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Abstract. 31 

Squamate tail movements has multiple functions, including intraspecific communication, 32 

defense, autotomy, aggression, and feeding. Here we report for the first time the occurrence 33 

of unusual caudal behavior in Longtail Whiptail (Aurivela longicauda, Teiidae), an endemic 34 

lizard distributed in the Monte Desert region in Patagonia, Argentina. The observed specimen 35 

was buried underground, with only the reddish part of the tail was sticking out of the sand. 36 

The tail was extended and subvertically oriented, and the individual was wagging and curling 37 

the tail laterally, doing a slow tail wag with intermittent “flailing”, resembling the movement 38 

that earthworms do out of the ground. Knowing that the Aurivela species are almost 39 

exclusively insectivores, with a particular predilection for gregarious insects (e.g., termites 40 

and ants), it is not improbable that tail having worm-like coloration and movement may act 41 

as a lure to attract prey for consumption. 42 
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Squamate tail movements has multiple functions, including intraspecific 46 

communication, defense, autotomy, aggression, and feeding (Greene, 1973; Arnold, 1984, 47 

1988; Foster and Martin, 2008; Carvalho, 2016; Peters and Ramos, 2022). Among the 48 

latter, tail movements may be used to distract prey by shifting their attention away from the 49 

head and toward the caudal end of the predator (Hasson et al., 1989; Foster, 2006; Braun 50 

and Baird, 2018), a behavior that is somewhat frequent in snakes (Heatwole and Davison, 51 

1976; Hagman et al., 2008; Reiserer and Schuett, 2008) but very uncommon in lizards 52 

(Murray et al., 1991; Pernetta et al., 2005; Foster, 2006; Foster and Martin, 2008; Braun 53 

and Baird, 2018). 54 

Here, we report the occurrence of an unusual tail behavior in Longtail Whiptail (Aurivela 55 

longicauda; Bell, 1843). This teiid lizard is endemic to the Monte Desert region in Argentina 56 

and is distributed along arid and semiarid dunes, scrublands, and areas with scattered 57 

vegetation along central and southern provinces in the country (Cei, 1993; Scolaro, 2005).  58 

The observation here reported was made incidentally during fieldwork close to General 59 

Roca city, at Río Negro province (Patagonia, Argentina). On 9 October 2024 (spring season) 60 

at 10:50 h we observed an adult male individual of the species Aurivela longicauda buried 61 

in the sand of a flatland with few grasses and scattered bushes under direct sunshine 62 

(39°26'16"S; 67°17'54.4"W). Temperatures were around 22-28°C and the sky was mostly 63 

clear. No other individuals of this species or predators were detected in the area near the 64 

observation.  65 

The lizard was buried underground, in a concave semicircular area of 15 cm in diameter, 66 

and only the reddish part of the tail was sticking out of the sand (Fig. 1A). The tail was 67 

extended and subvertically oriented and the individual was wagging and curling the tail 68 

laterally, doing a slow tail wag with intermittent “flailing”, resembling the movement that 69 
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earthworms do out of the ground. No other part of the lizard was visible. Tail movement time 70 

interval lasted for 5 minutes of observation. Although numerous ants were moving in the 71 

vicinity of the lizard, this individual was not observed capturing or consuming arthropods, as 72 

it was partially buried (with its head covered by sand) during the tail movement. 73 

Subsequently, as we approached, it detected our presence, uncovered itself (Fig. 1B), 74 

remained alert, and then slipped away into the bushy vegetation. 75 

Tail movements in lizards are poorly known and remain poorly reported in literature 76 

(e.g., Hasson et al., 1989; Foster, 2006; Foster and Martin, 2008; Telemeco et al., 2011; 77 

Braun and Baird, 2018; Peters and Ramos, 2022). The function of these movements is still 78 

uncertain, and our knowledge of this mode of signaling in lizards is almost limited by a 79 

general lack of basic natural history knowledge (Ramos and Peters, 2016). Future works 80 

should aim to determine the purpose, if any (Tinbergen, 1952), that these reported caudal 81 

movements serve. 82 

In spite of that, some ambiguous evidence suggests that caudal movements in A. 83 

longicauda may be related to prey capture. Tail movement here reported for A. longicauda 84 

is more similar to squamate caudal movements associated with prey distraction (Mullin, 85 

1999; Foster, 2006) than to movements associated with defensive behaviors (Foster, 2006; 86 

Foster and Martin, 2008). In fact, Collared Lizards of the genus Sceloporus, elevate the 87 

stiffened tail and slowly waves it laterally, which directs the attention of prey (in this case 88 

flies) away from the lizard head and mouth which are held very close to the ground (Foster 89 

and Martin, 2008; Braun and Baird, 2018). This behavior is very similar to that reported here 90 

for A. longicauda.  91 

Many lizard species from several unrelated families have tails with conspicuous 92 

coloration, that contrasts with the usually cryptic body-color (Murali et al., 2018). In many 93 
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cases, it may be possible that the tail coloration enhances its distractive effect so that predator 94 

or prey attention is more likely to be directed towards the tail rather than to the head and body 95 

(Arnold, 1984). Among these taxa, A. longicauda is characterized by its long, pink-colored 96 

tail, present in both males and females that contrasts with striped body pattern (Cei, 1993). 97 

The gymnophthalmid Vanzosaura multiscutata is very similar in color pattern to A. 98 

longicauda (Cei, 1993), and it has been described to move its red tail in a worm-like pattern 99 

when poked (Carvalho, 2016). This behavior closely resembles that reported here for A. 100 

longicauda, and it is plausible that it may be used in a similar way.  101 

Considering that Aurivela species are almost exclusively insectivores, with a particular 102 

predilection for gregarious insects, such termites and ants (Gallardo et al., 2019), our 103 

hypothesis is that a tail having worm-like coloration and movement may act as a lure to attract 104 

these preferred prey items. Although we did not directly observe prey capture associated with 105 

this behavior, it is plausible that such a mechanism may be present in the species. Notably, a 106 

large number of ants were observed in the immediate surroundings during our observations.  107 

It should also be noted that we cannot rule out the possibility that the observed caudal 108 

movements serve some form of intraspecific communication (e.g., mate attraction). This 109 

hypothesis is difficult to substantiate, as no other individuals of A. longicauda were observed 110 

in the vicinity exhibiting or responding to this unusual tail behavior. 111 
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 172 

Figure 1. Adult male of Longtail Whiptail (Aurivela longicauda) wagging the tail, buried in 173 

the sand (A) and the same individual above the ground (B). 174 


