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INTRODUCTION: THE RAREST LETTER IN THE SPANISH ANIMAL KINGDOM

When you think of animals in Spanish, common names like perro, gato, or elefante immediately
come to mind. But what about animals that start with X in Spanish? This letter is one of the least
used in the Spanish language, making X‑starting animal names a fascinating niche for language
learners, wildlife enthusiasts, and trivia lovers alike. The scarcity of these terms makes each one
special—often tied to unique evolutionary adaptations, cultural significance, or geographic isolation.
Whether you are studying Spanish vocabulary, preparing for a nature quiz, or simply curious about
biodiversity, exploring animals that start with X in Spanish opens a door to rare creatures that most
people never encounter. In this article, we will delve into the most notable species whose Spanish
common names begin with X, providing detailed information about their biology, habitat, and role in
human culture. From a legendary dog breed to a tiny tropical fish, these animals prove that even the
most uncommon letters can yield remarkable stories.

COMMON ANIMALS THAT START WITH X IN SPANISH

The following list includes the best‑known animals whose Spanish names begin with X. Each entry
includes its scientific name, common English translation, and a deep dive into its characteristics.

1. Xoloitzcuintle (Perro Xoloitzcuintle)
Perhaps the most famous animal starting with X in Spanish is the Xoloitzcuintle, also called the
Mexican  hairless  dog.  This  ancient  breed  dates  back  over  3,000  years  to  pre‑Columbian
Mesoamerica. The name comes from the Nahuatl language: Xólotl (the Aztec god of lightning and
death) and itzcuintli (dog). Xoloitzcuintles were considered sacred guides for souls traveling to the
underworld. Today they are recognized by the American Kennel Club and come in three sizes (toy,
miniature, and standard). Their most distinctive feature is their hairlessness, though a coated variety
exists.  They  have  a  gentle,  loyal  temperament  and  minimal  shedding,  making  them popular
companion animals. They are also known for their warm skin, which can be therapeutic for people
with certain conditions. In Mexico, the Xoloitzcuintle is a national treasure and appears in art,
folklore, and even the Pixar film Coco.

2. Pez X‑Ray (Pez X‑Ray)
The  pez  x‑ray  (scientific  name  Pristella  maxillaris)  is  a  small  freshwater  fish  native  to  South
American river basins. Its Spanish common name derives from its translucent body, which allows
you to see its internal skeleton and organs—like an X‑ray image. Also known as the x‑ray tetra or
goldfinch tetra, it is a popular aquarium fish due to its peaceful nature and striking appearance. The
body is silvery‑gold with black‑and‑white striped dorsal and anal fins. Pez x‑rays thrive in soft, acidic
water and typically school in groups of six or more. They eat small insects, worms, and plant matter.
Breeding them in captivity is straightforward, making them a favorite for beginner aquarists.

3. Colibrí de Xantus (Xantus's
Hummingbird)
Xantus's hummingbird (Basilinna xantusii, also Hylocharis xantusii) is a species endemic to Baja
California Sur, Mexico. Its Spanish name, colibrí de Xantus, honors the Hungarian naturalist John
Xantus. This medium‑sized hummingbird features a striking green back, white belly, and a bright red
bill with a black tip. Males have a violet‑blue crown. It inhabits arid scrublands, canyons, and oases,
feeding on nectar from cacti and shrubs. It also catches small insects mid‑air. The colibrí de Xantus
is not currently considered threatened, but its restricted range makes it vulnerable to habitat loss.
Birdwatchers travel to the Baja peninsula specifically to see this unique hummingbird.

4. Xerus (Ardilla de Tierra Xerus)
The xerus is a genus of African ground squirrels. In Spanish, they are sometimes called ardilla de
tierra  xerus  or  simply  xerus.  There  are  four  species—Cape  ground  squirrel,  mountain  ground
squirrel,  South  African  ground squirrel,  and  unstriped  ground squirrel.  They  inhabit  savannas,
grasslands, and arid regions of southern Africa. Xerus have short, coarse fur, a long bushy tail, and
strong claws for digging burrows. They are social animals living in colonies of up to 30 individuals.
Their diet consists of seeds, bulbs, insects, and small vertebrates. Unlike tree squirrels, xerus spend
most of their time on the ground and use elaborate warning calls to alert others of predators like
snakes and raptors. Though not commonly mentioned, the xerus is an excellent example of an
animal that starts with X in Spanish due to its direct scientific name adoption.

5. Xenopus (Rana de Uñas Africana)
Xenopus refers to a genus of aquatic frogs native to sub‑Saharan Africa. The Spanish common
name is rana de uñas africana (African clawed frog), but they are often called simply xenopus. These
frogs have three claws on each hind foot, used to tear food. They are entirely aquatic and have a
flattened body, smooth skin, and a lateral line system like fish. Xenopus laevis is a model organism
in developmental biology and was used extensively in early pregnancy tests. In the wild, they
inhabit ponds, lakes, and slow‑moving rivers. They are highly adaptable and have become invasive

in some regions. Their ability to regenerate limbs and tolerate various water conditions makes them
fascinating to researchers. In Spanish‑speaking scientific literature, xenopus is the standard term.

