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Abstract
One specimen of Ptychoglossus brevifrontalis Boulenger, 1912 was found during a field survey in the core area of 
the Amazonian National Park of French Guiana in the southern part of the country. Despite intensive herpetological 
surveys in French Guiana during the last three decades, this is the first record of the species for this country. This new 
locality extends the distribution of the species and draws attention to the need for more study of litter-dwelling lizards 
in French Guiana.
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Introduction
In the last three decades, there has been a growing effort 
to describe the extremely diverse herpetofauna of French 
Guiana. Numerous field surveys have been conducted, 
even in remote areas in the south of the country. Despite 
this effort, we still lack a comprehensive understanding 
of herpetofaunal diversity in French Guiana, especially 
for the Squamata. Within this group, most species dis-
play low detection probabilities and new country records 
or range extensions are still documented (e.g. Dewynter 
and Surugue 2012). One specimen of the litter-dwelling 
lizard Ptychoglossus brevifrontalis Boulenger, 1912 was 
recently found in a remote area of southern French Gui-
ana (Mount Itoupé, south of Sommet Tabulaire moun-
tain, Amazonian National Park of French Guiana). This 
is the first record of this species for French Guiana.

The genus Ptychoglossus Boulenger, 1912 compris-
es 14 described species (Peloso and Ávila-Pires 2010, 
Goicoechea et al. 2016), of which P. brevifrontalis dis-
plays the broadest geographic distribution (Peloso and 
Ávila-Pires 2010). It occurs from the foothills of the 
Andes to the eastern Amazonia (Anapu and Tocantins 
river basins) and the eastern Guiana Shield. Data from 
the literature indicate a broad geographic distribution in 
Brazil, Peru, Ecuador and Colombia (Ávila-Pires 1995, 
Pinto and Quatman 2005, Ávila-Pires et al. 2010, Peloso 
and Ávila-Pires 2010, Ribeiro-Junior and Amaral 2017), 
Colombia (Dunn 1944, Harris 1994), Ecuador (Bou-
lenger 1912, Peters 1967, Duellman 1978, Harris 1994), 
Peru (Harris 1994, Carrillo de Espinoza and Icochea 
1995), Venezuela (Barrio et al. 2003, Rivas et al. 2012), 
Bolivia (Harris 1994, Dirksen and De la Riva 1999) and 
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Suriname (Hoogmoed 1973, Jairam and Jairam-Doerga 
2016) (Fig. 1).

Methods
Mount Itoupé (“Mont Itoupé”) is the second highest 
summit in French Guiana, after Mount Bellevue of the 
Inini (851 m a.s.l.). It is an elongated plateau positioned 
along a north-south axis, with a roughly 1 km2 flat sum-
mit reaching 830 m a.s.l. The plateau emerges from an 
imposing mountain range, situated 230 km inland, in the 
core area of the Amazonian National Park of French Gui-
ana (Parc Amazonien de Guyane, Fig. 2). Most of the 
mountain range (about 45 km2) exceeds the 500 m iso-
pleth considered as the lower limit of submontane for-
ests. The rugged topography and high elevation affect the 
local climate by holding back the clouds. Annual rainfall 
measured in situ (3158 mm for October 2017 to Octo-
ber 2018) is much higher than what the data provided 
by WorldClim suggest (c. 2600 mm, annual average 

1970–2000, http://www.worldclim.org). Moreover, the 
high elevation contributes to maintenance of a persistent 
fog that keeps the upper slopes under extremely high lev-
els of air moisture yearlong.

Mount Itoupé is entirely covered in forest, of which 
three main types can be seen: (1) an irregular high for-
est with many large emerging trees (up to 60 m tall) on 
the west-facing slope, (2) an irregular forest mixed with 
lianas on the east-facing side and (2) an open forest on 
the summit characterized by a low forest (20–30 m) with 
many tree gaps and a large proportion of trees belonging 
to typical heliophilous species (Sabatier et al. 2015). A 
herpetological survey was carried out at the end of the 
dry season, from 12 to 22 November 2018, mainly on the 
western slope and on the plateau of Mount Itoupé. Dur-
ing this period, mean temperature at the site was 23.7 
°C, mean relative humidity was 91.0 % and 77.8 mm of 
rainfall occurred. The base camp and helicopter drop 
zone were set up at 585 m a.s.l. (03°01′26″ N, 053°05′41″ 

Figure 1. Range extension of Ptychoglossus brevifrontalis. Black dots: Data from Ribeiro-Junior and Amaral (2017). White dots: Data from 
Peloso and Ávila-Pires (2010). The gray dots represent overlapping points from the 2 previous studies. Purple dot: Data from Jairam and 
Jairam-Doerga (2016). Red dot: present study. The gray convex polygon represents the extent of occurrence (EOO) of the species.

http://www.worldclim.org
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W). Four transects previously opened by the Amazonian 
Park of French Guiana team allowed us to explore an 
elevational gradient ranging from 350 to 830 m.

