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Pseudotriton ruber (Red salamander):  
Larval defensive posture
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Salamanders employ numerous strategies to deter 
predation, including toxic or noxious skin secretions, 
aposematic, pseudoaposmatic, or cryptic colouration, 
vocalizations, antagonistic defences such as biting and 
tail lashing, flight (escape) behaviours, caudal autotomy, 
and a variety of immobile defensive postures (reviewed 
in Brodie, 1983). Most immobile defensive postures in 
salamanders either display aposematic signals or increase 
crypsis, thus reducing the risk of injury or mortality to the 
salamander (Brodie, 1977). Defensive posturing has been 
well documented for adult forms of many salamander 
species (e.g. Brodie, 1977; 1983); however, defensive 
postures of larval salamanders are rarely reported (but 
see Brodie et al., 1974). This note reports observations 
of defensive posturing in a larval Pseudotriton ruber, a 
medium-sized semi-aquatic salamander native throughout 
much of the eastern United States (Petranka, 1998). 
	 On 08 May 2015 at 17:00h (United States Eastern 
Standard Time), the author observed a larval P. ruber (total 
length: 10 cm) in a small unnamed spring near Bloomsburg, 
Columbia County, Pennsylvania USA (41˚1’24.3”N, 
76˚27’1.0”W; WSG84 grid; 150 m elevation). Upon initial 
detection, the larval P. ruber swiftly crawled ~25 cm along 
the gravel substrate and subsequently bent its head in a 
downward position against the substrate (Fig. 1). After 
assuming the posture, the salamander remained immobile 
for approximately 60 seconds. Following a brief capture 
for identification, the salamander was released and again 
swiftly crawled ~15 cm, bent its head downward against 
the substrate and remained immobile for approximately 30 
seconds before retreating underneath leafy debris. 
	 When threatened, adult P. ruber frequently assume a 
defensive posture with the body curled, rear limbs extended, 
and tail raised (Petranka, 1998).  Additionally, salamanders 
of the genus Pseudotriton are known to elevate, coil or flip 

their bodies, assume immobile postures, or undulate tails in 
response to a predator (Brodie, 1977; 1983). However, to 
my knowledge no descriptions of defensive posturing have 
been reported for larval P. ruber. Salamanders often exhibit 
“flash” behaviours consisting of sudden, rapid movements 
prior to immobility, likely to misdirect potential predators 
(Brodie, 1977). The rapid locomotion observed prior to 
immobility of the larval P. ruber may be analogous with 
such behaviour. 
	 Salamander antipredator postures generally position the 
body in such a way as to increase the chances of survival 
if attack occurs (Brodie, 1977). The bending of the head 
in a downward position against the substrate observed in 
the larval P. ruber prior to immobility may protect the 
individual’s head from damage if attack occurs. Further 
research should examine the frequency and effectiveness 
of antipredator postures in both larval P. ruber and other 
larval salamanders. 
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