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Abstract

We tested the hypothesis that the number of presacral vertebrae in lacertid lizards has evolved to meet

requirements set by the structural habitat. The idea was that lizards from cluttered habitats (densely

vegetated areas, stony walls and hills, rocks) would be aided by a ¯exible backbone with many vertebrae,

ensuring manoeuvrability, whereas lizards from open habitats would require stiffer vertebrate columns,

with relatively few vertebrae, favouring speed and acceleration capacity. In contrast to earlier ®ndings in

®shes and snakes, evolution of vertebral number and body size was uncorrelated in lacertid lizards. Body

size also did not differ between structural habitat types (open areas, densely vegetated areas, vertical

elements). Traditional analysis of variance suggests strong differences in vertebral counts between species

from open areas and cluttered areas, the latter having higher numbers of presacral vertebrae. When

adequate phylogenetic analyses are used, differences remain signi®cant although the level of signi®cance is

considerably lower. Tests of the mechanistic relationships between vertebral number, bending ability, and

manoeuvrability, and assessment of the relative importance of manoeuvrability and speed in habitats with

varying degrees of impediment are needed to reveal the evolutionary path that has led to the differences in

vertebral number.
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INTRODUCTION

Trade-offs among different aspects of locomotor per-
formance are often invoked to explain the covariation
between body form and habitat use. The idea is that the
speci®c locomotor skills needed to survive depend on the
physical structure of the habitat, and that different skills
require different, antagonistic morphologies (e.g. Losos
& Sinervo, 1989; Sinervo & Losos, 1991; Losos, Walton
& Bennett, 1993; Vanhooydonck, Van Damme & Aerts,
2001). Maximal speed (or acceleration) capacity and
manoeuvrability constitute an example of such a pair of
potentially con¯icting performance traits. Causes and
consequences of this particular trade-off have been ex-
plored extensively in swimming (e.g. Webb, 1984; Brown
& Taylor, 1995) and ¯ying animals (e.g. Leisler &
Winkler, 1985; Norberg, 1994; Rayner, 1995), but less so
in terrestrial animals (Garland & Losos, 1994).

One morphological variable that may mediate the
trade-off between manoeuvrability and maximal speed
capacity in terrestrial vertebrates is the number of

presacral vertebrae. Manoeuvrability typically requires
a high degree of body ¯exibility, which is probably
aided by a large number of vertebrae per unit body
length (Jayne, 1982, 1985, 1988a; Gasc & Gans, 1990;
Kelly, Arnold & Gladstone, 1997; E. N. Arnold, 1998).
In contrast, a relatively stiff trunk (low number of
vertebrae per unit body length) would bene®t speed and
acceleration capacity, as work spent to move the axial
body parts with respect to each other (i.e. internal work)
cannot be used to accelerate the centre of mass. Pre-
venting ¯exion and torsion of the body reduces internal
work, thus enhancing speed and acceleration capacity.
Therefore, the prediction is that species living in clut-
tered habitats (densely vegetated areas, stony walls and
rocks), where manoeuvrability is important, would tend
to have more vertebrae for a given body length, than
species living in open, unimpeded habitats, where speed
and acceleration capacities are more meaningful (E. N.
Arnold, 1983, 1998).

This idea was tested by comparing vertebral numbers
between lacertid lizards from different habitats. Lacertid
lizards occupy a wide variety of habitats and micro-
habitats (E. N. Arnold, 1989a; Vanhooydonck &
Van Damme, 1999), ranging from highly cluttered
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(e.g. tropical forest, Mediterranean scrub, scree) to
extremely open (e.g. mesic and arid savannah, sand
dunes). Most species are active, agile animals that rely
on relatively fast locomotor bouts to escape from pre-
dators and to capture prey (pers. obs.). Lacertid lizards
typically have eight nuchal and ®ve sternal vertebrae
with ribs attached to the sternum, but the number of
more posterior presacral vertebrae varies considerably
(E. N. Arnold, 1998). An association between vertebral
number and habitat use has been suggested in this
family (E. N. Arnold, 1983, 1989a,b), but it has not been
tested quantitatively.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