Results
One adult gravid female Ptychoglossus brevifronta­
lis (SVL = 55 mm and tail = 98 mm, Fig. 3), with two 
oviducal eggs (10 × 5 mm) was collected in the leaf lit-
ter (03°02′23″ N, 053°06′15″ W; 450 m a.s.l.) by day on 
20 November 2018. The exact locality was a temporary 
pond that was dry at this time of the year with an open 
understory, and a high density of dead wood. Morpho-
logical characteristics of the living animal were care-
fully photographed and the animal was then euthanized 
by intraperitoneal injection of Xylocaine® (lidocaine 
hydrochloride). A tissue sample (liver) was removed and 
stored in 95% ethanol for molecular analyses. The speci-
men was fixed in 10% formalin before being transferred 
to a solution of 70% ethanol for permanent storage. The 

lizard was collected under Antoine Fouquet’s permit 
number APA-973-23 and was deposited in the herpe-
tological collection of the Muséum National d’Histoire 
Naturelle (MNHN) in Paris, France, under voucher 
number MNHN-RA 2018.0079.

New records. South America: French Guiana: Mont 
Itoupé (03°02′23″ N, 053°06′15″ W; 450 m a.s.l.), collected 
by M. Dewynter and E.A. Courtois, 20 November 2018 (1 
specimen, MNHN-RA 2018.0079, gravid female).

Identification. As it moves in the leaf litter, Ptycho­
glossus brevifrontalis is quite similar in its behavior to 
Arthrosaura versteegii Lidth de Jeude, 1904, a Gymn-
ophthalmidae that is quite rare in French Guiana. An ini-
tial rapid examination of the lizard in the field led to a 
misidentification, but further careful examination of the 
specimen revealed deep morphological differences. In 
French Guiana, P. brevifrontalis can be confused with 
A. versteegii from which it mainly differs by the shape 
of the ventral plates (rounded posterior margins and 

Figure 2. Localities of Ptychoglossus brevifrontalis in the eastern Guiana Shield. Black dots: data from Ribeiro-Junior and Amaral (2017). 
White dots: data from Peloso and Ávila-Pires (2010). Purple dot: data from Jairam and Jairam-Doerga (2016). Red dot: present study.
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overlapping scales for A. versteegii and square without 
overlapping scales in P. brevifrontalis; Fig. 4). More-
over, in P. brevifrontalis, the caudal scales are truncate 
and juxtaposed while they are hexagonal in shape and 
overlap in A. versteegii. Furthermore, P. brevifronta­
lis has four supraoculars (Fig. 5), whereas A. versteegii 
has three (Peters 1967, Duellman 1978). Table 1 gives an 
overview of the measurements and scale counts for this 
individual compared to values in the literature (Harris 
1994, Jairam and Jairam-Doerga 2016, Peloso and Ávila-
Pires 2010).

Discussion
This finding extends the distribution of Ptychoglossus 
brevifrontalis in its north-east corner by approximately 
100 km. This discovery, in a site that has been visited 
several times in the past (2010, 2016, and 2017, totaling 40 
days including this survey), highlights the low detection 
probability of litter-dwelling lizards. Two lizards are now 
known only from Mont Itoupé locality in French Guiana 
(Amapasaurus tetradactylus Cunha, 1970 (Dewynter 
and Surugue 2012) and P. brevifrontalis, present study) 

and should be intensively searched for at other localities 
to evaluate their conservation status in French Guiana.
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Figure 4. Adult female Ptychoglossus brevifrontalis from Mount Itoupé. A. Ventral aspect. B. Midtrunk view of dorsal scales. C. Midtrunk 
view of ventral scales. D. Subpelvic view. Photographs by Maël Dewynter.
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Figure 5. Adult female Ptychoglossus brevifrontalis from Mount Itoupé. A. Lateral. B. Dorsal. C. Ventral aspects of the head and neck scales. 
Photographs by Maël Dewynter.
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