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Scolecophis Fitzinger
Harlequin Snakes

Scolecophis Fitzinger 1843:25. Type species, Calamarina atro-
cincta Schlegel 1837, by original designation (Brown 1908).

Platycranion Jan 1863:40. Type species, Calamarina atrocincta
Schlegel 1837, by monotypy.

» CONTENT. Only one species, Scolecophis atrocinctus, is
recognized.

« DEFINITION. Scolecophis is a colubrid genus character-
ized by a slender body; a head only slightly distinct from the
body; head shape normal; dorsal head scutellation consisting of
a normal rostral followed by two internasals, two prefrontals,
two supraoculars, one frontal, and two parietals; lateral head
scutellation of a divided nasal, a single loreal, one preocular,
two postoculars, no suboculars, I+1+1 temporals; seven
supralabials, with the 3rd and 4th entering the orbit; six or seven
infralabials, with three or four touching the anterior chin shields,
the fourth the largest, and the first pair in medial contact, sepa-
rating the mental and anterior chinshields; dorsal scales are
smooth and in 15 rows; ventrals 181-198; cloacal scute (= anal
plate) divided; subcaudals 45-54 and paired; maximum known
TL about 470 mm (KU 125497 from Costa Rica); relative tail
length 0.136-0.191; maxillary teeth 13—14, the two posterior
teeth grooved laterally, the grooves broad and shallow; hemipenis
simple with single sulcus spermaticus, distal two-thirds spinose,
spines increasing in size proximally, terminating in several en-
larged basal spines, and the proximal one-third of the organ na-
ked; a body pattern of alternating black and pale rings, the black
rings 1 1/2-4 scales long, the pale rings 24 scales long, pale
rings are cream-colored on the first 4-5 scale rows, each scale
with a black tip (except in the first row), reddish orange on dor-
sal rows 5—11 or 6-10, black rings number 2449 on body and
5-10 on tail; head pattern of a black head cap with a broad pale
band across the prefrontals extending laterally to the lip line, a
postocular pale spot, and a pale nuchal band (cream laterally,
reddish orange middorsally) beginning on the posterior portion
of the parietals and extending 1-2 1/2 middorsals beyond.

* DIAGNOSIS. Scolecophis can be distinguished from other
colubrid genera in the Western Hemisphere by the following
combination of characteristics: posterior maxillary teeth grooved
laterally; rostral normal; loreal present; internasals and prefron-
tals paired and distinct from one another; temporals 1+1; dorsal
scales smooth, in 15 rows throughout; 181-198 ventrals; anal
plate divided; and 45-54 subcaudals. The following statements
compare Scolecophis with three of its putative closest relatives.
From Geagras, it differs in having: (a) normal head shape, not
cuneiform; (b) normal rostral shape, not cuneiform; (c) loreal
present, not absent; (d) two postoculars, instead of one; (e) 7
supralabials, with 3rd and 4th entering orbit, as opposed to 5,
with 3rd entering orbit; (f) 181-198 ventrals, as opposed to 113—
124; 45-54 subcaudals, as opposed to 26-33; a crossbanded
color pattern versus a lineate color pattern. From Tantillita, it
differs in having: (a) loreal present, not absent; (b) 181-198
ventrals, as opposed to 103-125; (c¢) and a crossbanded color
pattern versus uniform color on body. From Tantilla, it differs
in having a loreal scale, instead of lacking one.
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MAP. Distribution of Scolecophis atrocinctus, dots mark known local-
ity records (the type locality was in error and is not indicated).

« DESCRIPTIONS, ILLUSTRATIONS, DISTRIBUTION,
FOSSILRECORD,AND PERTINENT LITERATURE. See
species account.

« ETYMOLOGY. The name Scolecophis is derived from the
Greek skolex, meaning “a worm or grub,” and ophis, meaning
“snake,” perhaps in reference to the semifossorial habits of this
snake.

FIGURE 1. Scolecophis atrocinctus (UTA R-33064) from Cerro Tablon
de las Minas, vicinity of Potrero Carrillo, near La Pastoria, Departamento
de Jalapa, Guatemala (photograph courtesy of J.A. Campbell).

FIGURE 2. Lateral view of the head of an adult female Scolecophis
atrocinctus (KU 289866) from Bosque Las Lajas, 920 m, Depto.
Sonsanate, El Salvador.
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Scolecophis atrocinctus (Schlegel)
Harlequin Snake

Calamaria atrocincta Schlegel 1837:47. Type locality, “Chile,”
in error. Holotype, Museum National d’Histoire Naturelle,
Paris (MNHN) 519, adult male, collected by Gay (not exam-
ined by authors).

