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Sundevall’s Writhing Skink, Mochlus sundevallii (Smith 
1849), is a common fossorial species that is widely dis-

tributed in southern Africa (Freitas et al. 2018), where it is 
associated with arid sandy habitats (Branch 1998; Bates et 
al. 2014). This species was long thought to be a species com-
plex containing two different taxa, M. sundevallii and M. afer 
(Peters 1854) (Broadley 1966). However, a recent integrative 
study combining phylogenetic and molecular data indicated 
that, despite some genetic differences between populations 
across its extensive distribution, no evidence supported the 
existence of two taxa, rendering M. afer a junior synonym of 
M. sundevallii (Freitas et al. 2018).

	 Despite its abundance and wide distribution (Bates et al. 
2014; Freitas et al. 2018), little is known about the diet of 
M. sundevallii. The few data available suggest that the species 
feeds mainly on small invertebrates, such as ants, termites, 
beetles, spiders and spider eggs, grasshoppers, crickets, cock-
roaches, soft snails, caterpillars, and insect larvae, and myria-
pods (Schmidt 1919; Fitzsimons 1943; Rose 1962; Auerbach 
1987; Branch 1998; Spawls et al. 2004, 2018).
	 In 2019, when one of us (HCC) was examining amphis-
baenians at the Field Museum (FMNH) in Chicago, Illinois, 
USA, we noticed that the remains previously retrieved from 
stomach contents of a M. sundevallii (FMNH 142804, cur-
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Fig. 1. Dorsal (left) and dorsolateral (right) views of the remains of Kalahari Dwarf Wormlizard (Zygaspis quadrifrons) (FMNH 161703) recovered from 
the stomach of a Sundevall’s Writhing Skink (Mochlus sundevallii) (FMNH 142804); the handling of the poorly preserved specimen caused the front half 
of the head to detach while taking the second picture. Numbered head scales are frontal (1), postocular (2), third supralabial (3), temporal (4), and post-
supralabial (5). Scale bars = 1 mm.
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rently cleared and stained), collected by Richard Japp in 
September 1964 at Kalabo, Western Province, Zambia 
(former Barotseland, Northern Rhodesia) (14.9911°S, 
22.6788°E; elev. 1,029 m asl), were in fact the head and part 
of the trunk of a wormlizard of the genus Zygaspis Cope 1885 
(FMNH 161703).
	 Wormlizards in the genus Zygaspis range from the 
Democratic Republic of Congo to South Africa (Measey and 
Tolley 2013). Eight species are currently recognized (Broadley 
and Measey 2016), but only Z. nigra Broadley and Gans 1969 
and Z. quadrifrons (Peters 1862) have been recorded in west-
ern Zambia, including the region around Kalabo (Broadley 
and Broadley 1997). These species can be distinguished mor-
phologically by the presence of a large temporal (resulting 
from the fusion of temporals and postsupralabials) in Z. nigra, 
versus the presence of one or two temporals plus a postsupra-
labial in Z. quadrifons (Broadley and Broadley 1997).
	 We identified the prey as Z. quadrifrons, the most widely 
distributed species of Zygaspis, which has been recorded in the 
Democratic Republic of Congo, Angola, Zambia, Zimbabwe, 
Namibia, Botswana, and South Africa (Broadley and Broadley 
1997). Like M. sundevalli, Z. quadrifrons is commonly found 
in sandy soils (Branch 1998). Besides occurring in similar 
types of habitats, both M. sundevalli and Z. quadrifrons are fre-
quently found near termite nests, where they feed on termites 
(Branch 1998; Largen and Spawls 2010; LMPC, pers. obs.), 
increasing the chance of encounters. Observations of fossorial 
species like amphisbaenians in the wild are mostly anecdotal, 
and predation events usually are recorded after heavy rains 
(Hayes et al. 2015; Tanaka et al. 2019), soil removal (West 
1975; Zamprogno and Sazima 1993; Assis and Costa 2020), 
or by the examination of stomach contents of predators in 
scientific collections (Marques and Sazima 1997; Shine et al. 
2006; Maschio et al. 2010). The predation event we present 
herein, reported almost six decades after the specimen’s col-
lection, is, to the best of our knowledge, the first report of a 
wormlizard in the diet of M. sundevalli and another testament 
to the value of museum collections for a better understanding 
of natural history.
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