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The “Sacred Butterfly” in Alishan

Jung-Tai Chao, Yi-Bin Fan, Wen-Chi Yeh and Yi-Ming Chen

Division of Forest Protection, Taiwan Forestry Research Institute, 53 Nanhai Road, Taipei Taiwan, R.0.C.

ABSTRACT

Seven “sacred butterflies” were said to have flown to Shou-Chen Temple in
Alishan on each March 3rd of the Chinese lunar calender so as to celebrate the
birthday of the god, Shyuan-Tien-Shang-Ti, having worshipped in the Temple.
Shou-Chen Temple was visited in this present study from 1991 to 1993 around
each March 3rd of the Chinese lunar calender. “Sacred butteflies” actually did
appear in Shou-Chen Temple on each March 3rd of the Chinese lunar calender
as indicated from both observation and investigation results. However, the so
called “sacred butterfly” was not a butterfly, rather a brahmaeid moth
Brahmaea willichii insulata Inoue. The number of B. willichii insulata was not
precisely seven on each March 3rd as previously claimed. Despite the fact that
the distribution, the availability of suitable food plants and the life cycle of B.
willichii insulata justified its appearance in Alishan each March of the Chinese
lunar calender, the possibility that human forces were involved in the
appearance of B. willichii insulata in Shou-Chen Temple could not be excluded.
Key words: Ethnoentomology, moth, Brahmaea willichii insulata, Taiwan.
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Introduction

An advertisement of the “sacred
butterfly” of Shou-Chen Temple (%)
in Alishan, Chiayi County, Taiwan was
observed by the first author in his
collection trip to Alishan on December,
1990. The advertisement claimed that on
March 3rd each year of the Chinese lunar
calender, seven beautifully “sacred
butterflies” would fly to Shou-Chen Tem-
ple to celebrate the birthday of the god,
Shyuan-Tien-Shang-Ti (XK LE%), ha-
ving worshipped in the Temple. The seven
butterflies were also claimed to fly in a
straight line and would stay seven days in
the Temple prior to their departure.

Finding out if such a strange be-
havior of butterflies actually occurred
was the primary objective of this study.
The following questions were also asked:
1) Do these “sacred butteflies” actually
appear in Shou—-Chen Temple on March
3rd of the Chinese lunar calender each
year ? and if so, 2) What species is the
“sacred butterfly” ¢ 3) Is the number of
these butterflies precisely seven ? Addi-
tionally, a scientific explanation to the
appearance of “sacred butterflies” in
Shou—Chen Temple was attempted to be
provided.

Alishan was visited in this present
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study around March 3rd of the Chinese
lunar calender each year from 1991 to
1993. An intercalary (leap) March occur-
red in 1993. Therefore Alishan was visited
twice in 1993. Upon each visit, Alishan
was arrived at least one day before
March 3rd and stayed for at least 2 days.
During our stay in Alishan, Shou—-Chen
Temple was visited at least 2~3 times a
day and the number of “sacred butterf-
lies” in the Temple was counted. Photo-
graphs of the “sacred butterflies” were
taken for identification since having a
close look at the “sacred butterflies” was
not permitted. A total of eight local
residents in Alishan were interviewed.
The interviewees were asked where and
when they had seen the “sacred butter-
flies” in the Alishan area. Light inten-
sities at the front doors of the Temple and
three mercury vapour lamps on the plaza
in front of the Temple were measured at 5
spots each 3 m from the light sources
with a TES 1332 Digital Lux Meter (TES
Electrical Electronic Corp., Taiwan). Pos-
sible food plants of the “sacred butter-
flies” in Alishan were also investigated.
Upon the last visit, continuous surveil-
lance from 18:00 hrs March 1st to 23:30
hrs March 2nd was conducted for verify-
ing if any moths were flying into the
temple.




Based on our observations, the “sa-
cred butterflies” actually appeared in
Shou-Chen Temple on March 3rd (Chine-
se lunar calender) each year from 1991 to
1993. The “sacred butterflies” have ap-
peared on each March 3rd of the Chinese
lunar calender in Shou—Chen Temple ever
since 1969, according to the exhibition of
photographs in Shou—Chen Temple.

These “sacred butterflies” were all of
the same species. However, the so called
“sacred butterfly” is not a butterfly,
rather a brahmaeid moth Brahmaea willi-
chii insulata Inoue (Fig. 1).

Fig. 1. Brahmaeid moth Brahmaea willichii insulata
stayed on wooden carving of god, having
worshipped in Shou-Chen Temple, Alishan.

