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Life Cycle Of The
Praying Mantis

INTRODUCTION: THE
REMARKABLE JOURNEY OF THE
PRAYING MANTIS

The praying mantis is one of nature’s
most fascinating and enigmatic insects.
With its triangular head, swiveling neck,
and formidable raptorial forelegs folded
as if in prayer, this ambush predator
captivates gardeners, entomologists,
and casual observers alike. Yet beyond
its striking appearance lies an equally
remarkable story of transformation and
survival. The life cycle of the praying
mantis unfolds in three distinct
stages—egg, nymph, and adult—each
marked by dramatic changes in form,
behavior, and ecological role.
Understanding this cycle not only
deepens our appreciation for these
insects but also sheds light on their vital
place in natural pest control. From the
carefully constructed egg case that
withstands winter's chill to the final,
often perilous mating dance, the life of a
mantis is a testament to evolutionary
ingenuity. This article will guide you
through each phase, revealing the
challenges and adaptations that define
the life cycle of the praying mantis.

STAGE ONE: THE EGG - A WINTER
PROMISE

The entire life cycle of the praying
mantis begins in late summer or
autumn, when a female mantis deposits
her eggs in a protective structure called

an ootheca. This frothy, tan or brown
mass is carefully attached to a twig,
stem, fence post, or even a building wall.
The ootheca is a masterpiece of insect
engineering: its foam-like material
hardens into a tough, insulating shell
that shields the developing eggs from
predators, parasites, and harsh weather.
Within this casing, the female arranges
the eggs in rows, sometimes numbering
100 to 400 depending on the species.
She then leaves the ootheca to its fate,
as adult mantises typically die with the
first hard frost.

Overwintering
and Dormancy

For many temperate species, the eggs
remain in a state of diapause
throughout the winter. This period of
suspended development is crucial for
survival in cold climates. The ootheca’s
structure allows air circulation while
maintaining thermal insulation. When
spring arrives, rising temperatures and
longer daylight hours trigger the next
phase. It is a testament to the resilience
built into the life cycle of the praying
mantis that these tiny embryos can
endure months of freezing conditions
only to emerge with remarkable vitality.

Hatching - The
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Great Escape

In late spring or early summer, the
ootheca becomes a nursery in motion.
Tiny nymphs, each no larger than an ant,
push their way out through small
openings in the casing. They emerge in a
synchronized burst, dangling on silken
threads they produce from their own
bodies. This behavior helps them
disperse quickly and avoid cannibalism
among siblings. Hatchlings are pale, soft,
and extremely vulnerable. Within hours,
their exoskeletons harden, and they
begin the hunt for their first meal. Thus
begins the next dramatic chapter of the
life cycle of the praying mantis.

STAGE TWO: THE NYMPH - A
MINIATURE PREDATOR IN
TRAINING

Upon hatching, a praying mantis enters
the nymph stage. Nymphs resemble
smaller, wingless versions of the adults,
but they lack full reproductive organs
and functional wings. Their bodies are
already equipped with the signature
spiked forelegs, compound eyes, and
mobile head. Despite their diminutive
size—often just a few millimeters
long—nymphs are voracious hunters
from the moment they hatch. They feed
on aphids, flies, small caterpillars, and
even each other if prey is scarce.
Cannibalism is common during the early
instars, helping ensure the strongest
individuals survive.

Molting and
Instars

The nymph stage is characterized by a
series of molts, or ecdyses, each

marking the transition to a new instar.
Depending on the species and
environmental conditions, a mantis will
molt between five and ten times before
reaching adulthood. Before a molt, the
nymph stops eating, becomes sluggish,
and often hangs upside down. Its
exoskeleton splits along the back, and
the insect carefully extricates itself,
leaving behind a perfect, ghostly shell.
The newly molted mantis is soft, pale,
and vulnerable until its new cuticle
hardens. During this period, the nymph
inflates its body to its new size. Molting
is one of the most perilous moments in
the life cycle of the praying mantis;
if the nymph gets stuck or is attacked
during the soft stage, survival is unlikely.

Growth and
Development

With each molt, the nymph grows larger,
its wing buds become more pronounced,
and its hunting efficiency increases.
Early instars often feed on very small
prey such as fruit flies and spider mites.
As they grow, they take on larger prey:
grasshoppers, bees, butterflies, and
even small lizards or frogs in the later
instars.  The nymph’s camouflage
changes with each molt as well; many
species develop green or brown
coloration that blends with their
environment. This cryptic appearance is
vital for both ambushing prey and
avoiding predators like birds, spiders,
and larger mantises. Throughout the life
cycle of the praying mantis, the
nymph stage is one of rapid growth and
intense environmental interaction.
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Duration of the
Nymph Stage

The length of the nymph stage varies
widely. In tropical regions where warmth
and food are abundant, development
may take only a few months. In
temperate zones, nymphs may grow
over the entire spring and summer,
reaching adulthood by late summer or
early autumn. Environmental factors
such as temperature, humidity, and prey
availability directly impact molting
frequency and growth rate. A well-fed
nymph in optimal conditions will mature
faster than one facing scarcity. This
flexibility is a key survival strategy
embedded in the life cycle of the
praying mantis.

