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CONSERVATION AND NATURAL HISTORY

he eight currently recognized species of snake-eyed liz-

ards in the genus Ophisops (Lacertidae) range widely
across southeastern Europe, northern Africa, and eastward
into Asia as far as the Indian Subcontinent (Kyriazi et al.
2008). The genus has long been of scientific interest due to
its astonishing phenotypic variability and resulting taxonomic
complexity and instability (Arnold and Burton 1978; Arnold
1989, 2004). Biogeographic analyses and estimated times of

divergence suggest a late Miocene diversification within the
genus (Kyriazi et al. 2008). Although that phylogenetic study
focused on the two Mediterranean species (O. elegans and O.
occidentalis), one individual of O. jerdonii collected in India
was included in the study. It showed a high degree of diver-
gence from all other clades. Studies pertaining to the genus
Ophisops in the Indian subcontinent, like those more broadly

in Asia, are still in a nascent stage.

Fig. 1. Leschenault’s Snake Eye, Ophisops leschenaultii (Milne-Edwards 1829) from the Kawal Tiger Reserve, Adilabad District, Telangana State, India.

Photograph by Gandla Chethan Kumar.

Copyright © 2017. Gandla Chethan Kumar. All rights reserved.
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The Indian subcontinental endemic, Leschenault’s Snake
Eye (Opbhisops leschenaultii ; Fig. 1), was originally described as
Lacerta leschenaulti by Milne-Edwards in 1829 based on speci-
mens collected along the Coromandel Coast. Subsequently,
the generic allocation of this species has been debated. It was
assigned to the genus Calosaura by Duméril and Bibron (1839),
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to Cabritaby Blanford (1870), and to Ophisops by Deraniyagala
(1953, although he reverted to Cabrita in 1971). However,
beginning with Das (1996), the species has been placed con-
sistently within Ophisops. In Sri Lanka, an endemic subspecies
(O. . lankae) is largely restricted to the northern and eastern dry
grasslands at elevations ranging between 500 and 1,500 m asl.
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Fig. 2. Currently known distribution of Leschenault’s Snake Eye (Ophisops leschenaultiz) in India. Red dots indicate previously recorded localities, blue dots

mark the new records from Telangana State.
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Although the Eastern Ghats contribute significantly
to both species richness and endemicity of the Indian
Subcontinent, these hills and Telangana State in general are
underrepresented and continue to receive less attention for
study and conservation compared to the relatively better-
known Western Ghats (Srinivasulu and Das 2008; Chethan
Kumar and Srinivasulu, unpublished data). During efforts
to document the herpetofauna in the districts of Adilabad,
Mahbubnagar, Medak, Nagarkurnool, and Nalgonda of
Telangana State in mid-September 2015, we recorded
seven hitherto unreported localities for O. leschenaultii
(Fig. 2): (1) Kawal (19.18996°N 78.993957°E; eleva-
tion 270 m) in Adilabad District; (2-4) Achampet Lodhi
(16.301684°N 78.720513°E; elevation 79 m), Mallela
Thirtham (16.266940°N 78.857914°E; elevation 694 m),
and Mollachintapally (16.133200°N 78.441257°E; eleva-
tion 498 m), all in Mahbubnagar District; (5) Govindapur
Thanda (17.641292°N 77.54998°E; elevation 622 m)
in Medak District; (6) Udimilla (16.394°N 79.02208°E;
elevation 466 m) in Nagarkurnool District; and (7) Vizag
Colony (16.563°N 79.09659°E; elevation 208 m) in
Nalgonda District.

Unitil 2 June 2014, Telangana was considered part of the
state of Andhra Pradesh, so historical records of the species
attributed to Andhra Pradesh (Sharma 1971; Murthy 1986;
Sanyal et al. 1993; Srinivasulu and Das 2008; Srinivasulu
et al. 2014) include records that now apply to Telangana.
Previous records from Guntur, Kadapa, and Kurnool Districts
remain in Andhra Pradesh, whereas those from Vijayapuri in
Nalgonda District are in Telangana.

Ophisops leschenaultii prefers open areas in scrub and
dry deciduous forest terrain, where it is largely restricted to
rocky habitats (Champion and Seth 1969; Srinivasulu et al.
2014). In Kawal (Adilabad District), we observed four indi-
viduals moving along a rocky streambed about 50 m from
a seasonal stream. The predominant tree species in the area
are Borassus flabellifer, Ficus benghalensis, Azadirachta indica,
Holoprelea integrifolia, Tectona grandis, Bamboosa arundi-
nace, Tectona grandis, Terminalia arjuna, Terminalia tomen-
tosa, and Acacia nilotica, Shrub species include Prosopis juli-
flora, Jatropha glandulifera, and Vitex negundo. Other lizards
commonly encountered during the study were the Indian
Garden Lizard, Calotes versicolor complex (Daudin 1802) and
Blanford’s Rock Agama, Psammophilus blanfordanus (Stoliczka
1871). In Mahbubnagar and Nalgonda Districts, we found O.
leschenaultii to be sympatric with the near-threatened Sharma’s
Skink, Eutropis nagarjunensis (Sharma 1969).

Leschenault’s Snake Eye is extremely fleet of foot and
moves so rapidly that tracking its movements is difficult
(Daniel 2002). The species is diurnally active and is known
to lay as many as seven eggs (Daniel 2002; Srinivaulu et al.
2014). The main threats to this species are constant stone
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quarrying and forest fires, which degrade or destroy the rocky
microhabitats and result in considerable mortality (Srinivauslu
et al. 2014). The species is assumed to be uncommon in
occurrence, but data originating from the recent field surveys
in the state suggests that it might have a wider range than cur-
rently recognized. In addition, molecular studies are needed
to clearly establish the status of all currently recognized spe-
cies in the genus Ophisops on the Indian Subcontinent.
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