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1Museo de Zoologı́a, Departamento de Biologı́a Evolutiva, Facultad de Ciencias, Universidad Nacional
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ABSTRACT: We describe a new large species of Tantilla from the Sierra Norte region of the
Sierra Madre Oriental of Puebla, Mexico. This species most closely resembles Tantilla schistosa in
color pattern, but differs by being much larger in size and having different scutellation. It differs
from all other species of Mexican Tantilla by having a uniformly dark brown dorsum and head, and
a pale cream venter.
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RECENT advances in our knowledge of
the diversity of the notoriously secretive
snakes of the genus Tantilla are attribut-
able to continued field work in Latin
America (e.g., Campbell and Smith, 1997),
re-examination of material collected in
past decades (e.g., Wilson et al., 1999), and
careful revisions of complex groups (e.g.,
Campbell, 1998a; Dixon et al., 2000). De-
spite these efforts, a surprising number of
species of Tantilla are known from only
the holotype (see Wilson, 1999). Although
some species may be difficult to distin-
guish (e.g., species in the T. planiceps
group: Cole and Hardy, 1981), other spe-
cies are quite distinctive (e.g., T. shawi:
Campbell et al., 1995). The majority of the
species has been placed into phenetic
groups (Wilson, 1999), but approximately
15 species remain unallocated; the phylo-
genetic relationships among species of
Tantilla are unknown. Mexico has the
greatest number of species of Tantilla of
any region (28 versus only 12 for all of
South America; Wilson, 1999). The Mexi-
can state of Puebla covers a relatively large
area and includes a wide variety of habi-
tats—from desert to cloud forest. Despite
these observations, only four species of
Tantilla are known from Puebla: T. bo-
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courti, T. calamarina, T. rubra (sensu Dix-
on et al., 2000), and the new species de-
scribed herein.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Terminology and characters included in
the diagnosis and descriptions follow the
format in Campbell (1998a) and citations
therein. Sex of the holotype was confirmed
by dissection. Head and scale measure-
ments were taken using digital calipers and
were rounded to the nearest 0.1 mm. Body
and tail measurements were taken with a
metal rule. Drawings were made using a
stereomicroscope and attached camera lu-
cida. Species groups referred to herein are
those of Wilson (1999). Comparisons to
other species were made with direct ob-
servations of specimens (Appendix I) and
comparisons with data presented in the lit-
erature (viz., Campbell, 1998a,b; Camp-
bell and Smith, 1997; Campbell et al.,
1995; Dixon et al., 2000; Lee, 1996; Pérez-
Higareda et al., 1985; Smith, 1942, 1962;
Stuart, 1941; Wilson, 1982, 1983, 1985,
1987, 1988, 1999; Wilson and Campbell,
2000; Wilson and Meyer, 1971, 1981,
1985; Wilson et al., 1999). For the sake of
brevity, the diagnosis here is formatted to
take advantage of the relative similarity of
species assigned to the phenetic groups
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FIG. 1.—The holotype and only known specimen of T. robusta (EBUAP 1031); an adult female, SVL 5
395 mm.

recognized by Wilson (1999). Specific
comparisons to species not assigned to
these groups (see Wilson, 1999) are pre-
sented only for species bearing any super-
ficial similarity to our specimen and/or are
known from geographically proximate lo-
calities. Museum acronyms are those of
Leviton et al. (1985), with the addition of
EBUAP (Laboratorio de Herpetologı́a,
Escuela de Biologı́a, Benemérita Univer-
sidad Autónoma de Puebla) and MZFC
(Museo de Zoologı́a, Facultad de Ciencias,
Universidad Nacional Autónoma de Méx-
ico).

SYSTEMATICS

Tantilla robusta sp. nov.
Tantilla morgani—Canseco-Márquez et

al., 2000 [Misapplication]

Holotype.—EBUAP 1031, an adult fe-
male from Octimaxal Norte, 930 m, Mun-
icipio de Cuetzalan del Progreso, Sierra
Norte de Puebla, Puebla, Mexico (208 02.

