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Predation attempt on the lizard Kentropyx calcarata (Spix, 1825) by the snake Oxybelis 
aeneus sensu lato in a fragment of Atlantic Forest, Northeastern, Brazil 
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Abstract:  Information about predatory encounters is important for understanding predator-prey interactions and, consequently, for 
understanding the natural history of the species involved. In this study we report the first event of attempted predation 
by Oxybelis aeneus sensu lato on Kentropyx calcarata describing its behavior and comparing it with other reports of snake 
predation and lizard defensive behavior. We recorded the predation event in an area shaded by cashew trees in the 
Atlantic Forest of the Reserva Biológica Guaribas, Mamanguape, state of Paraíba, Northeastern Brazil. 
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Resumo: Informações sobre encontros predatórios são importantes para a compreensão das interações predador-presa e, 
consequentemente, para a compreensão da história natural das espécies envolvidas. Neste estudo, relatamos o primeiro 
evento de tentativa de predação por Oxybelis aeneus sensu lato em Kentropyx calcarata, descrevemos seu comportamento e 
comparamos o evento com outros relatos de predação de serpentes e comportamento defensivo de lagartos. Registramos 
o evento de predação em uma área sombreada por cajueiros na Mata Atlântica da Reserva Biológica Guaribas, localizada 
no município de Mamanguape, estado da Paraíba, Nordeste do Brasil. 
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Oxybelis Wagler, is one of the most widespread genera 
of snakes in the Americas (Torres-Carvajal et al., 2021). 
Recently, Jadin et al. (2019, 2020, 2021), based in molecular 
and morphological analysis, identified Oxybelis aeneus as a 
complex composed of at least eight species. Jadin et al. (2021) 
suggested the nominal species, O. aeneus, is restricted to the 
Amazon Basin, and proposed the revalidation of Oxybelis 
acuminatus (Wied, 1824) for the brazilian Atlantic Forest. 
However, following the recommendation by H. Costa et 
al. (2021), here we adopt the name Oxybelis aeneus sensu 
lato for the population of the Atlantic Rainforest.

Oxybelis aeneus sensu lato is a rear-fanged Neotropical 
colubrid snake, occurring in the Caatinga ecoregion  
(Vitt & Vangilder, 1983; W. Almeida et al., 2008; Pereira et 
al., 2015; Magalhães et al., 2015; Nogueira et al., 2019), 
Cerrado ecoregion (Nogueira et al., 2019), and Atlantic 
Forest (Santana et al., 2008; Pereira Filho & Montingelli, 
2011; Marques et al., 2017), even in in urban areas (França 
et al., 2012; Oliveira et al., 2016; F. Costa et al., 2022). The 
species is characterized by arboreal and diurnal (sometimes 
nocturnal) habits (Vitt & Vangilder, 1983; Mesquita et al., 
2012) and inhabits different vegetation like riparian areas, 
natural clearings, dry forest, forest edges and abandoned 
pastures (Santana et al., 2008; Pereira Filho & Montingelli, 
2011; Marques et al., 2017; F. Costa et al., 2022). Adopts 
the sit-and-wait ambush strategy to capture prey (F. Costa 
et al., 2022), with lizards constituting the main prey in 
the diet of this species, which occasionally also includes 
amphibians, birds and insects (Vitt & Vangilder, 1983; Silva 
et al., 2015; F. Costa et al., 2022).

In the present study, we documented an event 
of predation on lizard Kentropyx calcarata (Spix, 1825) 
by Oxybelis aeneus sensu lato, at 12:30 p.m. on 18 
September 2015 in a closed forest in the Reserva Biológica 
Guaribas (situated in: 6° 42’ 36” S, 35° 10’ 38” W),  
in Mamanguape, state of Paraíba, Brazil.

A juvenile K. calcarata specimen was captured by 
an adult Oxybelis aeneus sensu lato positioned vertically 
downward toward the ground, on a branch of cashew 

trees (Anacardium occidentale Linnaeus, 1753). We 
observe the moment when Oxybelis aeneus sensu lato 
bit the right side of the lizard’s gular region, lifting it off 
the ground, the lizard remained immobile after being 
captured, for about one minute, without a sketching 
reaction, until the snake dropped it, then it soon ran away.

After that, we captured the snake (collection 
permits No. 48256-1 MMA/ICMBio/SISBIO), killed it 
with 2% lidocaine hydrochloride injection (parenteral 
[fixed anesthesia] intracardiac injection), fixed in injection 
of 10% formalin solution, and then preserved in 70% ethyl 
alcohol. Finally we deposited in the Coleção de Referência 
do Laboratório de Herpetologia integrated to Laboratório de 
Etnoecologia, Universidade Estadual da Paraíba – Campus I,  
from Campina Grande, Paraíba.

Kentropyx calcarata is a diurnal, terrestrial and 
heliothermic lizard (Vitt, 1991; Vitt et al., 1997). At 
noon, where temperatures are higher, it is possible to 
observe many individuals of K. calcarata foraging on the 
leaf litter or exposed directly to the sun into the forest, 
in natural clearings. To avoid overheating, these lizards 
thermoregulate under the tree shelter and cashew 
trees usually provide this shelter. The daily activity 
of Oxybelis aeneus sensu lato (Vitt & Vangilder, 1983) 
coincides with that of several species of lizards, such as 
K. calcarata in the Atlantic Forest (Vitt, 1991; Franzini et 
al., 2019), and this snake is a stalking predatory which has 
a morphology and coloring like dry branches of cashew 
trees (Fleishman, 1985; Greene, 1988).

The vertical position that we observed the snake in 
the approach, was already recorded during the attack of 
Oxybelis aeneus on other lizards (Abarca & Knapp, 2009; 
F. Costa et al., 2022). Generally, snakes from Oxybelis 
genus stay relatively close to the ground, at about 0.3 
to at most 1.8 meters (Savage, 2002; Grant & Lewis, 
2010; F. Costa et al., 2022), being able to attack to about  
20 cm of the ground (V. Almeida et al., 2009), exactly the 
approximate average height in relation to the soil that we 
recorded in our study. Its approach is characterized by 
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cryptic movement interspersed with immobile behavior, 
as it slowly approaches the prey to a quick and precise 
stroke (Henderson, 1982; Fleishman, 1985; Greene, 
1988; Savage, 2002). 

Grant & Lewis (2010) reported a predation attempt 
where Oxybelis koehleri (Jadin, Blair, Orlofske, Jowers, Rivas, 
Vitt, Ray, Smith & Murphy, 2020) was unable to swallow an 
adult lizard, Basiliscus plumifrons (Cope, 1875), interrupting 
the predation and releasing the prey. In contrast, in our 
observation, the snake dropped the juvenile individual of K. 
calcarata while manipulating it in the mouth. In addition, the 
lizard did not show any behavior of resistance, as observed 
in other lizards, like use of hind legs (Grant & Lewis, 2010), 
undulating movement of the body (Cupul-Magaña & 
Escobedo-Galván, 2016), or bites (Abarca & Knapp, 2009). 
The lizard immobility may have occurred due to asphyxia  
(V. Almeida et al., 2009; Grant & Lewis, 2010) as a 
consequence of the pressure of the bite. As recorded by 
Grant & Lewis (2010), the lizard recovered itself after being 
immobilized and escaped through the forest.
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