6. Xenarthra (Animals of the Superorder
Xenarthra)
While not a single species, the superorder Xenarthra includes sloths, anteaters, and armadillos—all
native to the Americas. In Spanish, these animals are often grouped under xenartros. The name
means “strange joints,” referring to the unique vertebral articulations that provide extra support for
digging and hanging. This taxonomic group is of great evolutionary interest because it diverged from
other  placental  mammals  about  100  million  years  ago.  Spanish  learners  may  encounter  oso
hormiguero (anteater) or armadillo, but the overarching term xenartros appears in biology texts.
Including Xenarthra in a list of animals that start with X in Spanish adds a scientific depth and shows
how X appears in taxonomic classification.

LESSER‑KNOWN ANIMALS WITH SPANISH NAMES STARTING WITH X

Beyond the well‑known species, several obscure animals also bear Spanish names beginning with X.
These are often regional or scientific terms.

Xylocopa (Abeja Carpintera)
The genus Xylocopa includes large carpenter bees. In Spanish, they are called abejas carpinteras
(carpenter bees), but the genus name xilocopa is sometimes used in scientific contexts. These bees
are robust, often metallic black or blue, and they bore into wood to create nests. They are important
pollinators  for  many  plants,  especially  flowers  with  deep  corollas.  While  not  a  common  everyday
term, xilocopa is a valid Spanish word derived from Greek (xylo = wood, copa = cutter).

Xenops (Pájaro Xenops)
Xenops are small birds in the family Furnariidae, found in Central and South America. The Spanish
name remains xenops (pronounced /ˈsenops/ in Spanish). They have a slender, slightly upturned bill
and  inhabit  forest  canopies.  Species  include  the  plain  xenops,  streak‑breasted  xenops,  and
rufous‑tailed xenops. They forage by gleaning insects from bark and leaves, often hanging upside
down like chickadees. Birders in Spanish‑speaking countries refer to them as xenops, making this a
genuine animal that starts with X in Spanish.

Xiphias Gladius (Pez Espada)
The  swordfish  (Xiphias  gladius)  is  commonly  called  pez  espada  in  Spanish.  However,  its  scientific
genus Xiphias is sometimes used in formal Spanish texts. Strictly speaking, xiphias is a Spanish
noun meaning “swordfish.” So if you include scientific nomenclature, xiphias qualifies as an animal
starting  with  X.  The  swordfish  is  a  large,  highly  migratory  fish  with  a  distinctive  long  bill,  used  to
slash prey. It inhabits tropical and temperate oceans worldwide and is a prized game fish and food
source.

WHY ARE ANIMALS THAT START WITH X IN SPANISH SO RARE?

The Spanish alphabet originally did not include the letter X as a native sound. In Latin‑based
Spanish, X appears mainly in words of Greek or Nahuatl origin. Many animal names beginning with X
in  Spanish  come  directly  from  scientific  Latin  or  Greek  (like  xenopus,  xerus)  or  from  indigenous
languages (xoloitzcuintle). Additionally, the Spanish “X” can be pronounced as /ks/ (like “examen”),
/s/  (like  “Xavier”),  or  /x/  (like  “México”).  This  phonetic  flexibility  further  limits  its  use  in  common
animal  names.  Most  Spanish  speakers  would  not  use  X‑starting  animal  terms  in  everyday
conversation;  they  appear  more  frequently  in  scientific  literature,  zoology  textbooks,  and  regional
dialects.

ECOLOGICAL AND CULTURAL SIGNIFICANCE

Despite their rarity, animals that start with X in Spanish play important roles in their ecosystems and
cultures. The Xoloitzcuintle is a symbol of Mexican heritage, celebrated in art and literature. The
x‑ray tetra helps control mosquito larvae in its natural habitat. Xantus's hummingbird is a pollinator
for native Baja vegetation. Xenopus frogs are critical in biomedical research. Even xerus ground
squirrels  aerate  soil  and  spread  seeds  through  their  burrowing  activities.  Recognizing  these
creatures broadens our understanding of global biodiversity and highlights the interconnectedness
of language and nature.

TIPS FOR REMEMBERING ANIMALS THAT START WITH X IN SPANISH

If you are studying Spanish vocabulary, here are a few memory aids:

Xoloitzcuintle – Think of the Aztec god Xólotl and the dog “itzcuintle.”
Pez X‑ray – Imagine seeing through the fish like an X‑ray.
Colibrí de Xantus – Remember John Xantus, the naturalist.
Xerus – Sounds like “squirrel” with an X; it is a ground squirrel.
Xenopus – “Xeno” (strange) + “pus” (foot) – it has strange clawed feet.

Practice by writing sentences such as: “El x
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