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Cnemidophorus tesselatus (Say)
Checkered Whiptail lizard

Ameiva tesselata Say in James, 1823:50. Type.locality, "Arkansas
River, near Castle Rock Creek, Colorado," restricted to the
vicinity of Pueblo, Pueblo Co., Colorado by Milstead (1953).
Holotype lost, collected 19 July 1820, collector unknown.

Cnemidophorus grahamii Baird and Girard, 1852:128. Type-lo
cality, "between San Antonio and El Paso del Norte" (given
as "El Paso" in U. S. Nat. Mus. catalogue), restricted to Fort
Davis, Jeff Davis Co., Texas by Smith and Taylor (1950:362).
Lectotype, U. S. Nat. Mus. 3046a, collected by J. H. Clark,
date unknown (not examined by author).

Cnemidophorus tesselatus: Baird, 1857:18 (part); Smith and Bur
ger, 1949:282. First use of combination, and first use sensu
stricto.

Cnemidophorus sexlineatus grahamii: Bocourt, 1874:277 (part).
Cnemidophorus sexlineatus gularis: Bocourt, 1874:278 (part).
Cnemidophorus tessellatus tessellatus: Cope, 1875:46 (part).
Cnemidophorus sex-lineatus tessellata: Gunther, 1885:26 (part) .
Cnemidophorus grahamii grahamii: Cope, 1900:598.
Cnemidophorus perplexus: Gadow, 1906:369 (part).
Cnemidophorus tessellatus grahami: Minton, ••1958" (1959):43.
Cnemidophorus dixoni Scudday, 1973:364. Type-locality, "lreneo

Gonzales Ranch, 24.5 mi. NW Presidio, Presidio Co., Texas."
Holotype, TCWC (Texas A&M Univ.) 40691, collected by
Doug Stine, 4 July 1970 (not examined by author). See No
menclatural History.

• CONTENT.No subspecies are recognized.

• DEFINITION.A large (adults 75-106 mm snout-vent length),
all-female, multiclonal Cnemidophorus of the tesselatus species group
(sensu Lowe et aI., 1970), distinguished by the following combina·
tion of characters: adult pattern tesselate, or if not, with light spots
or modifications thereof in dark dorsal fields; mesoptychial scales
abruptly enlarged; extreme anterior gular scales and gular scales
bordering mesoptychium minute, granular; postantebrachial scales
granular or slightly enlarged.

The hatchling pattern consists of 6, occasionally as many as
10, narrow light stripes on a dark ground color. There is usually a
vertebral stripe, often no more than a series of irregular spots or
dashes. There are six adult color pattern classes, which vary from
only a slightly modified juvenile pattern (class A), to completely
checkered (class F).

• DESCRIPTIONS.General descriptions are in Scudday (1973),
Conant (1975), and Stebbins (1985). Zweifel (1965) identified and
described the color pattern classes. Wright and Lowe (1967) and
Lowe et al. (1970) described karyotypes (allodiploid, 2n = ca. 46;
allotriploid, 3n = ca. 69,).

• ILLUSTRATIONS.Zweifel (1965) and Scudday (1973) provide
black and white photographs. Color photographs are in Behler and
King (1979) and Hammerson (1982), and color illustrations in
Conant (1975), and Stebbins (1985). Wright and Lowe (1967)
illustrate the karyotype.

• DISTRIBUTION.Cnemidophorus tesselatus ranges from the
vicinity of Pueblo, Colorado, southeastward through the tip of the
Oklahoma panhandle to the high plains of New Mexico, with an
eastward extension into the Texas Panhandle along the Canadian
River, throughout central and eastern New Mexico (Rio Grande and
Pecos Basins) and Trans-Pecos Texas to the Rio Grande, and south
along the Rio Conchos to the vicinity of La Cruz, Chihuahua, Mex
ico. An isolated population occurred in extreme southwestern New
Mexico and southeastern Arizona: its current existence is uncertain.
Cnemidophorus tesselatus occurs in pinyon.juniper, Yucca-grass
land, mesquite-creosote, and cottonwood-tamarisk-willow vegetation
associations, on rocky, gravelly, or sandy soils from 250 to 1829
m elevation.

• FOSSILRECORD.None.

• PERTINENTLITERATURE.The classic study of distribution and
variation in the species is Zweifel (1965). Behavioral studies include
Neaves (1971) and Leuck (1982). Wright and Lowe (1968) and

Cuellar (1977) discuss ecology, biogeography, and the evolution of
parthenospecies, and ecology is discussed by Milstead (1953, 1957 a,
1957b), and Schall (1977, 1978). Parker and Selander (1976), and
Parker (1979a, 1979b, 1979c) consider the evolutionary signifi.
cance of clonal diversity. The literature has been reviewed by Price
(1983) .

• NOMENCLATURALHISTORY.Cnemidophorus tesselatus has had
a long history of confusion with C. tigris. The species called tes
selatus (or "tessellatus") in most literature up to 1949 is C. tigris
Baird and Girard, and when tesselatus was rediscovered and rec·
ognized as a distinct species it was under the name C. grahamii
Baird and Girard. Burt (1931) treated both tigris and grahamii as
junior synonyms of "tessellatus," although others such as Strecker
(1910) and Schmidt and Smith (1944) were aware that grahamii
was distinct from "tessellatus" (=tigris). The checklists of Stejne
ger and Barbour (1933, et seq.) carried grahamii as a valid species.
Smith and Burger (1949) demonstrated that tesselatus is a senior
synonym of grahamii, and that tigris is the correct name for the
widespread polytypic species known for so many years as "tessel
latus." Morafka (1977:80, footnote) and Price (1983:2) indepen
dently considered Cnemidophorus dixoni Scudday synonymous with
tesselatus.

• ETYMOLOGY.The name tesselatus is derived from tessella

(L., "little square stone"), and presumably refers to the mosaic
appearance of the adult color pattern.

COMMENT

Maslin (1962) initially confirmed the observations of Minton
("1958" 1959), Tinkle (1959), and others that tesselatus, and
several other species of Cnemidophorus, consist of all·female pop
ulations. The thelytokous nature of these species has since been
corroborated (Cuellar, 1968; Maslin, 1971; Hardy and Cole, 1981).
Evidence from karyology (Lowe and Wright, 1966; Wright and
Lowe, 1967), electrophoresis (Neaves, 1969; Neaves and Gerald,
1968, 1969) and mitochondrial DNA analysis (Brown and Wright,
1979) has shown that tesselatus originated by hybridization between
sexual congeners. The parent species of diploid tesselatus (classes
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C-F of Zweifel, 1965) are C. septemvittatus and C. tigris mar
moratus; those of triploid tesselatus (classes A and B of Zweifel,
1965, and some C [Parker, 1979b]) are diploid tesselatus and C.
sexlineatus.
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