
Bol. Asoc. Herpetol. Esp. (2019) 30(2) Preprint-9

Flycatching, capture of prey while in flight, is a 
well-documented foraging behavior among flying 
vertebrates (e.g. birds and bats; Remsen & Robinson, 
1990), but this behavior is less well documented 
among reptiles. Some lizards leap into the air to 
capture flying insects (Ehrlich & Ehrlich, 1982), and 
some snakes capture airborne prey during sit-and-
wait maneuvers from suitable perches. For instan-
ce, several long bodied and climbing snake species 
remain at cave entrances, or in narrow cave passa-
ges, and catch flying bats during daily movements, 
mostly in the tropics (Esbérard & Vrcibradic, 2007), 
but also in temperate regions (Barti et al., 2019). As 
far as we know, however, there are no literature re-
ferences to active flycatching as a foraging behavior 
among fully terrestrial snake species.

On 23 May 2004 at 14:20 hours, we obser-
ved from a distance of approximately 8 meters 

a male Montpellier snake (Malpolon monspes-
sulanus; snout-vent length ca. 110 cm) moving 
slowly in typical active-foraging mode for this 
species (de Haan, 1999). The anterior portion of 
the snake’s body was elevated, in this case over 
grass with a height of about 30 cm, when a 
large and unidentified low-flying lepidopteron 
appeared in sight approximately three meters 
from the snake. The snake actively focused 
upon and pursued this flying prey for approxi-
mately 30 seconds, pointing its head toward it, 
until the lepidopteran was successfully captu-
red in mid-air. The prey was swallowed within 
less than 10 seconds, a brief period because of 
the relatively small prey size compared to the 
snake size. After the capture, the snake depar-
ted from the grassland patch, at which time it 
was photographed (Figure 1).
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Resumen: Se describe la observación en campo del comportamiento de captura al vuelo de un 
artrópodo (lepidóptero) por parte de un ejemplar adulto de culebra bastarda mientras practi-
caba forrajeo activo. Se relaciona con el elevado grado de visión binocular que probablemente 
posee esta especie.

Figure 1: Male Montpellier snake, Malpolon monspessula-
nus (Aldeaquemada, Jaén province, Spain), photographed 
immediately following its swallowing of a large lepidopte-
ron using fly-catching.
Figura 1: Macho de culebra bastarda, Malpolon monspessu-
lanus (Aldeaquemada, provincia de Jaén, España), fotogra-
fiada inmediatamente después de la ingestión de un gran 
lepidóptero mediante su captura al vuelo.
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Consumption of arthropods by this lar-
ge Mediterranean snake has been previously 
recorded in the Iberian Peninsula (Valver-
de, 1967; Mellado, 1974; Vericad & Escarré, 1976; 
López-Jurado & Dos Santos, 1979). However, the-
se studies did not cite butterflies as a dietary 
item. Thus, Lepidoptera is a new prey type 
to add in the rather long list of prey items 
consumed by this diet generalist (reviewed in 
Pleguezuelos, 2017).

This natural history note increases the 
rather low number of flycatching behavior 
records for snakes, with added interest corres-

ponding to a feeding event during a rare acti-
ve-foraging technique. We speculate that this 
rare feeding behavior is linked to the peculiar 
head shape and its inherent functionality: the 
large eyes and facial grooves anterior to the 
eyes permit an increased visual field for M. 
monspessulanus, improving the degree of bi-
nocular vision (Mangiacotti et al., 2014), thereby 
increasing its depth perception. Binocular vi-
sion (and concomitant change in head shape) 
has been associated with other snakes that 
rely on visual cues to orient, such as those 
that are arboreal (Lillywhite & Henderson, 1993).
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