Number of presacral vertebrae

Data were collated on the number of presacral vertebrae
in lacertid lizards from the literature (E. N. Arnold,
1973, 1983, 1989a,b, 1991, 1997; Salvador, 1982;
Schleich, KaÈstle & Kabisch, 1996; Table 1). In most, but
not all, lacertid species, females tend to have higher
presacral counts than males (E. N. Arnold, 1998). To
avoid confounding by intersexual variation, we only
used information on adult male lizards. When different
counts were given for the same species, the most fre-
quently occurring number of presacralia in that species
was used if mentioned in the paper; otherwise, the mean
number of presacral vertebrae was used in subsequent
statistical analyses.

Body size estimates

In many families of snake (Lindell, 1994; Shine, 2000)
and ®sh (Lindsey, 1975), larger species tend to have
more vertebrae. If such a relationship exists in lacertid
lizards, snout±vent length (SVL) must be introduced in
the analyses as a covariate. Mean SVLs for adult males
of each species were taken from the literature (PeÂrez-
Mellado, 1982; Machado, 1985; BoÈhme, 1986a,b;
Molina-Borja & Barquin, 1986; Castilla, Bauwens &
Llorente, 1991; PeÂrez-Mellado & Corti, 1993; Bauwens
et al., 1995; Schleich et al., 1996; Vanhooydonck & Van
Damme, 1999). Some studies report maximal, rather
than mean SVLs. In these cases (n = 38), mean SVL
was calculated from the following regular (i.e. non-
phylogenetic) regression equation:

SVL(x) = 11.109 + 0.666 * SVL(max)

This empirical equation is based on 55 lacertid species in
our database for which we have gathered data on both
maximal and mean SVL. The coef®cient of determina-
tion for this regression is 0.82.

Habitat use

Each species was assigned to 1 of 3 habitat-type

classes: (1) ground-dwelling species living in open areas;
(2) species occurring among or in vegetation patches;
(3) species mainly occurring on vertical elements.
Information on habitat use was based on descriptions in
the literature (Minton, 1966; Schleich et al., 1996; E. N.
Arnold, 1997, 1998; Vanhooydonck & Van Damme,
1999).

Statistical analysis

In recent years, it has been repeatedly stressed that
`traditional' statistical analyses are generally invalid in
interspeci®c comparisons (Felsenstein, 1985, 1988;
Harvey & Pagel, 1991; Garland, Dickerman et al.,
1993). Because species share parts of their evolutionary
history, they cannot be regarded as independent data
points in statistical analyses. In this study, independent
contrasts (Felsenstein, 1985, 1988) and phylogenetical
ANOVAs (Garland, Dickerman et al., 1993) are used to
deal with the problem of non-independence.

Both methods require information on the topology
and branch lengths of the phylogenetic tree. A `currently
best' tree was compiled based on literature (Fig. 1;
Harris, Arnold & Thomas, 1998a,b, 1999; Harris &
Arnold, 1999, 2000; Oliverio, Bologna & Mariottini,
2000). Preferably, data of molecular studies were used
instead of information from morphological studies. Pre-
sacral number and phylogeny might be confounded
because number of presacral vertebrae is sometimes used
as taxonomic character (among dozens of others) in
morphological studies. Even when using data from mole-
cular studies, polytomies remain and not all lacertid
relationships have been resolved. However, it has been
argued that these polytomies might represent explosive
speciation events (Harris et al., 1998b; Harris & Arnold,
1999; Fu, 2000). Therefore, we considered the unresolved
nodes as `hard' polytomies (see Purvis & Garland, 1993).

As few data are available on the divergence times
between species, all branch lengths were set to unity. It
has been shown that the actual length of the branches
does not affect the outcome of the statistical analyses to
a great extent (Martins & Garland, 1991; Walton, 1993;
Irschick et al., 1996; DãÂaz-Uriarte & Garland, 1998).
Moreover, checks of branch lengths with the PDtree
program (Garland, Midford & Ives, 1999) did not show
any signi®cant correlation between the absolute values
of the standardized contrasts and their standard devia-
tions (Garland, Harvey & Ives, 1992).