Scolecophis atrocincta: Fitzinger 1843:25.

Holotype cannot be located (E. Malnate, pers. comm.).
Scolecophis zonatus: Cope 1860:259.
Scolecophis atrocinctus: Giinther 1895:156.

« CONTENT. No subspecies are recognized.
* DEFINITION AND DIAGNOSIS. See generic account.

* DESCRIPTIONS. The most complete descriptions, although
limited in extent, are in Wilson and Meyer (1982, 1985). Other
less complete descriptions are in Duméril et al. (1854), Bocourt
(1883), Giinther (1895), Boulenger (1896), Taylor (1951),
Mertens (1952), Obst et al. (1988), and Marineros (2000).

» ILLUSTRATIONS. Color photographs of live specimens
are in Campbell and Lamar (1989), Edgar (1990, eating a centi-
pede), and Marineros (2000). A black-and-white photograph of
a preserved specimen is in Mertens (1952) and of living speci-
mens in Mertens (1956a, b). A color drawing of the anterior
portion of the body is in Marineros (2000). Pen-and-ink draw-
ings are in Cope (1895, dissected hemipenis), Jan and Sordelli
(1860-1866, entire animal, the ventral surface of the anterior
body, the scalation of the lateral body and the venter, and vari-
ous views of the head), Kéhler (2001, head), and Wilson and
Meyer (1982, 1985, dorsal pattern).

* DISTRIBUTION. Scolecophis atrocinctus is an inhabitant
of low, moderate, and lower intermediate elevations (40-1600
m) along the Pacific versant from southeastern Guatemala to
northwestern Costa Rica. The species also occurs on the Atlan-
tic versant in southwestern Honduras and western Nicaragua.

« FOSSIL RECORD. None.

* PERTINENT LITERATURE. Most of the literature on this
species has dealt with taxonomy and distribution. The taxon
was included in the following checklists and keys: Agassiz
(1843), Duméril (1853), Cope (1886, 1887), Werner (1925),
Stuart (1963), Terent’ev (1965), Peters and Orejas-Miranda
(1970), Scott et al. (1983), Villa (1983), Wilson (1983), Savage
and Villa (1986), Villa, et al. (1988), Hayes et al. (1989), Coburn
(1991), Wilson and McCranie (1994), Frank and Ramus (1995),
Kohler (1999, 2001), and Dueias et al. (2001). A note on the
holotype of the species is in Guibé and Roux-Esteve (1972).
Distributional information was included in Salvin (1860),
Giinther (1862), Mertens (1952), Scott (1969), Wilson and Meyer
(1982, 1985), Wilson, et al. (1986), Savage and Villa (1986),
Campbell and Vannini (1989), Sasa and Solérzano (1995), Wil-
son and McCranie (1998), Kohler (1999), Marineros (2000),
and Wilson et al. (2001). This taxon was discussed in relation-
ship to the biogeography of the subhumid forests of Middle
America by Wilson and McCranie (1998). A note on clutch
size is in Marineros (2000). Use of centipedes as prey was dis-
cussed by Edgar (1990). Discussion of mimicry is in Mertens
(1956a, b), Greene and Seib (1983), Edgar (1990), Savage and
Slowinski (1992), and Roze (1996). Lung morphology was dis-
cussed by Wallach (1998). Morphological evidence of toxic
saliva was presented in McKinstry (1983). Cope (1893) placed

this taxon in the subfamily Dipsadinae. Putative relationship
with Tantilla annulata was discussed in Dunn and Bailey (1939).
Dowling and Duellman (1974) placed this taxon in their tribe
Alsophiini of the subfamily Xenodontinae. The taxon was
unallocated to lineage by Cadle (1982). Dowling et al. (1983)
advocated the placement of this taxon in the Colubrinae based
on albumin biochemistry, supporting the opinion of Jenner
(1981), whose work was based on hemipenial morphology. The
purported weaknesses of the Dowling et al. (1983) study, which
included this taxon, were discussed by Whistler and Wright
(1989). The taxon was mentioned as a prior repository of spe-
cies allocated by Bailey (1967) to the Pseudoboini and as a doubt-
ful species of Elaps (as E. zonatus) by Giinther (1859a, b).

« ETYMOLOGY. The name atrocinctus is derived from the
Latin ater, meaning “black,” and cingula, meaning “girdle,” in
reference to the black rings around the body of this snake.
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