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de vértebras. La morfología de los anillos y el 
aspecto y la longitud de las dos colas regenera-
das así parecen indicarlo. A partir del tercer o 
cuarto anillo desde el punto inicial del previsi-
ble ataque comienza el tejido de lo que sería la 
porción regenerada cartilaginosa de la cola de 
la derecha. La observación descrita constitui-
ría el primer registro de bifurcación caudal en  

T. lepidus en el extremo sudoccidental de su 
área de distribución, y viene a sumarse a otros 
registros que parecen confirmar que la rege-
neración de colas bifurcadas es un fenómeno 
recurrente en esta especie. 
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Resumen: La pigmentación oscura del cuerpo de un animal como consecuencia de un exceso en la 
producción de melanina se conoce generalmente como melanismo. La víbora áspid (Vipera aspis) 
es una especie polimórfica en la que se pueden encontrar ejemplares melánicos y no melánicos. 
Sin embargo, el número de ejemplares melánicos descritos en la península ibérica es extrema-
damente escaso. En la presente nota describimos un nuevo caso de melanismo parcial para esta 
especie encontrado en Viella Mitg Arán​ (Cataluña, España).
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Melanism is generally defined as an increa-
sed amount of dark pigmentation as a con-
sequence of an excess of melanin production 
(Clusella-Trullas et al., 2007; Castella et al., 2013). 
Melanic coloration can be total (i.e. the whole 
body is darkish, almost black) or partial (i.e. 
non-total but prominent dark coloration). 
Melanism is ubiquitous in the animal king-
dom. In ectotherms, such as reptiles, thermal 
melanin hypothesis suggests that melanic in-
dividuals can have adaptive advantages in ter-
ms of thermoregulation in cold environments 
and/or high elevation ranges (Clusella-Trullas et 
al., 2007, 2008). The darker the pigmentation 
the lower the reflectance, which can be hel-
pful to reach optimal thermal levels required 
for metabolism. In snakes, melanic individuals 
are suggested to have higher growth rate, larger 
body size, and/or better body conditions (Huey 
& Kingsolver, 1989; Clusella-Trullas et al., 2007; Caste-
lla et al., 2013; Broennimann et al., 2014).

The asp viper (Vipera aspis) is a medium-si-
zed European viper with western para-Medi-
terranean distribution. It is a polymorphic 

species with melanic and non-melanic indivi-
duals. Melanic individuals are relatively abun-
dant in mountainous areas of central Europe 
(i.e. Alps) due to the plausible role of mela-
nism in thermoregulation (Castella et al., 2013; 
Muri et al., 2015). However, they are extremely 
scarce in the Iberian Peninsula (see Saint Girons et 
al., 1986; Rivera et al., 2001; Baena & Oliveras, 2015).  

On the 28th of June at 12.30 a.m., the 
authors of this note found a male of V. aspis  
(SVL = 53 cm) with partial melanism basking 
on a rocky hillside within the municipality 
of Viella Mitg Arán (Catalonia, Spain; UTM 
31T X 319508 / Y 4730274; ~1,600 masl). 
The plant community where the snake was 
found mainly consisted on several species of 
grasses (e.g. family Poaceae) and other herba-
ceous plants such as Stellaria holostea, Myo-
sotis sylvatica and Trifolium pratense. There 
were also be found some patches of beech 
forest (Fagus sylvatica). The snake belonged 
to the subspecies V. aspis zinnikeri (Martínez- 
Freiría et al., 2020) and showed a high degree 
of melanism in its pigmentation (Figure 1). 

Figure 1: Male of asp viper (Vipera aspis) with partial melanism found in Viella Mitg Arán (Catalonia, Spain): a) in 
habitat and b) portrait.
Figura 1: Macho de víbora áspid (Vipera aspis) con melanismo parcial encontrado en Viella Mitg Arán (Cataluña, 
España): a) en su hábitat y b) retrato.
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To the best of our knowledge, this is one of 
the few cases of melanic individuals obser-
ved for this species in the Iberian Peninsula 
(Saint Girons et al., 1986; Rivera et al., 2001; Baena 
& Oliveras, 2015). Specifically, there have been 
found other cases in Montseny and Carlit 
Peak, all of them in Catalonia (Saint Girons et 
al., 1986; Rivera et al., 2001; Baena & Oliveras, 2015; 
see also Pottier, 2001; Saint-Girons & Fonts,1977 for 
several cases in France).  

The causes of the heterogeneous occurren-
ce of melanism in European vipers is still un-
clear. In the Iberian Peninsula, for example, 
the number of melanic individuals in Vipera 
latastei is very low (Brito, 2001; Rivera et al., 2001; 
Martínez-Freiría et al., 2012; Ortiz, 2016), which is 
not the case of Vipera seoanei where melanic 
individuals are relatively abundant in nor-
th-western Iberian populations (Martínez-Frei-

ría & Brito, 2014). In V. aspis, however, the few 
cases described in the Iberian Peninsula stand 
in sharp contrast to the high number of in-
dividuals found in central Europe, especia-
lly in the Alpine region. In this context, the 
case here described adds new information on 
the presence and distribution of this type of 
pigmentation in vipers, and particularly in 
V. aspis. In addition, the publication of cases 
like this can hopefully serve for future studies 
addressing at a macroecological level whe-
ther the occurrence of melanic vipers in the 
Iberian Peninsula supports the thermal mela-
nism hypothesis.  

Acknowledgements: RGR is supported by a 
“Juan de la Cierva Formación” Research Fellowship 
(FJC2018-037058-I; Ministerio de Ciencia, Innova-
ción y Universidades - Spanish Government).  