In total, 96 lacertid species were retained for which we
had vertebral counts, mean SVL, habitat use, and
phylogenetic position. Presacral number and SVL were
logarithmically (log10) transformed before statistical
analyses.

The independent contrasts approach was used to test
for a correlation between SVL and number of presacral
vertebrae. Independent contrasts of both variables were
calculated in the PDtree program (Garland, Midford et
al., 1999). Subsequently, the contrasts of number of
presacral vertebrae were regressed against the contrasts
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of SVL (regression forced through the origin; Garland,
Harvey et al., 1992).

The phylogenetic simulations were used to test
whether the number of presacral vertebrae differed
among species occurring in different habitat types. With
the PDsimul program (Garland, Midford et al., 1999)
the evolution of number of presacral vertebrae along the
phylogenetic tree of the 96 species under consideration
was simulated. Brownian motion was used as the model
of evolutionary change. Because all branch lengths
equal 1, this is analogous to a speciational model of
evolutionary change (see Garland, Dickerman et al.,
1993). The means and variances were set to the means
and variances of the original data, and the procedure
was repeated 1000 times. The analyses were run both
with and without limits imposed, and highly similar
results were obtained. For the analyses with limits, the
lower limit was set to (log10 of ) 2 and the upper limit
was set to (log10 of ) 500. Only the results from the
unbounded simulations are reported. The PDANOVA
program (Garland, Midford et al., 1999) was then used
to perform analyses of variance on the simulated values.
The 1000 F-statistics were then used to set up an
empirical null distribution against which the F-statistics
of traditional analyses of variance (obtained with
PDsingle program; Garland, Midford et al., 1999) could
be compared. The differences among the habitat groups
were considered signi®cant if the `traditional' F-value
exceeded the upper 95th percentile of the simulated
F-distribution (i.e. the critical F-value).

RESULTS

Judging from traditional Pearson correlation analysis,
the relationship between the number of presacral ver-
tebrae and SVL was just not signi®cant at the 0.05 level
(r = 0.20, P = 0.051). The correlation between the inde-
pendent contrasts of vertebral counts and SVL was
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G. simonyi (D)
G. galloti (D)
G. atlantica (D
P. algirus (D)
P. hispanicus (D)
P. blanci (D)
P. microdactylus (D)
L. parva (O)
L. fraasi (V)
L. danfordii (V)
L. oxycephala (V)
L. cappadocica (V)
L. graeca (V)
L. bedrigae (V)
A. fitzingeri(V)
A. march (D)
A. moreoticus (D)
A. nigropunctatus (D)
L. monticola (V)
L. mosorensis (V)
L. horvathi (V)
L. saxicola (V)
L. praticola (D)
L. chlorogaster (V)
L. derjugini (D)
L. brandtii (O)
L.vivipara (D)
P. filfolensis (V)
P. wagleriana (D)
P. erhardi (V)
P. peloponnesiaca (V)
P. milensis (V)
P. melisellensis (V)
P. taurica (D)
P. hispanica (V)
P. muralis (V)
P. tiliguerta (V)
P. sicula (D)
P. lilfordi (D)
P. pityusensis (V)
L. andreanszkyi (V)
L. dugesii (V)
L. perspicillata (V)
L. princeps (D)
L. lepida (D)
L. agilis (D)
L. trilineata (D)
L. schreiberi (D)
L. viridis (D)
L. laevis (V)
T. sauteri (D)
T. smaragdinus (D)
T. amurensis (D)
T. wolteri (D)
T. stejnegeri (D)
T. septentrionalis (D)
T. khasiensis (D)
T. sexlineatus (D)
O. jayakari (V)
G. vittata (V)
G. prasina (V)
G. echinata (V)
H. guentheri (V)
A. jacksoni (D)
A. alleni (O)
A. vauereselli (D)
A. africanus (D)
A. scutellatus (O)
A. longipes (O)
A. aureus (O)
A. bedriagai (O)
A. pardalis (O)
A. maculatus (O)
A. spinicauda (O)
A. savignyi (O)
A. erythrurus (O)
A. tristrami (O)
A. grandis (O)
A. boskianus (O)
A. micropholis (O)
A. cantoris (O)
A. haasi (D)
A. arabicus (O)
A. blanfordii (O)
P. benguellensis (O)

