
Fossil insect reveals earliest known mimicry of
flowering plants 99 million years ago

Study uncovers the oldest known example

of an insect mimicking flowering plants

for camouflage

CHINA, July 22, 2026 /EINPresswire.com/ -- Insects have evolved remarkable ways to avoid

This fossil shows insects

used flowering plants not

just as food or habitat but

as models for defensive

mimicry, revealing intricate

Cretaceous ecological

interactions with predators.”

Research Team

predators, with plant mimicry among the most effective.

Many living and extinct insects resemble twigs, bark,

mosses, lichens or leaves, allowing them to blend

seamlessly into their surroundings.

Although plant mimicry dates back to the Permian Period,

fossil evidence of insects specifically mimicking flowering

plants (angiosperms) has been extremely rare. Until now,

the oldest confirmed example dated to around 47 million

years ago, despite flowering plants becoming widespread

much earlier during the Cretaceous.

Now, a new moth lacewing fossil preserved in approximately 99-million-year-old Kachin amber

has pushed back the earliest evidence of flowering-plant mimicry by more than 50 million years.

The discovery shows that insects were already using flowering plants as camouflage while these

plants were beginning to reshape Earth's ecosystems.

Researchers identified a new species, Dryadithone cretacea gen. et sp. nov. (Neuroptera:

Ithonidae). Its broad, leaf-shaped forewings and intricate vein patterns closely resemble the

outline, midrib and fine venation of flowering-plant leaves, suggesting a highly specialized form

of camouflage.

To test this, the team compared the fossil with fossilized and modern flowering-plant leaves, as

well as other plants from the same ecosystem. Using a Siamese Neural Network, they found that

flowering-plant leaves were by far the closest match, ruling out other plant groups.

The researchers also showed that a predator would need at least 65 times greater visual acuity

to distinguish the insect from a flowering-plant leaf than simply recognize its wing outline,

highlighting the effectiveness of its camouflage.

http://www.einpresswire.com
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1744-7917.70323
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1744-7917.70323
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1744-7917.70323


Reconstruction of the fossil moth lacewing

Dryadithone cretacea, preserved in approximately 99-

million-year-old Kachin amber. Its leaf-shaped wings

mimicked flowering plant leaves, providing the

earliest known evidence of angiosperm leaf mimicry

in the fossil record.

The findings suggest that insects

adapted rapidly to the rise of flowering

plants, incorporating them into

sophisticated anti-predator strategies

far earlier than previously recognized.

About the research team

The research was conducted by the

EntoEvo Group at Sun Yat-sen

University, which investigates insect

evolution and their interactions with

ancient ecosystems. By combining

biomechanics, artificial intelligence and

Earth system modelling, the group

explores how insects evolved and

interacted with changing environments

through deep time.
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