7439 N, 978 30.1039 W); obtained by local
collectors for Luis Canseco-Márquez, on 4
March 1998.

Diagnosis.—Tantilla robusta (Figs. 1, 2)
differs from all members of the T. cala-
marina, T. taeniata, and T. melanocephala
species groups by lacking any trace of dor-
sal or lateral striping. It differs from all
members of the T. planiceps and T. coron-
ata groups by having the dorsal head col-
oration similar to the dorsal coloration of
the body. Among the remaining 17 species
not allocated to species groups by Wilson
(1999), T. robusta resembles only three
other species: T. moesta, T. rubra, and T.
schistosa. Tantilla robusta differs from T.
moesta by having a uniformly pale cream
venter (versus uniformly dark brown) and
by having a shorter nuchal collar than is
typically seen in T. moesta (two dorsal
scale rows and tips of parietals versus from
2–7 dorsal scale rows and including vari-
able amount of frontal and/or parietals).
Tantilla robusta differs from T. rubra by



494 [Vol. 58, No. 4HERPETOLOGICA

FIG. 2.—Drawings of the dorsal, ventral, and lat-
eral aspects of the head of the holotype of Tantilla
robusta (EBUAP 1031); scale bar 5 5 mm.

having a uniformly dark brown dorsal pat-
tern and a cream venter (both areas pink
to pinkish red in T. rubra: Dixon et al.,
2000) and the head is the same color as
the dorsum (darker in T. rubra). Tantilla
robusta is superficially similar to the di-
minutive species T. schistosa, from which
it differs by being longer (395 mm SVL
versus 293 mm maximum SVL) and dis-
tinctly more robust; having more ventral
scales (153 versus 147 maximum: Wilson,
1987); by having the head wider than the
neck (head not wider than neck in T. schis-
tosa); by having a large, distinct postocular
pale cream spot and numerous rostral and
labial pale cream spots (head mostly, or
entirely dark brown; a postocular cream
spot sometimes present in T. schistosa);

and by having the nuchal collar and ven-
trum uniformly pale cream in life (fre-
quently yellowish, reddish, or orange in T.
schistosa). Tantilla robusta is also superfi-
cially similar to T. bairdi, a species known
only from Guatemala, from which it differs
by having a cream venter [pink or orange,
(in preservative) or bright red (in life) in
T. bairdi], fewer ventrals (153 versus 163
in the single known female of T. bairdi),
and by having the nuchal collar that cross-
es the posterior supralabial (passing pos-
terior to this scale in T. bairdi: Wilson,
1985); despite their relatively similar
lengths, we note that T. bairdi is much
more slender than is T. robusta.

Description of holotype.—Adult female,
426 mm in total length; tail length 31 mm
(7.2% of total length; incomplete); head
length 13.9 mm from front face of rostral
to posterior end of mandible; head width
12.3 mm at broadest point (at level of an-
gle of mouth); head wider than neck; snout
rounded in dorsal view; eye small, snout
about 2.6 times as long as horizontal dis-
tance across eye; pupil circular; rostral
about 1.7 times broader than high; inter-
nasals about 2.6 times wider than long, lat-
erally in contact with anterior and poste-
rior nasals; prefrontals large, wider than
long, laterally in contact with posterior na-
sal and preocular; median prefrontal su-
ture 0.4 times as long as frontal; frontal
about 1.4 times longer than wide; parietals
1.5 times longer than wide, length of me-
dian suture 1.4 times length of frontal; na-
sals completely divided; nostril located
mostly in posterior portion of anterior na-
sal; loreal absent; 1/1 preoculars; 2/2 pos-
toculars; 1/1 anterior temporals; 1/1 pos-
terior temporals, sinstral posterior tempo-
ral damaged; 7/7 supralabials; supralabials
6 and 7 not in contact with parietal, first
in contact with nasal, second in contact
with posterior nasal and preocular, third in
contact with preocular and entering the
orbit, fourth entering the orbit and in con-
tact with postocular, fifth in contact with
postocular and anterior temporal, sixth in
contact with anterior temporal, and sev-
enth the largest and in contact with ante-
rior and posterior temporals; width of
mental about 1.7 times length, not in con-
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tact with anterior pair of chinshields; an-
terior chinshields well developed, about
twice as long as wide; posterior chinshields
not well differentiated from gulars, about
half of size of anterior chinshields; poste-
rior chinshields separated from first ven-
tral by three pairs of gulars; 6/6 infralabi-
als, first pair in contact along ventral mid-
line, first four pairs in contact with anterior
chinshields, fourth pair the largest; dorsals
smooth, in 15 longitudinal rows through-
out length of body, no apical pits apparent;
dorsal scales in four rows at level of tenth
subcaudal; ventrals 153; cloacal scute di-
vided; subcaudals 131 (tail incomplete), in
pairs; anal glands extending posteriorly for
length of three subcaudals.