P. burchelli (O)
P. lineoocellata (O)
M. anchietae (O)
M. cuneirostris (O)
M. micropholus (O)
M. ctenodactylus (O)
M. reticulatus (O)
M. suborbitalis (O)
M. knoxii (O)
L. longicaudata (O)

P. namaquensis (O)

Fig. 1. Hypothesized phylogenetic relationships of the lacertid

lizard species in this paper. Branch lengths shown are not

indicative of actual divergence times and were put equal to one

in the analysis. Structural habitat used by species in parenth-

eses: O, open areas; D, densely vegetated areas; V, habitats

with vertical elements. For sources, see text.
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Fig. 2. Mean (� se) snout±vent lengths (white symbols) and

number of presacral vertebrae (black symbols) in lacertid

lizards from different structural habitats. Numbers above the

error bars indicate sample sizes (number of species).
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Table 1. Raw data on presacral counts and mean SVL of 96 lacertid species used in the analyses. References are to papers from
which data were collated

Species Presacralia Reference SVL Reference
Mean Mean

Gallotia simonyi 26 E. N. Arnold, 1973 162.50 Machado, 1985
Gallotia galloti 26 E. N. Arnold, 1973 112.18 Vanhooydonck & Van Damme, 1999
Gallotia atlantica 26 E. N. Arnold, 1973 60.00 Molina-Borja & Barquin, 1986
Psammodromus algirus 26 E. N. Arnold, 1973 73.02 Bauwens et al., 1995
Psammodromus hispanicus 26 E. N. Arnold, 1973 40.27 Bauwens et al., 1995
Psammodromus blanci 26 E. N. Arnold, 1973 38.00 Schleich et al., 1996
Psammodromus microdactylus 26 E. N. Arnold, 1973 58.00 Schleich et al., 1996
Lacerta parva 28 E. N. Arnold, 1973 47.97 Vanhooydonck & Van Damme, 1999
Lacerta fraasi 28 E. N. Arnold, 1973 56.57 pers. obs.
Lacerta danfordi 26 E. N. Arnold, 1973 64.00 Valakos, 1987
Lacerta oxycephala 25 E. N. Arnold, 1973 56.98 Vanhooydonck & Van Damme, 1999
Lacerta cappadocica 26 E. N. Arnold, 1973 61.73a

Lacerta graeca 27 E. N. Arnold, 1973 53.07a

Lacerta bedriagae 26 E. N. Arnold, 1973 72.22 Vanhooydonck & Van Damme, 1999
Algyroides ®tzingeri 26 E. N. Arnold, 1973 36.63 Vanhooydonck & Van Damme, 1999
Algyroides marchi 25 E. N. Arnold, 1973 46.41a

Algyroides moreoticus 25 E. N. Arnold, 1973 44.41a

Algyroides nigropunctatus 25 E. N. Arnold, 1973 57.21 Vanhooydonck & Van Damme, 1999
Lacerta monticola 26 E. N. Arnold, 1973 69.38 Bauwens et al., 1995
Lacerta mosorensis 26 E. N. Arnold, 1973 64.39a

Lacerta horvathi 26 E. N. Arnold, 1973 52.44 pers. obs.
Lacerta saxicola 27 E. N. Arnold, 1973 69.72a

Lacerta praticola 27 E. N. Arnold, 1973 51.74a

Lacerta chlorogaster 27 E. N. Arnold, 1973 56.93 Vanhooydonck & Van Damme, 1999
Lacerta derjugini 26 E. N. Arnold, 1973 51.51 pers. obs.
Lacerta brandtii 26 E. N. Arnold, 1973 63.75 pers. obs.
Lacerta vivipara 26 E. N. Arnold, 1973 46.31 Vanhooydonck & Van Damme, 1999
Podarcis ®lfolensis 26 E. N. Arnold, 1973 73.35 Vanhooydonck & Van Damme, 1999
Podarcis wagleriana 27 E. N. Arnold, 1973 61.73a

