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Fig.1. (A, B) A Northern Turnip-tailed Gecko (Thecadactylus rapicauda) attacks and subdues a leaf mantis (Choeradodis sp.), 
and (C) two hours after subduing its prey. (D) An American Cockroach (Periplaneta americana) later consumes the headless 
carcass of the mantis.           ' ©  Víctor Acosta-Chaves (A, B, C) and Natalia Solís-Miranda (D)

Thecadactylus rapicauda. Preying on large insects. The Northern Turnip-tailed Gecko (Thecadactylus rapicauda) 
is a widespread Neotropical species with a distribution extending from southern Mexico to South America north of 
the Amazon, and also includes the Lesser Antilles (Russell and Bauer, 2002; Bergmann and Russell, 2007). Long 
considered a monotypic species, in a systematic and biogeographic study using morphological, morphometric, 
and molecular data, Bergmann and Russell (2007) found robust support for a distinctive southwestern Amazonian 
clade and described it as a new species. Subsequently, Köhler and Vesely (2011) described another species of 
Thecadactylus from the Caribbean island of Saint Martin, based on its distinctive color pattern. Additional species 
might be found in other Caribbean islands (G. Rivas, pers. comm.). 

Vitt and Zani (1997) provided a detailed study of T. rapicauda from eastern and western Amazonian sites, and 
reported the diet of individuals from the eastern site as consisting primarily of arthropods (orthopterans, beetles, and 
spiders), and those from the western site (which now likely constitutes T. solimonensis) as feeding mostly on cock-
roaches. These authors also reported T. rapicauda as consuming relatively large prey items (up to 42 mm). Herein 
we report three attempts by T. rapicauda at consuming large invertebrate prey. 

On 13 March 2015, at 2050 h, we observed a subadult female T. rapicauda preying on a leaf mantis 
(Choeradodis sp.; Mantidae) at Playa Nicuesa Rainforest Lodge, Golfito, Provincia de Puntarenas, Costa Rica 
(8°38'9.51"N, 83°13'1.37"W; WGS84). Artificial lights at the lodge attracted the mantis, and the gecko captured the 
insect by the head with its mandibles and beat it against a wall several times to subdue it (Fig. 1A, B, C). After ca. 
1 h, a larger male T. rapicauda curiously approached the female, and both lizards established visual communication 
and performed tail waving. The male T. rapicauda left the scene once the mantis stopped moving, and because of 
the close and non-violent encounter between the lizards the male appeared to be offering the female encouragement 
or support. Because the prey item was large (ca.73 mm), it took the female ca. 3 h to tear off the mantis’ head. As 
the female gecko ingested the head, the body of the mantis fell to the ground; an American Cockroach (Periplaneta 
americana) then consumed the soft body parts of the carcass (Fig. 1D). 
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Fig. 2. (A, B) A Turnip-tailed Gecko (Thecadactylus rapicauda) preying on a Fig Sphinx Moth (Pachylia. ficus), and another 
individual preying on a Hawk Moth (Manduca sp.).                 ' ©  Cesar Barrio-Amorós (A, B) and Natalia Solís-Miranda (C)
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Vitt and Zani (1997) reported a mantis (Mantidae) in the diet of T. rapicauda (the eastern Amazonian site), 
but did not identify the species. The unusual prey size and broad exoskeleton of the mantis reported herein likely 
caused the gecko to abandon the carcass. An alternative hypothesis might be that a large mantis is considered a 
risk or provides competition, and should be removed from the area, owing to the apparent anti-predatory or social 
behavior of tail waving shown by both geckos (Bohóquez-Alonso et al., 2010). A video clip of two Tokay Geckos 
(Gecko gecko) tail waving and helping one another fight off a predatory attempt by a colubrid snake (Chrysopelea 
sp.) suggests a similar behavior (YouTube, 2013).

On two other occasions, adults of T. rapicauda were observed foraging on moths attracted by artificial lights. 
On 24 February 2014, an adult female T. rapicauda grabbed a Fig Sphinx Moth (Pachylia ficus; Sphingidae) by 
the thorax at Esquinas Rainforest Lodge near La Gamba, Provincia de Puntarenas (8°42'3.55"N, 83°12'1.64"W; 
WGS84), at ca. 2200 h (Fig. 2A, B). On a second occasion, 25 January 2015, an apparent adult male T. rapicauda 
grabbed a hawk moth (Manduca sp.; Sphingidae) at the aforementioned Playa Nicuesa Rainforest Lodge, at ca. 
2100 h (Fig. 2C). In both observations, the gecko struggled with the corresponding moth for nearly 1 h, as the prey 
item desperately flapped its wings and lost countless scales. In both events, the gecko began to swallow the over-
sized prey item and held the head and thorax in its mouth for about an additional hour. No remains of the moths 
were found the following day. 

The mantis in the first observation represented about 40% of the total length of the gecko, and the moths in the 
second and third observations represented about 45% of the total length. In conclusion, our observations document 
some of the largest prey items recorded for T. rapicauda; the observations also provide information on a little known 
aspect of this species’ foraging behavior. 
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Reptilia: Squamata (snakes)
Bothrops asper. Arboreal behavior. Bothrops asper is a generalist snake species with a broad distribution that 
extends, on the Atlantic versant, from Tamaulipas, Mexico, southward through Central America and onto north-
ern Colombia, northern Venezuela, and Trinidad, and on the Pacific versant in Chiapas, Mexico, and Guatemala, 
and from northwestern Costa Rica to northern Peru (Campbell and Lamar, 2004). Juveniles of B. asper tend to be 
more arboreal, but with growth become more terrestrial (Scott, 1983; Guyer and Donnely, 2005; Sasa et al., 2009). 
Campbell (1998) indicated that juveniles often climb up to the top of fallen logs or tangles of vines, and that occa-
sionally he had encountered individuals ranging from small to about 2 m in length above the forest floor. Sasa et 
al. (2009) noted that subadult B. asper have been found resting on branches 1.3 m above the ground, and adults are 
highly terrestrial and sometimes found in tree roots or fallen logs at a height generally below 1 m (Fig. 1.). Mole and 
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Fig. 1. A young adult Bothrops asper in ambush posture shortly after midnight, coiled on the root of a large tree (Ficus sp.) at 
Sector San Cristóbal, Área de Conservación Guanacaste, Costa Rica.                 ' © Kristyn Dion


