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Monitors

 No better instance of the essential difference in 
the distribution of lizards as compared with tortoises 
is afforded than by those lizards commonly known as 
monitors (Varanidae). The tortoises of Australia, as 
mentioned later, belong to a different suborder from those 
of India, while there are no genera common to Australia 
and Africa. The monitors, all of which are included in 
the single genus Varanus, are, however, common to 
the three countries named, while one species actually 
ranges from India to Australia. That this widespread 
generic distribution is not a feature of the present epoch 
is proved by the occurrence of fossil monitors in both 
the two latter countries, whereas there is no evidence 
that they ever possessed genera of tortoises in common.
 Before proceeding further, it may be well to mention 
that the Egyptian representative of the group is known 
to the natives by the name of ouaran, which appears to 
be the Arabic term for lizards in general. Transliterated 
as waran, this word has been confused with the German 
warnen, to warn, whence these reptiles have been 
termed warneidechsen, or warning lizards; this, again, 
having been translated into monitors – a name which, 
however erroneous in origin, is too well established to 
be superseded.
 Monitors are distinguished from all the lizards 
hitherto described by the long and deeply-forked tongue, 
which is capable of being protruded far in front of the 
lips, and is furnished at the base with a sheath, into 
which it can be withdrawn, as in snakes. Including the 
largest members of the suborder, monitors are further 
characterised by the long body, the broad, uncrested 
back, the well-developed, five-toed limbs, and the long 
tail, which is very frequently markedly compressed. The 
head is covered with small polygonal scales; the eyelids 
are well developed; the opening of the ear is distinct; 
and the head is covered with small scales.
 As regards the skull, the absences of a bony roof over 
the temporal pits and of teeth on the palate, as well as the 
union of the two nasal bones into a single ossification, 
are notable features. The teeth are large and pointed, 
with expanded bases fixed to the sides of the jaws. On 

the back the scales are rounded and bordered by rings 
of minute granules, so that they do not overlap; while 
on the under surface the squared scales are arranged in 
cross-rows. Pores are absent both on the under surface 
of the thigh and in front of the vent. A peculiarity of 
the group is the presence of an imperfect midriff, found 
elsewhere among reptiles only in crocodiles.
 Monitors inhabit Africa, Southern Asia, Oceania, 
Papua, and Australia, and are represented by nearly 
thirty living species, the largest of which attains a length 
a little short of 7 feet. A fossil species from Northern 
India was, however, probably 12 feet long, while one 
from Australia could not have fallen much, if at all, 
short of 30 feet. The group is an isolated one, without 
near relationship to any other family.
 The genus may be divided into four distinct 
sections, the first of which is represented solely by the 
desert monitor (V. griseus) of North-Western Africa and 
South-Western Asia, where it extends from Arabia and 
the Caspian to North-Western India. This species differs 
from all the rest in that the nostrils are in the form of 
oblique slits, while the tail, except sometimes near the 
tip, is cylindrical. Attaining a length of 4 feet 2 inches, 
this species takes its name from its greyish yellow 
colour, which may be relieved by brown cross-bars on 
the back and tail, and streaks of the same hue along the 
sides of the neck, the young always having yellow spots 
and dark bars. In accordance with its sombre colouring, 
this species is an inhabitant of sandy deserts.
 A far handsomer lizard than the last is the Cape 
monitor (Varanus albigularis) of Southern and South-
Eastern Africa, where it is commonly known to the Boers 
as the “adder”. It is the first representative of the second 
group of the genus, in which, while the nostrils are in the 
form of oblique slits, the tail is compressed and keeled. 
Belonging to a subgroup characterised by the smooth 
scales of the abdomen, it is further distinguished by the 
absence of large (supraocular) scales above the eyes, 
by the nostril being three times as far from the snout 
as from the eye, and by the small size of the scales. It 
is slightly inferior in size to the last, and has the upper 
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parts greyish brown, banded and spotted with yellow, 
and the underparts yellowish. It generally frequents 
cliffs or low, rocky hills, in the interstices of which it 
delights to hide, coming out to bask on the flat surfaces. 
Gray’s monitor (V. grayi) is an example of a second 
subgroup in which the abdominal scales are keeled.
 In the third great group, of which the great water-
monitor (V. salvator) is the largest member- as it is 
indeed, of the whole genus- round or oval nostrils 
are accompanied by a compressed tail. In the species 
mentioned there is a series of transversely elongated 
scales above the eyes, the oval nostril is situated as far 
from the eye as from the tip of the snout, there are more 
than eighty transverse rows of scales between the fold 
on the throat and the groin, and the scales on the nape 
are not larger than those of the back.
 This fine species, which ranges from India through 
the Malay region and China to Australia, attains a length 
of nearly 7 feet. In colour it is dark brown or blackish 
above, with yellow rings; the snout being generally 
lighter, with transverse black bars, and a dark band, 
bordered by a yellow one, running backwards from the 
eye, while the under surface is uniformly yellow. The 
water-monitor frequents marshy localities, being often 
found on trees overhanging rivers, and taking readily to 
water, either fresh or salt (page 1510).
 Another member of this group is the well-known 
Nile monitor (V. niloticus), whose range extends all over 
Africa except a portion of the north-western regions. 
Belonging to the same group as the last, it represents as 
a second subgroup characterised by the equality in the 
size of the scales above the eyes, and is distinguished 
from its allies by the nostril being rather nearer the tip of 
the eye than the snout. In size it is somewhat larger than 
the desert-monitor. The colour of the adult is brownish 
or greenish grey, with darker reticulate markings, and 
more or less distinct yellowish eye-like spots on the 
back and limbs; while beneath it is yellowish, crossed 
by some dark bands. This species is likewise found in 
the neighborhood of water, generally building itself a 
nest among the bushes on the banks, especially of those 
streams that dry up in the hot season (page 1562).
 The Papuan monitor (V. prasinus) of New Guinea 
and the islands of Torres Straits is an example of the 
fourth group, in which, while the nostrils are round, the 
tail is nearly cylindrical. In colour it is bright green, with 
black markings.
 As will be gathered from the foregoing remarks, 
monitors present considerable diversity of habitat, 
although the majority prefer the neighborhood of water. 
The Papuan species is, however, believed to be arboreal, 