Podarcis erhardi 27 E. N. Arnold, 1973 63.93 Vanhooydonck & Van Damme, 1999
Podarcis peloponnesiaca 27 E. N. Arnold, 1973 76.00 BoÈhme, 1986a,b
Podarcis milensis 27 E. N. Arnold, 1973 54.40a

Podarcis melisellensis 27 E. N. Arnold, 1973 62.40 BoÈhme, 1986a,b
Podarcis taurica 27 E. N. Arnold, 1973 56.79 Vanhooydonck & Van Damme, 1999
Podarcis hispanica 26.5 E. N. Arnold, 1973 49.00 pers. obs.
Podarcis muralis 26 E. N. Arnold, 1973 54.42 Vanhooydonck & Van Damme, 1999
Podarcis tiliguerta 26 E. N. Arnold, 1973 61.69 Vanhooydonck & Van Damme, 1999
Podarcis sicula 27 E. N. Arnold, 1973 67.70 Vanhooydonck & Van Damme, 1999
Podarcis lilfordi 26 E. N. Arnold, 1973 67.02 Bauwens et al., 1995
Podarcis pityusensis 26 E. N. Arnold, 1973 75.40 PeÂrez-Mellado & Corti, 1993
Lacerta andreanszkyi 27 E. N. Arnold, 1973 50.60 Schleich et al., 1996
Lacerta dugesii 26 E. N. Arnold, 1973 56.00 BoÈhme, 1986a,b
Lacerta perspicillata 26.5 E. N. Arnold, 1973 59.80 BoÈhme, 1986a,b
Lacerta princeps 27 E. N. Arnold, 1973 54.40a

Lacerta lepida 27 E. N. Arnold, 1973 165.20 PeÂrez-Mellado, 1982; Castilla et al., 1991
Lacerta agilis 27.5 E. N. Arnold, 1973 68.45 Bauwens et al., 1995
Lacerta trilineata 27 E. N. Arnold, 1973 126.99a

Lacerta schreiberi 27 E. N. Arnold, 1973 92.60 Bauwens et al., 1995
Lacerta viridis 27 E. N. Arnold, 1973 93.22 Vanhooydonck & Van Damme, 1999
Lacerta laevis 26 E. N. Arnold, 1973 114.34a

Takydromus sauteri 24.5 E. N. Arnold, 1997 47.74a

Takydromus smaragdinus 26.5 E. N. Arnold, 1997 48.41a

Takydromus amurensis 24.5 E. N. Arnold, 1997 56.40a

Takydromus wolteri 24.5 E. N. Arnold, 1997 49.74a

Takydromus stejnegeri 26.5 E. N. Arnold, 1997 52.40a

Takydromus septentrionalis 26.5 E. N. Arnold, 1997 61.06a

Takydromus khasiensis 26.5 E. N. Arnold, 1997 45.08a

Takydromus sexlineatus 26.5 E. N. Arnold, 1997 45.91 Vanhooydonck & Van Damme, 1999
Omanosaura jayakari 25 E. N. Arnold, 1973 126.51 Vanhooydonck & Van Damme, 1999
Gastropholis vittata 29 E. N. Arnold, 1989a,b 66.39a

Gastropholis prasina 29 E. N. Arnold, 1989a,b 84.37a

Gastropholis echinata 29 E. N. Arnold, 1989a,b 78.77 pers. obs.
Holaspis guentheri 26.5 E. N. Arnold, 1989a,b 42.17 Vanhooydonck & Van Damme, 1999



much lower (r = 0.02, P = 0.45). Analysis of variance
showed no effect of habitat on SVL, whether the
F-value (F = 2.37) was compared to traditional tabular
values (P = 0.5) or against empirically obtained F-distri-
butions (P = 0.7). Therefore SVL was not used as a
covariate in our tests for the effect of habitat on
vertebral counts.

