
PHYSICAL DESCRIPTION:
• Gila monsters are heavy-bodied lizards covered 

with beadlike scales called osteoderms, that 
are black and yellow or pink in a blotchy 
pattern. 

• They have large heads and muscular jaws,  
as well as a thick tail where fat can be stored. 

• Their teeth contain small grooves that help 
venom flow into what they are biting, but the 
venom itself is produced by glands in their 
lower jaws. 

• They are good climbers, and Gila monsters 
are often found fairly high up in cholla cactus 
foraging for bird eggs in nests.

SIZE AND LIFESPAN:
• In the wild Gila monsters can live up to 20 

years, but in captivity that have been known  
to live to be over 30 years old! 

• The largest individuals of this species may 
reach 51cm-56cm and can weight up to 5lbs.

NATIVE HABITAT:
• This species is found in the Southwestern 

United States and Mexico, a range including 

Sonora, Arizona, parts of California, Nevada, 
Utah, and New Mexico. 

• They live in scrubland, deserts, and woodlands, 
and seeking shelter in burrows, thickets, and 
under rocks in locations with ready access  
to moisture. 

• Gila monsters seem to like water and have 
been observed immersing themselves in 
puddles of water after rain.

DIET:
• These lizards are not very fast, so they need to 

sneak up on animals and bite them before they 
get away. 

• Their prey includes birds’ eggs and nestlings, 
rodents, frogs, lizards, insects, centipedes,  
and worms.

• Gila monsters don’t chew their food but 
instead just swallow it whole, however, they  
do break open eggs.

• In the wild Gila Monsters eat infrequently, only 
five to ten times a year in the wild, but when 
it does feed, it may eat up to one-third of its 
body mass.

REPRODUCTION:
• Breeding season for Gila monsters is usually  

in early summer. 
• The female digs a hole, lays a clutch of large, 

leathery, oval-shaped eggs in the hole, and 
covers them. 

• About four months later, the baby Gila 
monsters break out of their eggs and crawl  
to the surface, they are only a few inches long, 
but look like miniature adults with more vivid 
coloring. 

• After they hatch the babies are on their own 
but often stay in the relative area.
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FUN FACTS:
• They are one of only two known species  

of venomous lizards in North America.
• The monster’s venomous saliva may 

be more useful as a defense against 
predators rather than for hunting, 
because most of the lizard’s prey is small 
enough to be subdued by the strength of 
the bite.

• They are protected by the state  
of Arizona.

• Their venom has been used to help treat 
diabetes.

• They are the state animal of Utah.


