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Yaksha perettii, is a genus and species of small amphibian that
lived 99 million years ago had a secret weapon; A tongue that
shot out of its mouth like a bullet to snatch its prey. It’s the
earliest known example of this “ballistic tongue” style of
predation.

Discovery
Led by paleontologist Juan Daza of Sam Houston State
University in Huntsville, Texas, the team dubbed the creature
Yaksha perettii. “Yaksha” is a type of nature spirit in Myanmar
folklore, thought to protect the roots of trees, and “perettii” is in
honor of Swiss mineralogist Adolf Peretti, who discovered the
fossil.

The amphibian is a new species, represented by a few tiny bits
of skeleton and soft tissue discovered in chunks of Myanmar
amber. The centerpiece of these finds is a newly discovered
complete skull, exquisitely preserved in 3-D, that includes a long
thin bone connected to the creature’s neck, with some remnants
of tongue attached to the end. The creature, which measured
just 52 millimeters long from snout to pelvis (not including a tail),
used this bone to shoot its tongue out of its mouth and catch
prey.

Paleontologist Susan Evans of University College London
stepped in. The creature was not a reptile at all, she said: It was
an albanerpetontid, an extinct group of weird amphibians that
Evans has been studying for decades. Albanerpetontids first
appear in the fossil record as far back as 165 million years ago
and were last found in rocks dating to just a million years ago.

Description
These amphibians were widespread — scientists have dug up
thousands of albanerpetontid fossils in locations from Spain to
Canada to Japan. These fossils built a picture of a wacky,
salamander-like creature with pointy claws, an unusual jaw
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structure and a four-legged body covered in scales. Based on
their scaly heads and claws, scientists thought that the
creatures were probably burrowers, like some modern
salamanders. But that didn’t explain some of the features.
 “They were strange little things with weird jaw joints and neck
joints,” says Evans, a coauthor on the new study.  Unlike
modern amphibians, this group had two separate neck joints,
allowing for more flexibility, and an odd jaw joint “that seems to
do a kind of flexing movement. It was clearly doing something
rather specialized,” Evans says. There was one known
albanerpetontid specimen that did have a long, thin bone
preserved near its skull, and “I suspected for a long time that
they had some sort of ballistic tongue mechanism,” she says.
But without more detailed fossils, the hypothesis was hard to
prove. That all changed with the discovery of the skull, which
shows in beautiful detail the entire tongue apparatus. “The fact
that you could see the long, rodlike bone actually embedded at
the base of the tongue pad — that’s really strong evidence that
this animal was a tongue-flicker to catch its prey. [1]

Reference
1. https://www.sciencenews.org/article/ancient-amphibian-

oldest-known-animal-slingshot-tongue
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