each other and

produce offspring (much like dogs, cats, or

horses of different colors can breed together)

Besides their color differences, however, the lighter- and the darker-colored moths do not

show a lot of other trait variation.

The moths all live in wooded areas both far away and close to where people live.
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They fly around at night looking for food and mates. During the day they hide from predators

by sitting still on the branches of trees. Since the peppered moths are pretty common, many

different kinds of woodland birds prey on the peppered moths. The birds pick the moths off

the branches where they find them during the day. Some of the tree branches where the

moths hide have dark-colored bark, but many are partly covered with growths of lichen (a

plant-like organism that often grows on trees), which give the tree trunk and branches a

mottled appearance.

The mottled areas of the tree bark are covered with lichen. The darker areas have no lichen

on them. In the photo there is a typical-form moth that is visible on the lighter part of the tree

bark. Take a moment to find it in the photo.

In the 1800s, people began to notice more and more of the carbonaria form of the moth. At

the same time that this was occurring, the industrial revolution was taking place in England.

Many factories were being built, and a lot of people began heating their homes with coal.

There was suddenly much more pollution in England. Scientists at the time wondered

whether the change in the moths’ color might have something to do with the increasing

pollution in the area where the moths were living which darkened the trees where they

rested. But it took until the 1950s before people actually did the research to test these ideas.

Their research showed that between 1973 and 1997 the predominant color of a population

of moths in England changed over 24 generations.
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