B. willichii insulata in Shou—Chen
Temple were indicated by observation
results to be found either on the table on
which sacrificial offering are placed or
else on the long beard and/or garment of
the wooden carving of god (Fig. 1). Most
moths stayed quietly, some fluttering
their wings occassionally. Whether all of
these moths were alive or not was
uncertain since having a closer look at
these moths was not permitted. Figure 2
demonstrates the change of number of
moths in Shou—Chen Temple around

March 3rd (Chinese lunar calender) from
1991 to 1993. Five moths were observed in
the Temple on March 2nd, 1991; however,
the number of moths increased to seven
the next day. Eight moths were observed
in the Temple on March 2nd, 1992;
however, the number of moths decreased
to seven on March 3rd. Only two moths
on March 2nd, 1993 (verified prior to
front doors of the Temple were closed)
and three on March 3rd (right after front
door of the Temple were opened) were
found in the Temple (Fig. 2). On inter-
calary (leap) March 1st 1993, there were
four moths in the Temple at 16:00 hrs, but
only two left on the next visit at 18:15
hrs. At 08:15 hrs, intercalary (leap)
March 2nd, a moth was observed to fly
out of the Temple. The moth was so weak
that it dropped on the plaza in front of
the Temple. The moth was picked up and
placed at the front doors of the Temple.
As a man who served in Temple saw the
moth, he took the moth immediately with
a piece of golden paper and placed the
moth on the table on which sacrificial
offerings are placed. The num-
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Fig. 2. Number of Brahmaeid moth Brahamaea
willichii insulata appeared on March 2nd
and 3rd of the Chinese lunar calender in
Shou-Chen Temple, Alishan each year from
1991 to 1993. 1993 indicates the inter-
calary (leap) March.
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Fig. 3. Known distribution of Brahmaeid moth
Brahmaea willichii insulata in Taiwan.

ber of moths remained at two in the
Temple on March 3rd. The number of the
B. willichii insulata in Shou—Chen Tem-
ple was therefore not precisely seven on
each March 3rd as previously claimed.
Inoue (1984) described B. willichii
insulata as a new subspecies from Tai-
wan, the most eastern range of distri-
bution of B. willichii. Past records of the
distribution of B. willichii insulata in
Taiwan included Yangmingshan, Wulai,
Balin, Chihtuan, Wuchishan, Wushe, Pi-
luchi, Lushan, Mayfeng, Fengchihu and
Alishan (Chang, 1989; Inoue, 1984). The
moth collection of Taiwan Forestry Re-
search Institute indicates that B. willichii
insulata also distribute themselves in
Yuanshan (), Losao (#&#R), Tengchih
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(%) and Shanping (B4)(Fig. 3). The
distribution of B. willichii insulata is
apparently wide; not only restricted to
Alishan.

Furthermore, Shou—Chen Temple is
not the only place one can find B.
willichii insulata in Alishan. A B. willi-
chii insulata was collected under a street
lamp in Alishan on March 3rd, 1993 of
the Chinese lunar calender. In addition,
four out of eight interviewees admitted
that they had seen the “sacred butter-
flies” on poles of electric wires, tree
trunks and places outside of Shou—-Chen
Temple. The food plant of Brahmaeid
larvae is primarily Oleaceae (REF})
(Chang, 1989). Plants of Oleaceae such as
Osmanthus fragrans (F16) and Ligu-
strum microcrapum (NRZHE) are not
uncommon in Alishan. The occurrence of
these plants is likely related to the
occurrence of B. willichii insulate in
Alishan.

Chang (1984) stated that adults of B.
willichii isulata emerge three times a
year, 1.e., from March to April, from June
to August and from October to November.
Finding B. willichii insulata in March of
the Chinese lunar calender (which is
generally between March to April of
western calender) is not surprising. Three
of the eight respondents actually said
that the “sacred butterflies” started ap-
pearing in February of the Chinese lunar
calender. One of the respondents stated
that he had seen “sacred butterflies” in
June and September of the Chinese lunar
calender. Specimens of B. willichii insu-
lata could also be collected in June and
July in Alishan (Inoue, 1984).

Despite the fact that the distribution,
the availability of suitable food plants
and the life cycle of B. willichii insulata
justified its appearance in Alishan in
March of the Chinese lunar calender,
why B. willichii insulata appeared in
Shou—-Chen Temple remains unanswered.
If human forces are not involved in the
appearance of B. willichii insulata in




Shou-Chen Temple, then B. willichii
insulata would have a tendency to fly
toward Shou-Chen Temple. The sources
which likely attracted flying B. willichii
insulata to the Temple are the incense
and light in the Temple. However, Shou—
Chen Temple is surrounded by cement
walls. There is only one entrance of the
Temple, i.e., the front doors. The moth
must fly through the front doors in order
to enter the temple. The front doors were
closed in the evening and not opened
until next morning. Thus, the nocturnal
moth found no way of entering into the
Temple — even if it is attracted by
incense odor or light in the Temple. In
addition, the light intensities measured 3
m from the front doors of the Temple was
2.48+2.31 lux (N=5). By contrast, light
intensities of three mercury vapour lamps
facing the front doors were 18.2+6.30 lux
(N=5), 28.22+8.28 lux (N=5), and 45.88

+29.76 lux (N=5) respectively. The light
intensity at the front doors was too low
to compete with-mercury vapour lamps in
terms of attracting moths. For reasons
stated above and the fact that people
were observed taking the moth into the
Temple, the possibility that human forces
were involved in the appearance of B.
willichii . insulata in Shou—Chen Temple
on each March 3rd of the Chinese lunar
calender could not be excluded.
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