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PREDATION OF Scolopendra viridicornis (NEWPORT 1844) (CHILOPODA, 
SCOLOPENDRIDAE) BY Bothrops erythromelas (AMARAL 1923) (SQUAMATA, 

VIPERIDAE) IN THE CAATINGA, NORTHEAST BRAZIL
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Abstract: Bothrops erythromelas is a terrestrial Viperidae snake that feeds mainly on small lizards, anurans 
and mammals. Scolopendra viridicornis is a highly venomous centipede with a strictly carnivorous diet, 
feeding on invertebrates and even small vertebrates. On March 1th, 2016, during a herpetological survey 
we observed a subadult male B. erythromelas road-killed with a dead centipede popping out from its body. 
We believe that the centipede was ingested by the snake, and broke out through the snake’s body when it 
was run over. Our report is the first predation record between these two venomous species.
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The pit vipers genus Bothrops belongs to 
Viperidae, a family of snakes widely distributed in 
the Americas (Campbell & Lamar 2004). Their diet 
is generalist, composed mainly of lizards, small 
mammals, anurans, besides other snakes, birds 
and centipedes (Martins et al. 2002). Some species 
can display ontogenetic diet shift, meaning that 
the snakes shift prey type as they grow (Andrade 
& Abe, 1999). In some cases, adults prey more 
frequently upon mammals (endotherms), 
whereas juveniles prey mostly upon ectotherms, 
such as centipedes (Silva et al. 2017). Nevertheless, 
regarding young individuals’ diet, literature lacks 

information on Bothrops consuming venomous 
Chilopoda, especially at species level (Silva et al. 
2017).

Bothrops erythromelas (Amaral 1923) is a 
small-sized Viperidae species, popularly known 
as Caatinga lancehead (jararaca-do-Sertão in 
Brazilian Portuguese), widely distributed in the 
Caatinga biome, with marginal distribution in 
the Cerrado and Brazilian Atlantic Forest biomes 
(Nogueira et al. 2019). Hence, this species has 
already been recorded in the states of Alagoas, 
Bahia, Ceará, Paraíba, Pernambuco, Piauí, Rio 
Grande do Norte, and Sergipe (Costa & Bérnils 2018, 
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Nogueira et al. 2019). It is nocturnal and terrestrial, 
inhabiting arid and semi-arid environments that 
surround dry and deciduous fragments of Tropical 
Forest, rocky areas, undergrowth of bromeliads 
and areas along river banks (Campbell & Lamar 
1989, Martins et al. 2002, Lira-da-Silva et al. 2009, 
Nogueira et al. 2019). Belonging to the B. neuwiedi 
clade (Carrasco et al. 2019), B. erythromelas is a 
diet generalist, feeding mainly on small lizards, 
anurans, centipedes, and mammals (Martins 
et al. 2002), and it is noticeable that its venom is 
hemorrhagic, coagulant, and proteolytic (Silva et 
al. 2003).

Chilopoda, popularly known as centipedes, 
is an Arthropoda class widely distributed among 
all the continents, except for Antarctica (Moura 
et al. 2015). They are nocturnal terrestrial, and 
usually venomous arthropods, that inhabit humid 
substrates where they can hide at daylight and 
forage at nighttime. With a strictly carnivorous 
diet, they feed mainly on insects and other 
invertebrates. Nevertheless, some species can 
occasionally be opportunistic and feed on larger 
prey, i.e., vertebrates such as frogs, rats, snakes and 
bats (Molinari et al. 2005, Edgecombe & Giribet 
2007, Moura et al. 2015). 

The Order Scolopendromorpha, which 
includes Scolopendra (Linnaeus 1758), is the most 
aggressive and most voracious predator among 
the centipedes (Edgecombe & Giribet 2007), in 
which several species are of medical importance 
(Malta et al. 2008). As they use their claws to kill the 
prey, injecting the venom and later crushing their 
corpse with their forcipules, they are truly a risky 
choice of meal (Ruppert & Barnes 1994, Hickman 
et al. 1997, Molinari et al. 2005). Scolopendra 
viridicornis (Newport 1844) is a widespread South 
American Scolopendromorpha, widely distributed 
in Brazil, popularly known as Amazonian 
Giant centipede worldwide (lacraia in Brazilian 
Portuguese). Comparing toxic activities found in 
venoms of three species of Brazilian centipedes 
(Otostigmus pradoi Bücherl 1939, Cryptops iheringi 
Brölemann 1902 and S. viridicornis), S. viridicornis 
had the most toxic venom, being able to induce a 
highly severe envenomation, causing edema and 
myotoxicity (Malta et al. 2008).

During a herpetological survey carried out in 
the Caatinga on March 1th, 2016, a subadult male 
specimen of B. erythromelas (SVL 380 mm; tail 

length 24.5 mm) was found road-killed (Figure 
1a) on a secondary unpaved road, adjacent to 
highway BA-046, in the municipality of Ipupiara, 
state of Bahia, northeastern Brazil (11°49’48.95” S, 
42°31’36.40” W, datum SIRGAS2000; 837 m a.s.l.). It 
was noticed that a dead centipede was protruding 
through the body wall of the left side of the snake 
(Figure 1b). Both specimens were collected and 
deposited together, under the voucher MBML 
3538, in Zoological Collection of Museu de 
Biologia Prof. Mello Leitão, Instituto Nacional da 
Mata Atlântica, municipality of Santa Teresa, state 
of Espírito Santo, southeastern Brazil. Analysis 
of the stomach contents of B. erythromelas 
evidenced an adult individual of the poisonous 
centipede Scolopendra viridicornis (Figure 1c and 
d). The centipede species and its age class were 
confirmed by a specialist, Prof. Amazonas Chagas 
Junior, from Universidade Federal de Mato Grosso 
(UFMT), state of Mato Grosso, Brazil.

It is not possible to determine whether S. 
viridicornis had killed the snake after ingestion 
and was breaking out through the snake when 
they were run over or if they were road-killed 
together, and the car tire pressure blew the snake 
exposing the centipede. However, we believe in the 
first hypothesis, since no other parts (as muscles, 
bones or viscera) of the snake were exposed due to 
the opening in the snake’s body that relieved the 
pressure. Arsovski et al. (2014) reported a similar 
event with two European species, where a nose-
horned viper Vipera ammodytes (Linnaeus, 1758) 
was found with a Scolopendra cingulata Latreille, 
1829 protruding through its abdomen, both also 
dead. They also could not determine how the two 
individuals deceased, but did not dismiss the 
possibility of the centipede has broken – by eating 
– its way out through the snake.

Our report is one of the few works that deals 
with prey items of Bothrops at species level, being 
the first of the Caatinga lancehead pit viper 
Bothrops erythromelas preying upon the centipede 
Scolopendra viridicornis. Martins et al. (2002) state 
that ontogenetic diet shifts occur in all generalist 
species of Bothrops. However, ontogenetic 
diet shifts do not occur in the small-bodied 
B. erythromelas Amaral, 1923, B. itapetiningae 
(Boulenger, 1907), and B. mattogrossensis 
Amaral, 1925. Our record in specimen, which 
is not confirmedly and adult, but, suits as one 
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more evidence that B. erythromelas maintain its 
diet on centipede even when in older life stages. 
Moreover, although phylogenetic reconstruction 
of ontogenetic diet shifts indicates that this 
character was lost at least once in the B. neuwiedi
group, one of the reasons for such absence may be 
subsampling (Martins et al. 2002).
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