Traditional analysis of variance suggested highly sig-
ni®cant differences in mean vertebral counts between
species from open habitats and species from densely
vegetated and vertical habitats (Fig. 2; F2,93 = 35.09,
P < 0.0001). As predicted, lizards from open habitats
tended to have fewer vertebrae. However, this result
may be confounded because many lizards from open
habitats are closely related (see Fig. 1). The traditional
ANOVA therefore does not show whether a low pre-
sacral count is an adaptation to open habitats, or must
be seen as a heritage shared by a clade of lizards that
occupies open areas.

The F-value (F = 35.09) was therefore compared to an
empirically scaled null distribution of F-statistics, ob-
tained by repeated simulations of the evolution of
vertebral count (n = 1000) over the phylogenetic tree

presented in Fig. 1. The level of signi®cance was mark-
edly lower, but remained signi®cant (P = 0.039).

DISCUSSION

In many families of snakes (Klauber, 1956; Saint-
Girons, 1978; Lindell, Forsman & MerilaÈ, 1993; Lindell,
1994; Shine, 2000) and ®sh (Lindsey, 1975), vertebral
number is positively correlated with body size, a phe-
nomenon termed `pleomerism' by Lindsey (1975).
Although traditional regression suggests a similar rela-
tionship in lacertid lizards, our phylogenetically
informed analysis refutes the idea that the evolution of
vertebral count is correlated with that of body size. This
may be because the range of body sizes spanned by
lacertid lizards is relatively small (36±165 mm in this
data set), especially when compared to that covered by
families of snakes or ®sh. Possibly, the effects of rela-
tively minor differences in body length among lacertid
species can be compensated by changes in the size and
shape of the vertebrae, and do not necessitate a change
in vertebral number.

331Vertebral number and habitat use in lizards

Table 1 (continued)
Adolfus jacksoni 27 E. N. Arnold, 1989a,b 72.70 Vanhooydonck & Van Damme, 1999
Adolfus alleni 27 E. N. Arnold, 1989a,b 48.75 pers. obs.
Adolfus vauereselli 25 E. N. Arnold, 1989a,b 52.30 Vanhooydonck & Van Damme, 1999
Adolfus africanus 25 E. N. Arnold, 1989a,b 54.22 Vanhooydonck & Van Damme, 1999
Acanthodactylus scutellatus 23.5 Salvador, 1982 63.00 Schleich et al., 1996
Acanthodactylus longipes 24 Salvador, 1982 44.75 Vanhooydonck & Van Damme, 1999
Acanthodactylus aureus 24 Salvador, 1982 50.69 Vanhooydonck & Van Damme, 1999
Acanthodactylus bedriagai 26 Salvador, 1982; 64.00 Schleich et al., 1996

Schleich et al., 1996
Acanthodactylus pardalis 24.5 Salvador, 1982; 55.70 Schleich et al., 1996

Schleich et al., 1996
Acanthodactylus maculatus 24 Salvador, 1982; 55.00 Schleich et al., 1996

Schleich et al., 1996
Acanthodactylus spinicauda 24 Salvador, 1982; 55.00 Schleich et al., 1996

Schleich et al., 1996
Acanthodactylus savignyi 25 Salvador, 1982 71.00 Schleich et al., 1996
Acanthodactylus erythrurus 25 Salvador, 1982 65.06a

Acanthodactylus tristrami 25.5 Salvador, 1982 71.05a

Acanthodactylus grandis 24 Salvador, 1982 79.71a

Acanthodactylus boskianus 24 Salvador, 1982 78.00 Schleich et al., 1996
Acanthodactylus micropholis 24 Salvador, 1982 49.74a

Acanthodactylus cantoris 24 Salvador, 1982 59.06a

Acanthodactylus haasi 24 Salvador, 1982 46.83 pers. obs.
Acanthodactylus arabicus 24 Salvador, 1982 62.39a

