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WHAT IS A FRILLED LIZARD: AN IN-DEPTH GUIDE TO
THE ICONIC AUSTRALIAN REPTILE

When you think of dinosaurs, you might imagine a creature that
flares a massive, intimidating collar around its neck. Surprisingly,
you don’t have to go back millions of years to see this
behavior—the frilled lizard, also known as the frilled-neck lizard,
performs an equally dramatic display today. If you've ever asked
the question, “What is a frilled lizard?” you're not alone. This
remarkable reptile, native to northern Australia and southern
New Guinea, is one of the most distinctive and misunderstood
creatures in the animal kingdom. In this comprehensive guide,
we’ll explore every facet of the frilled lizard—from its anatomy
and behavior to its habitat, diet, and role in popular culture.

Defining the Frilled Lizard:
More Than Just a Neck Ruff

The frilled lizard (Chlamydosaurus kingii) belongs to the dragon
family Agamidae. Its most recognizable feature is the large,

circular flap of skin that surrounds its neck, supported by long
cartilage spines. When threatened, the lizard opens its mouth
wide, raises the frill, and hisses, creating an illusion of a much
larger predator. This defensive strategy is often enough to startle
attackers such as snakes, birds of prey, and even larger lizards.
But the frill serves other purposes too—it aids in
thermoregulation, helps males attract mates, and is used in
territorial displays.

Understanding what a frilled lizard is requires looking beyond its
famous pose. Adults typically grow to a body length of up to 85
centimeters (about 33 inches) from snout to tail tip, with the tail
contributing more than half of that length. They are
predominantly gray or brown with faint patterns that provide
excellent camouflage among tree trunks and branches. Their
long, powerful legs and sharp claws make them adept climbers,
and they are equally comfortable on the ground, often running on
their hind legs when escaping predators—a sight that has earned
them the nickname “bicycle lizard.”

Natural Habitat and
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Geographic Distribution

The frilled lizard is found in two main regions: the tropical
savannas and woodlands of northern Australia (including the
states of Queensland, Northern Territory, and Western Australia)
and the southern lowlands of New Guinea. Its preferred habitat
consists of open forests and woodlands dominated by eucalyptus
and acacia trees, where there is plenty of sun for basking and
abundant trunks for climbing. These lizards are also known to
inhabit agricultural areas and suburban gardens, provided there
are suitable trees and prey.

The climate in these regions is distinctly seasonal, with a wet
summer and a dry winter. During the dry season, frilled lizards
become less active and may spend more time hidden in tree
hollows or under bark. They rely on the warmth of the Australian
sun to regulate their body temperature, as they are ectothermic.
When temperatures soar, they seek shade or use their frill as a
makeshift parasol, a lesser-known function of this remarkable
anatomical feature.

Physical Adaptations: The
Frill in Detall

To fully appreciate what a frilled lizard is, we need to examine its
most extraordinary adaptation. The frill is a thin, flexible
membrane attached to the lower jaw and neck. When relaxed, it

lies flat against the shoulders and back, making the lizard appear
unassuming. When the lizard opens its mouth, muscles pull the
cartilage rods outward and upward, expanding the frill into a full
circle that can reach up to 25 centimeters (10 inches) in
diameter. The inner surface of the frill is often brightly colored
with shades of orange, red, or yellow, contrasting sharply with
the lizard’s dull outer body—this flash of color adds to the
startling effect.

Beyond defense, the frill plays a role in communication. During
the breeding season, males display their frills to attract females
and intimidate rival males. The size and coloration of the frill can
indicate the health and genetic quality of an individual.
Additionally, the frill acts as a temperature regulator: early in the
morning, the lizard may angle its frill toward the sun to absorb
heat, while in the heat of the day, it can pump blood into the frill
to dissipate excess heat.

Behavior and Lifestyle: A
Master of Disguise and
Display

Frilled lizards are primarily arboreal, spending much of their time
in trees searching for insects and small vertebrates. Their diet
consists mainly of ants, termites, beetles, cicadas, spiders, and
occasionally small mammals or birds. They are sit-and-wait
predators, remaining motionless until prey comes within striking
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range. Their long, sticky tongue helps capture fast-moving
insects.

When it comes to defense, the frilled lizard has a multi-stage
strategy. The first line of defense is camouflage—remaining still
and blending into the bark. If an observer gets too close, the
lizard will extend its frill, hiss, and lunge forward to appear
aggressive. This display is often enough to cause a predator (or
curious human) to retreat. If bluffing fails, the lizard will turn and
sprint away, often on two legs, toward the nearest tree. It can run
at speeds up to 25 kilometers per hour (15 mph) over short
distances, a surprising burst for a lizard. Once safe on a vertical
trunk, it will often circle the tree to keep the trunk between itself
and the threat.

