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Introduction
Silverfish is a common name used to refer to many spe-
cies in the order Zygentoma. The Entomological Society 
of America designates the term silverfish as the official 
common name to only one species, however: Lepisma 
saccharina Linnaeus. Lepisma saccharina is a pest in urban 
settings (DeVries and Appel 2013). It is a voracious feeder 
on materials high in starches, glue, and cellulose such as 
paper. Lepisma saccharina is a common pest in libraries 
and museums where paper books and labels are abundant 
(Marlatt 1902). It can also be found outdoors under 
rocks, leaf litter, in caves, and in ant nests (Triplehorn and 
Johnson 2005).

Distribution
Lepisma saccharina is found worldwide, like other insects 
found in homes (Marlatt 1902). Lepisma saccharina are 
most commonly found in North America, Europe, China, 
Japan, and the Hawaiian Islands (Morita 1926).

Description
Silverfish are silver or pearl-gray in color with a body 
covered in tiny glistening scales (Richards and Davies 
1977). The scales are often described as fish-like. This is 
how it came by the common name silverfish. Silverfish are 
wingless and typically 0.85 cm (0.33 in) in length, and have 

two long antennae (Marlatt 1902). The body is wide at the 
head and tapers down to the posterior end where three long 
appendages with bristles appear. One of these appendages 
continues straight back from the end of the body and the 
other two curve out to the left and right at almost a ninety-
degree angle (Marlatt 1902) (Figure 1). If lost, silverfish 
can regenerate terminal filaments and antennae in two 
to four weeks (Morita 1926). Silverfish are nocturnal and 
only rarely seen in the daytime unless disturbed from their 
resting places (Richards and Davis 1997).

Figure 1. A silverfish, Lepisma saccharina Linnaeus.
Credits: Lary Reeves, UF/IFAS
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Life Stages and Biology
Silverfish are in one of the simplest, least evolved orders of 
insects, the Zygentoma. Many readers will remember this 
insect was assigned to order Thysanura, which is no longer 
used in the literature. Silverfish have an ametabolous life 
cycle. Ametabolous insect lifecycles are unique in that the 
adult lays eggs, and immature insects that first hatch from 
the eggs resemble miniature versions of the adult. Immature 
ametabolous insects molt a number of times, depending 
on the species, until they reach the adult stage and develop 
into sexually mature adults. Adults can continue to molt 
throughout their life (Morita 1926). Immature silverfish 
molt six to seven times until they reach their adult, sexually 
mature stage. Once in its adult stage, the silverfish does not 
have a fixed number of instars (DeVries and Appel 2013), 
but has been recorded molting between 25 to 66 times in 
a lifespan (Richards and Davies 1977). If conditions for 
silverfish are optimal, they may typically continue to molt 
during a lifespan of up to four years (Richards and Davis 
1977).

The mating behavior of the silverfish begins with the male 
and female tapping each other with their antennae (Walker 
et al. 2014). The male then spins a Y-shaped silk structure 
and deposits its spermatophore, which contain male 
gametes, close to the silk structure (Walker et al. 2014). The 
female silverfish detects the silk spun by the male, and takes 
up the nearby spermatophore into her ovipositor (Walker 
et al. 2014). Eggs are laid in clutches of seven to twelve eggs 
(Morita 1926). Females typically can lay no more than 30 
eggs at a time (Richards and Davis 1977). Eggs can hatch in 
under 20 days if the temperature is around 32°C; however 
the time until hatch may take up to 40 days if temperatures 
are around 22°C (Child 2007). The time of maturation from 
egg to an adult is typically one year (DeVries and Appel 

2013). Silverfish are capable of going for long periods of 
time, up to an entire year, without food (DeVries and Appel 
2013).

Hosts
Silverfish have a preference for starchy materials such as 
paper and wood as their primary food source (DeVries and 
Appel 2014). Silverfish have been noted to have the stron-
gest preference for glazed paper, which is paper that has 
been coated with a starch-rich layer to add glossy, smooth 
and shiny characteristics to paper (Morita 1926). Silverfish 
have been reported feeding on sugars, cellulose, linens, silk, 
cotton, vegetables, cereals, dried meat, dead insects, and 
other silverfish (DeVries and Appel 2014, Wang et al. 2006). 
They have been reported to eat the glue used to hold up 
wallpaper, curtains, carpets, book bindings, and some plush 
furniture coverings (Marlett 1902).

Survey and Detection
Silverfish are typically found in high humidity environ-
ments with temperatures between 22°C–27°C (72°F–81°F), 
although they are able to survive a wide range of tem-
peratures (DeVries and Appel 2013, 2014). Silverfish are 
usually found indoors in concealed, temperature-controlled 
areas such as bathrooms, attics, and basements (DeVries 
and Appel 2013). Silverfish are often serious pests in 
commercial buildings with strict climate controls, such as 
museums, where they can become very problematic pests 
(Child 2007). When discovered or disturbed, silverfish will 
dart away quickly to conceal themselves, making them a 
challenge to catch (Marlatt 1902).

Management
Essential oil from Cryptomeria japonica (Japanese cedar) 
has been shown to act as a repellent and preventative 
control method for silverfish (Wang et al. 2006). Reducing 
the humidity of the silverfish’s environment may reduce the 
silverfish population in the affected location. Some recom-
mend freezing an object infested with silverfish to eliminate 
the insects (Wang et al. 2006).

Other physical measures to curb or prevent silverfish 
infestations include vacuuming, sealing holes and cracks in 
areas where silverfish are found, removing standing water 
and removing paper sources from cool damp environments. 
If infestations are heavy, chemical control measures may be 
used. Be sure to read all instructions on pesticide labels and 
follow the guidelines for physical management to prevent 
future infestation.

Figure 2. A silverfish, Lepisma saccharina Linnaeus.
Credits: Larry Reeves, UF/IFAS
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