Acanthodactylus blanfordi 24 Salvador, 1982 59.06a

Pedioplanis benguellensis 24 E. N. Arnold, 1991 43.74a

Pedioplanis namaquensis 24 E. N. Arnold, 1991 47.74a

Pedioplanis burchelli 25 E. N. Arnold, 1991 52.40a

Pedioplanis lineoocellata 24 E. N. Arnold, 1991 54.40a

Meroles anchietae 23.5 E. N. Arnold, 1991 85.70a

Meroles cuneirostris 23.5 E. N. Arnold, 1991 49.74a

Meroles micropholidotus 24 E. N. Arnold, 1991 56.40a

Meroles ctenodactylus 23 E. N. Arnold, 1991 75.71a

Meroles reticulatus 24 E. N. Arnold, 1991 46.74a

Meroles suborbitalis 23 E. N. Arnold, 1991 57.73a

Meroles knoxii 24 E. N. Arnold, 1991 46.64 pers. obs.
Latastia longicaudata 27 pers. obs. 75.20 pers. obs.

a Mean SVL recalculated from maximum SVL, using the regression equation SVL(x) = 11.109 + 0.666 * SVL (max).



In snakes, vertebral count has been shown to have a
strong genetic basis (S. J. Arnold & Bennett, 1988;
Jayne, 1988b; Dohm & Garland, 1993). It therefore
bears evolutionary potential. Accordingly, comparisons
of vertebral counts in juvenile and adult snakes have
suggested a directional or stabilizing selection on the
trait (Linsdale, 1936; Stuart, 1941; Dunn, 1942; Inger,
1943; Beatson, 1976; Lindell et al., 1993; Lindell, 1996;
but see Klauber, 1945). Agents that have been sug-
gested to promote evolutionary changes in snake
vertebral number include shifts in body size (Lindell et
al., 1993), climate (species from warmer areas have
more vertebrae: Klauber, 1941; but see Lindell, 1994),
feeding behaviour (constricting species have more ver-
tebrae than non-constricting ones; Jayne, 1982), prey
choice (species feeding on larger prey have lower
vertebral counts; Pough & Groves, 1983), habitat use
(burrowing species have less vertebrae than terrestrial
and arboreal species; Lindell, 1994) and locomotor
habits (species with more vertebrae are better at con-
certina locomotion, snakes with less are better at
lateral undulation; Jayne, 1988a,b). In lacertid lizards,
vertebral count was predicted to vary between struc-
tural habitats (E. N. Arnold, 1983, 1998). Our results
are consistent with this prediction. Lizards from open
habitats tend to have fewer presacral vertebrae than
lizards from cluttered habitats (E. N. Arnold, 1983,
1998). Species from vertical habitats tend to have
vertebral counts similar to those of densely vegetated
areas, suggesting that both habitats require high ¯ex-
ibility of the vertebral column. This may be related to
the actual climbing, during which limbs are often
moved in awkward positions in search of grips, or to
the habits of these animals to hide in narrow crevices
or between piled stones.

In concert with these remarks, it should be noted
that our analysis is merely correlative and reveals
little of the evolutionary path that has led to the
differences in vertebral numbers among species occu-
pying various habitats. Future research should further
explore the performance gradient (sensu S. J. Arnold
1983) by correlating vertebral counts with bending
ability of the vertebral column (cf. Gasc & Gans,
1990; Moon, 1999). Apart from the number of
vertebrae, many other aspects of the axial skeleton
(e.g. design of individual vertebrae, of the girdles) and
musculature may contribute to the ¯exibility of the
body. Also, the assumption that ¯exibility helps man-
oeuvrability but impairs rectilinear speed or
acceleration capacity requires further empirical evi-
dence. For instance, a high lateral ¯exibility of the
body may help increase step length, and thus running
speed, in lizards, rather than impede velocity (e.g.
Daan & Belterman, 1968; Brinkman, 1981). On the
other hand, work spent to move the axial body parts
with respect to each other (i.e. internal work) cannot
be used for accelerating the centre of mass. Finally,
the ecological relevance of manoeuvrability and recti-
linear speed should be compared in lizards from open
and cluttered habitats.
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