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What makes Chameleons Unique?

Chameleons are remarkable lizards with turreted eyes, extensible tongue, changeable colour, prehensile tail and bundled toes.  They are among the most highly specialised and immediately recognisable of all reptiles.

Colour-changing Ability

Although not all chameleons are capable of undergoing dramatic colour changes, more than half of the 120-plus species readily do so.  We now understand that, rather than being random, the colour changes seen in chameleons have well – defined functions that are readily understood by the lizards themselves.  Chameleons literally “speak with their skins”.


The colour changes are both physiological and physical.

Stress (caused by territorial disputes with others of their kind, adverse temperatures, injury, and improper captive husbandry, or other factors) and activity induce chameleons to assume darker colours and more intricate, or at least better defined, patterns.


A particular colour or pattern may indicate sexual receptivity or the opposite.  Gravid (pregnant) female chameleons often assume and retain colours and/or patterns unlike those displayed at any other time in their lives.  Chameleons of the same species may be sexually dichromatic (differ in colour by sex) and can vary in colour by age and geographic origin as well.

Appearance

Collectively chameleons have a laterally compressed body.  Beyond that, many species are bizarrely adorned with casques, flaps, and horn-like nasal appendages on their heads.


Some also have sail-like vertebral crests on their backs and/or a caudal crest on the tail.  A gular (throat) crest is also often present.  Males are more generously adorned than females.

A chameleon’s toes are wrapped into opposing units, two on one side of each foot, three on the other.  With tong-like action, the toes tightly grip the branches of trees and shrubs as the chameleon moves slowly about.  The tails of many arboreal species are very strongly prehensile.

Chameleons vary in size from the inch and a half (4cm) overall length of the pygmy leaf chameleon of Madagascar to the more than 30 inches (80cm) of the Oustalets chameleon, also of Madagascar.

Eyes 

The eyes of a healthy chameleon are protuberant, turret-like, and the lids are fused except for a central aperture through which the pupil peers.  Working independently of one another, one eye may be scanning the rear for an approaching enemy while the other watches the front side.


When prey is sighted, the chameleon stalks slowly, haltingly forward, until it is about one body length away from the intended prey.  Both eyes are then focused on the insect, thus creating binocular vision.  Slowly the chameleon opens its mouth and shoots its tongue forward.  In an instant the insect has been captured and the lizard is munching contentedly.

Tongue 

The chameleons tongue structure is unlike that of any other lizard.  By the simultaneous contraction of numerous muscles, the tongue, often nearly as long as the body and head of the lizard, is projected quickly forward.  The thickened tip has a central indentation as well as mucous-secreting glands.  The prey insect is firmly grasped by and “glued” to the tongue tip of the chameleon.  The tongue, insect secured, is then retracted.  When fully retracted the tongue surrounds a portion of one of the hyoid bones.  Once in the chameleon’s strong jaws, the prey item is methodically and thoroughly masticated, then swallowed.  So effective is this arrangement that larger species of chameleons have been known to successfully capture small rodents and birds.