In preservative (ethyl alcohol, after for-
malin), all dorsal scales on body brown
with tiny, scattered, dark brown flecks that
become more concentrated at periphery of
each scale; dorsal coloration extending
onto lateral edges of ventral scales anteri-
orly, becoming limited to posterolateral
edges of ventral scales along posterior half
of body; pale cream nuchal collar present,
complete, including tips of parietals and
extending posteriorly for two dorsal scale
rows, becoming wider ventrolaterally to in-
clude posterior portion of seventh supra-
labial, continuous with ventral coloration;
top of head uniform brown, lacking darker
brown flecking; large postocular pale
cream spot present, covering majority of
area of fifth supralabial and small portions
of adjacent scales; supralabial pale cream
spots present, covering first, second, and
part of third supralabials, and ventral por-
tion of posterior nasal; small, pale cream
spots present on rostral, internasals, pre-
frontals, and small portions of anterior na-
sal; infralabials pale cream, with five dark
brown infralabial spots, becoming larger
posteriorly, fourth dextral infralabial with
medial dark brown spot; ventral coloration
immaculate cream.

Left maxilla bearing 15 teeth, becoming
larger posteriorly, the last three greatly en-
larged, separated from anterior teeth by
short diastema.

Etymology.—The specific epithet is de-
rived from the Latin robustus, meaning

stout, and is used in reference to the ro-
bust habitus of the species.

Distribution and ecology.—Tantilla ro-
busta is known only from its type locality
of Octimaxal Norte, a small village at 930
m elevation near (approximately 20 km by
road) the municipality of Cuetzalan del
Progreso. This area is known locally as the
Sierra Norte and lies on the Atlantic ver-
sant of the Sierra Madre Oriental in north-
ern Puebla. The original vegetation was
tropical semideciduous forest (Rzedowsky,
1978), but now has been extensively al-
tered by coffee cultivation (Fig. 3). As a
result of its geographic position, the mu-
nicipality usually is affected by frontal sys-
tems (‘‘nortes’’) and humid tradewinds
arising from the Atlantic versant; therefore
the rainfall in the municipality is heavy
(average around 4000 mm/yr) and cloud
cover is common in the afternoons. Other
species of amphibians and reptiles that we
found at the type locality include Eleu-
therodactylus rhodopis, E. verrucipes, an
undescribed species of Pseudoeuryea, An-
olis naufragus, A. sericeus, Adelphicos
quadrivirgatus, Ficimia streckeri, Geophis
semidoliatus, Pliocercus bicolor, and Sibon
sartorii.

Remarks.—The color pattern of T. ro-
busta is quite similar to that of T. schistosa
and the two species may be closely related.
Inasmuch as T. schistosa has not been
placed in any of the existing phenetic
groups of Tantilla (Wilson, 1999), we defer
from placing T. robusta in any of these
groups. The holotype of T. robusta was
originally reported by Canseco-Márquez
et al. (2000) as Tantilla morgani (recently
placed in the synonymy of T. rubra by Dix-
on et al., 2000), and the SVL and ventral
counts were inaccurately reported as 440
mm and 151, respectively. We found a
specimen of T. rubra (EBUAP 1598) at a
locality (Barranca Lapolate, 4 km NE Xo-
coyolo, 1000 m) near the type locality of
T. robusta; the color pattern of this speci-
men makes it clearly referable to T. rubra.
In this region, it appears that T. rubra is
found mainly at the higher elevations that
are dominated by cloud forest (although
much of this habitat has also been con-
verted to coffee plantations). Our single
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FIG. 3.—Habitat at the type locality of Tantilla robusta, showing coffee cultivation and remnant overstory
trees in the area.

specimen of T. robusta was found in the
lower, warmer tropical forest.

RESUMEN

Se describe una nueva especie de Tan-
tilla de la Sierra Norte de Puebla, México,
región perteneciente a la Sierra Madre
Oriental. Esta especie parece estar más
cercanamente relacionada a Tantilla schis-
tosa en patrón de coloración, pero se di-
ferencia por ser de talla más grande y di-
ferencias en escutelación. Difiere de todas
las especies mexicanas del género Tantilla
por tener el dorso y la cabeza uniforme-
mente café oscuro y el vientre crema claro.
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APPENDIX I
Specimens Examined

Tantilla schistosa: COSTA RICA: Copal, Provincia
de Puntarenas, Canton de Coto Brus (MZFC 13611).
MEXICO: VERACRUZ: Barranca de San Miguel, 4
km E Cuautlapan (MVZ 106427); Cerro Chicahuax-
tla, Cuautlapan, approximately 1250 m (MVZ 109490,
146973); 9 mi SE Alvarado (LACM 51799). OAXA-
CA: Sierra de Juárez, La Esperanza (MZFC 5083).

Tantilla rubra: MEXICO: PUEBLA: Necaxa
(UMMZ 85968, holotype of T. morgani); Rı́o Necaxa
(AMNH 76428); Barranca Lapolate, 4 km NE Xo-
coyolo, 1000 m (EBUAP 1598).


