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Respiratory Anatomy —
Form and Function in
Reptiles™

JEANETTE WYNEKEN

THE PURPOSE OF THIS ARTICLE IS TO PROVIDE A BROAD INTRODUCTION

to the major features of gross reptilian pulmonary anatomy. It addresses the
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comparison of lung structure and ventilation as these distinctions relate to

taxonomy, behavior and ecology of various groups of reptiles.

The respiratory tract of most reptiles
is anatomically and physiologically
very different from that of mammals.
Reptiles lack a bronchial tree and
possess distinct air exchange surfaces
(ediculi and faveoli) that are struc-
turally different from alveoli of
mammals. Ediculi and faveoli are
small crypts in the parenchyma rather

than terminal alveolar sacs.

Air passes from the nares (external
choanae) to the internal choanae, then

flows through the glottis, trachea and

bronchi from which it enters the lungs.

In most reptiles, the secondary palate
(hard and/or soft palate portions) is
absent or poorly developed, so food
and air passages join almost immedi-
ately within the buccal cavity. Some
turtles have a partially developed
secondary palate in the rostral-most
part of the mouth. Crocodilians have a
virtually complete secondary palate,
but lizards and snakes lack a sec-

ondary palate of any kind.

The structure of the supporting
airways and the form and extent of
the lung can be clinically important.
An understanding of the normal
anatomy is important for basic physi-
cal assessment of normal versus
pathologic conditions and for design-

ing treatment options.

In all reptiles, the trachea is composed
of cartilaginous rings. These structures
support the trachea and prevent
collapse of the tracheal lumen. The
rings are complete in turtles and many
snakes, but are incomplete (C-shaped)
in most lizards. The trachea of most
snakes does not bifurcate into two
distinct bronchi except in boas and
pythons. Turtles have a long, flexible
trachea that bifurcates into two
bronchi near the heart. Each bronchus

turns laterally to enter the Jung.

The bronchial anatomy in reptiles
typically follows one of two patterns.
The bronchus enters the cranial pole

of the lung from which it either
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