Socially, frilled lizards are solitary except during the breeding
season (September to November in Australia). Males engage in
ritualized combat, circling each other with frills fully extended,
occasionally biting. These fights rarely cause serious injury.
Females lay a clutch of 8-14 eggs in a shallow nest dug in sandy
soil, leaving them to incubate under the sun. Hatchlings emerge
after about 60-70 days, fully independent and already capable of
performing the frill display.

Conservation Status and

Threats

The frilled lizard is currently listed as Least Concern on the IUCN
Red List due to its relatively wide distribution and stable
population. However, like many Australian reptiles, it faces
threats from habitat loss due to agriculture, urbanization, and
wildfires. Invasive predators such as feral cats and cane toads
also pose a danger, particularly in areas where the lizard spends
time on the ground. Climate change may alter the fire regimes
and rainfall patterns in northern Australia, potentially impacting
the species’ habitat.

Despite these challenges, the frilled lizard has adapted well to
some human environments, and its popularity in the pet trade
has raised awareness about its conservation. In Australia, it is
illegal to take frilled lizards from the wild, but captive-bred
specimens are available. This has reduced pressure on wild
populations. For anyone considering what is a frilled lizard as a
pet, it is essential to research proper care, as they require large
enclosures, high humidity, and a diet of live insects.

The Frilled Lizard in Pop
Culture and Science

The frilled lizard captured international attention through the
1993 film Jurassic Park, in which the Dilophosaurus uses a frill
similar to that of the frilled lizard to intimidate its prey. Although



the film’s depiction was fictional (true Dilophosaurus likely lacked
a frill), it cemented the visual of a frilled reptile in popular
imagination. In Australia, the frilled lizard is an emblem of the
northern wilderness and appears on coins, stamps, and as the
mascot for various environmental groups.

Scientifically, the frilled lizard is a model organism for studying
evolutionary biology, behavioral ecology, and biomechanics.
Researchers have examined how the frill evolved, what muscles
control its movement, and how vision and response times work
during the display. The lizard also provides insight into
bipedalism in reptiles, as its two-legged running gait has been
analyzed to understand how dinosaurs may have moved.

Frequently Asked Questions
About Frilled Lizards

¢ Is the frilled lizard dangerous to humans? No. It is not
venomous and rarely bites unless handled roughly. The frill
display is purely defensive, not aggressive.

e Can frilled lizards be kept as pets? Yes, but they
require specialized care, including large enclosures with
climbing branches, UVB lighting, and a diet of live insects.
They are recommended for experienced reptile keepers.

¢ Do frilled lizards make good pets for beginners?
Generally no. They can be skittish and stress easily, and
their enclosure requirements are complex.

* How long do frilled lizards live? In captivity, with proper

care, they can live 10-15 years. In the wild, their lifespan is
shorter due to predation and environmental pressures.

¢ What is the purpose of the frill? Primarily defense to
make the lizard look larger, but also thermoregulation,
mate attraction, and territory defense.

e Can frilled lizards change color? They do not change
color dramatically like chameleons, but they can darken or
lighten slightly to regulate temperature or for camouflage.

How to Observe Frilled
Lizards in the Wild

If you're planning a trip to northern Australia, you can increase
your chances of seeing a frilled lizard by visiting during the wet
season (November to April) when they are most active. Look for
them on tree trunks in open woodlands around dawn and late
afternoon. They are often seen sunning themselves on the sides
of trees, facing the sun with their bodies flattened to absorb heat.
Patience and slow movement are key—sudden sounds or
movements will cause them to retreat to the opposite side of the
trunk. Never attempt to touch or capture a wild frilled lizard, as
this causes severe stress and is illegal without a permit.

Conclusion

So, what is a frilled lizard? It is a master of illusion—a quiet tree-
dweller that can transform in an instant into a hissing, flaring
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apparition. Beyond its striking appearance, the frilled lizard is a
testament to evolutionary innovation, using its namesake frill for
defense, communication, and survival in the harsh Australian
environment. Whether you encounter one in a zoo, a nature
documentary, or the wild savannas of the Top End, this reptile

never fails to evoke awe. Its blend of dinosaur-like drama and
modern-day adaptability makes it one of the most fascinating
lizards on the planet. Understanding its true nature helps us
appreciate not only the creature itself but also the delicate
ecosystems it inhabits.