STAGE THREE: THE ADULT -
REPRODUCTION AND THE FINAL
ACT

The final molt produces the adult mantis,
also called the imago. Adult mantises
are distinguished by fully developed
wings (in most species) and functional
reproductive organs. Males are typically
smaller and more slender than females,
with longer antennae and often fuller
wings that allow them to fly in search of
mates. Females are larger, heavier-
bodied, and may have reduced flight
ability due to their size. Once the adult
exoskeleton hardens, the mantis will not
molt again. The primary goal of the adult
stage—which lasts from several weeks to
a few months—is reproduction. For
many, this is the culmination of the
entire life cycle of the praying
mantis.

Mating Behavior
and Sexual
Cannibalism

The mating ritual of praying mantises is
perhaps the most famous—and most
misunderstood—part of their life history.
A male approaches a female cautiously,
often using stealth and slow movements
to avoid being mistaken for prey. In
many species, the female may emit
pheromones to attract a mate from a
distance. If the male is successful, he will
mount the female and copulate.
However, there is a well-known risk: the
female may turn around and consume
the male during or after mating. This
behavior, called sexual cannibalism,
occurs more frequently in captivity or
when the female is hungry. In the wild, it
is less common, but it still happens. The
male’s sacrifice provides the female with
a high-protein meal that supports egg
production, offering a nutritional
advantage for her offspring. This grim
yet effective strategy is an integral part
of the life cycle of the praying
mantis, ensuring that the next
generation begins with a strong start.

Oviposition and
the End of Life

After mating, the female develops eggs
within her abdomen. She will eventually
find a suitable location to create an
ootheca. The process of egg-laying can
take several hours. The female secretes
a frothy substance from her abdomen,
deposits eggs into it, and shapes the
foam into the characteristic case. She



may produce multiple oothecae over her
adult life, each containing dozens to
hundreds of eggs. Once the last ootheca
is laid, the female’s energy reserves are
depleted. Both males and females
typically die with the arrival of cold
weather or after the reproductive season
ends. For temperate species, the adults
rarely survive the first hard frost. In
tropical regions, where the climate is
stable, adults may live longer, but the
pattern remains the same: reproduction
marks the final chapter of the life cycle
of the praying mantis.

VARIATIONS ACROSS SPECIES
AND ENVIRONMENTS

While the general life cycle of the
praying mantis follows the egg-nymph-
adult pattern, there are notable
variations among the approximately
2,400 species worldwide. For example,
some tropical species have no diapause;
eggs hatch within weeks. Others, like the
Chinese mantis Tenodera sinensis,
produce an ootheca that overwinters and
hatches in spring. Some desert-adapted
species have extremely fast
developmental cycles to take advantage
of brief rainy periods. A few species,
such as the spiny flower mantis, exhibit
striking mimicry and coloration that
changes with each molt. Body size also
varies dramatically—from the tiny Bolbe
pygmaea at less than one centimeter to
the large Hierodula species reaching
over ten centimeters. Despite these
differences, the fundamental framework
of the life cycle of the praying
mantis remains consistent: a story of
growth, predation, and the drive to
reproduce.

ECOLOGICAL IMPORTANCE AND

HUMAN INTERACTION

The life cycle of the praying mantis
places these insects in a critical
ecological niche as generalist predators.
They help regulate populations of many
insects, including agricultural pests such
as aphids, caterpillars, and
grasshoppers. Gardeners often welcome
mantises as natural pest control agents,
and oothecae are sometimes sold
commercially for biological control
programs. However, mantises are not
selective; they also prey on beneficial
insects like bees and butterflies, as well
as other predatory insects. Their role in
the food web extends beyond
predation—they themselves are prey for
birds, bats, spiders, and larger mantises.
Understanding the full life cycle of the
praying mantis helps us appreciate
their dual role as both predator and
prey, and the delicate balance they
maintain in ecosystems.

Observing the
Life Cycle in Your
Garden

For those interested in witnessing the
life cycle of the praying mantis
firsthand, gardening with native plants
and reducing pesticide use will attract
these insects. In early spring, examine
shrubs and fences for oothecae; you can
even collect them and place them in a
sheltered area to watch the hatch.
Provide a habitat with diverse plant
structure—tall grasses, flowering
perennials, and low shrubs—to support
nymphs at different stages. If you are
patient, you may observe a nymph catch
its first fly, witness a delicate molt, or
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even see an adult female constructing
an ootheca. These observations offer a
window into one of the most dramatic
transformations in the insect world.

CONCLUSION

The life cycle of the praying mantis
is a story of resilience, adaptation, and
the relentless pursuit of survival. From
the protective egg case that withstands
winter’s fury to the nymph’s many
perilous molts, and finally to the adult’s
reproductive imperative, every phase is
honed by evolution. The mantis’s life is
short—typically less than a year—but it

is packed with action, growth, and
sacrifice. Whether you see it as a garden
ally or a fascinating subject of study, the
praying mantis offers a compelling
narrative of life's tenacity. By
understanding its journey, we gain a
deeper respect for the interconnected
web of nature and the extraordinary
strategies insects employ to thrive in our
world. Next time you spot a mantis
perched motionless on a plant,
remember the long road it has
traveled—from a tiny egg in a frothy
case to the formidable predator before
you. That is the enduring wonder of the
life cycle of the praying mantis.