as, in fact, is made almost certain by its colour. All are 
carnivorous in their diet, feeding on frogs, snakes, the 
smaller mammals, and birds, as well as the eggs of both 
birds and reptiles, especially crocodiles.
 Their movements are extremely rapid, both on land 
and in water; and many a sportsman in his first day’s 
snipe-shooting in the rice-fields around Calcutta has 
been startled by the sudden rush of the common Indian 
V. bengalensis as it darts among the herbage close to his 
feet.
 Those species in which the tail is most compressed 
are the best swimmers, this appendage serving as a 
powerful propeller in the water, and being also used as 
a weapon of offence on land. In order to enable these 
lizards to remain under water for some time, the nostrils 
are expanded into large cavities within the snout, and 
when the apertures are closed these pouches serve as 
reservoirs of air.
 Writing of the great water-monitor Dr. Cantor states 
that it is “very numerous in hilly and marshy localities 
of the Malay Peninsula. It is commonly, during the day, 
observed in the branches of trees overhanging rivers, 
preying upon birds and their eggs and smaller lizards, 
and when disturbed throws itself from a considerable 
height into the water. It will courageously defend itself 
with teeth and claws and by strokes of the tail. The 
lowest castes of Hindus capture these lizards commonly 
by digging them out of their burrows on the banks of 
rivers for the sake of their flesh”.
 Sir V. Ball gives the following account of a meeting 
with a lizard of the same species in the Nicobars: “As 
I did not care to shoot him, though I wanted to capture 
him, I threw stones at him, whereupon he hissed and 
lashed his tail in a manner that might prove alarming 
to anyone not knowing the harmless nature alarming to 
anyone not knowing the harmless nature of the beast. As 
I was pressing him into a corner, he made a rush into the 
waves, but returned, apparently not liking the surf. Just 
as I thought he could not escape, he made a sudden dart 
into the water, dived through the surf, and disappeared”.
 From observations made on specimens in captivity, 
it appears that these lizards eat eggs by taking them in 
their mouths, raising their heads, and then breaking the 
shells, so that the contents are allowed to flow down 
their throats.
 Although but little is ascertained regarding their 
breeding habits, monitors are known to lay white, soft-
shelled eggs, which are sometimes deposited in the nests 
of white ants. As many as twenty-four eggs, of a couple 
of inches in length, have been taken from the body of 
a single female. By the Burmese these eggs are much 
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relished as articles of food, and command a higher price 
in the market than hens’ eggs.
 Gould’s monitor (V. gouldi) is a well-known 

Australian species. In colour it is brown above, with 
yellow spots on the back and limbs and yellow rings on 
the tail; yellowish, occasionally with black spots.  
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Varanus varius preying on kangaroo carcass. Merry Beach, NSW. Photographed by Paul Latham.

Varanus niloticus. Kazinga Channel, Queen Elizabeth National Park, Uganda. Photographed by Kevin Arbuckle.


