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I n  the course of our s tudies on the venomous New 
World coral snakes ( Fami ly  E lapidae) and their  less 
tox ic  or harmless m imics i t  has become clear that a 
barrier to accurate descr ipt ion of models and mimics is  
t he  absence o f  a cons is tent terminology for the various 
co lour patterns exh ib ited by these repti les. The lack 
of  un i formity i n  termino logy hampers the analysis of 
evolut ionary t rends and _geographic variat ion with i n  
genera and  species and  a lso creates confusion i n  
documenting concordant geographic variat ion between 
m odels and presumed mim ics .  Consequent ly, we 
p resent below a s imple and concise set of terms that  
s tandardises descr ipt ion of the pri ncipal colour 
pat terns for these snakes. I t  is our  in ten t ion to  prepare 
a more comprehensive descr ipt ion of  varia t ion with i n  
t he  basic t ypes defined here and  to provide a 
taxonomic  review of the ir  occurrence in New World 
species in a subsequent paper. 

The system that we p ro pose is  derived from the 
descriptors for the dorsal co lour  patterns of the 
venomous coral  snakes ( Micrurus and Micruroides) 
developed by Schmidt ( 1 936)  and Dunn  ( 1 954) based 
upon the number of d i fferent colours forming 
i ndividual r ings and the  number o f  b lack ri ngs 
separating the red ones. Their system made a 
d is t i nct ion between those patterns characterised by 
a l ternat ing r ings of black and a l ighter colour (usual ly 
red,  but  somet i mes whi te o r  yel low) and those having 
b lack r ings, red rings and r ings o f  a l ight co lour 
(usual ly yel low but somet i mes white) .  The former were 
termed bicolor and the la t ter  tricolor i n  conformance 
w i th  general usage for other  snakes. Schmidt  ( 1 936)  
po inted out that  the t r i co lor  forms cou ld be divided 
i n to  two subgroups, t hose i n  which each red r ing is 
separated fro m  the next by an  a l ternat ing l ight-black
l igh t  sequence of  rings and those with a more complex 
pattern where the red r ings a re separated from one 
another by an  a l ternat ing b lack-l ight-bl ack-l ight-black 
sequence of rings. Schmidt  referred to  the lat ter 
pattern as the  triad type because there were th ree black 
rings between each red one. Dunn ( 1 9 54) refined this 
terminology further and g rouped coral snakes i n to  
t h ree pattern categories: bicolor, tr icolor and tr icolor 
t r i ad .  

Presumed coral snake m im ics of a n umber of  genera 
of harmless and .  rear-fanged snakes have been 
recorded as having b icolor, t ricolor or tr ico lor tr iad 
dorsal patterns .  These patterns may be of bands or  
r ings (a few cora l  snakes a re  also banded, no t  ringed) .  
I n  addit ion,  several non-elap id t ricolor species exhib i t  a 

pattern not found i n  any coral snake. I n  these forms 
each red band or  ring is separa ted from the next red 
one by a s imple a lternation of black-l ight-black rings 
(or  bands). Unfortunately a number of authors, most 
notably Klauber ( 1 943) for Lamprope/!is and Taylor 
and Smith ( 1 943) for Scaphiodontophis, have referred to  
components of  th is pattern as ' t riads'. In  Lampropeltis 
the b lack-red-black component was cal led a 'tr iad' .  I n  
Scaphiodontophis ' t riad' was used i n  exact ly the 
oppos i te sense for the black-l ight-black component. 
These usages, which have been fol lowed i n  several 
subsequent s tudies of these genera, create con
s iderable confusion s ince the term triad has been 
u t i l i sed by Schmidt  ( 1 936) ,  Dunn ( 1 954) and most 
recent s tudents of coral snakes for the black-l ight
black-l ight-black sequence of  r ings in  coral snakes ( i .e .  
for t h ree black r ings). 

Two other t ricolor patterns a lso occur i n  non-elapid 
snakes ( Mertens,  1 956) .  In one geograph ic  subdivis ion 
of  the  rear-fanged Erythrolamprus aescu/apii and some 
A tractus, the red-ri ngs are separated from one another 
by a b lack-l ight-black-l ight-black-l ight-black sequence 
of r ings. One geographic un i t  wi th in the harmless 
species Simophis rhinostoma has the  red rings 
separated from one another by an al tera t ing black
ligh !-black-I igh t-black-1 igh t-b lack-I igh t-black sequence 
of ri ngs . This same pattern is also typical of the 
Mexican and G uatemalan coral  snake, Micrurus 
e/egans. 

As may be seen from the  above review several 
d i fferent tr icolor patterns are found in t hese snakes 
and two very d ifferent patterns types and two different 
sequences i n  the same pattern type have been cal led 
tr iads .  Consequent ly ,  we propose the  fol lowing revised 
and standard ised terminology to describe the various 
dorsal (banded or ringed) patterns found in these 
snakes ( Fig. I ) . For t rico lor species th is system 
emphas ises the number of  black bands or rings 
separating the red r ings from one another. Following 
the impl icat i on  of  the use of  the term t ricolor t riad ( i .e .  
t hree i nterven ing black bands or r ings separa t i ng the 
red ones from one another) as origina l ly  appl ied to  
cora l snakes, i t  uses a newly coined se t  of descriptors to  
designate the  cond i t ion of  one (monad), two (dyad), 
four  (tetrad) or five (pentad) black bands or r ings 
separat i ng the  red ones. This e l im inates the confusion 
caused by K l auber ( 1 943) and Taylor  and Smith ( 1 943)  
and others i n  the i r  usage of  'tr iad' for different 
components of  the pattern of snakes having what is 
here cal led a dyad pattern. 
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Fig .  I A sche m a t i c  re p rese n t a t ion  of  t h e  m a j o r  p a t t e rn  t v pcs occ u rr i n g  i n  t h e  v e n o m o u s  cora l  s n a k e s  a nd t he i r  m i m ics .  The 
s t i p pled a reas rep resent  reel : t h e  wh i te a reas re p rese n t  \T i i o w  or w h i t e :  t he b lack  a reas  a rc b l a c k .  B I = b icolorc d .  T M = t rico lor  
monad.  T D = t ricolor  dv; 1d .  TT = t ricolor  t ri a d .  TTE = t ricn lor  tet ra d .  T P  = t rico lor  p rn t a d . 

A .  U n icolor - esse n t ia l l y  a u n i form red clnrs u m  ( e . g .  
s o m e  Yuca ta n Pen i nsu la  1\ 1icmms dias1c111a ) .  

B .  B i color - a l t e rn a t i ng bands or r i ngs o f  black a n d  
l ig h t  ( reel. ye l l ow o r  w h i t e ) .  freq u e n t l y  reel i n  t h e  
venomous coral snakes ( e . g .  Micrur11s 111iparri111s. 
Urorhcca c11n·zn11a ) .  

C. Tricolor - a l tern a t i ng ba nds o r  r i ngs o f  b l ack . reel 
and l ight  ( us u a l l v  v c l l o w .  somet i mes w h i t e ) .  

I .  Tricolor monads - red bands or r i ngs sepa rated 
from one a not  her bv a scq ucncc of a I tern a t i ng bands or  
r i n gs of l i ght-b l a c k - l i g h t :  o n e  black r i n g between red 
r i n gs (e .g .  Micr11ru.1.f11ll'is. Rhi11nho1/ir rn111 ) .  

2. Tricolor dyads - ree l  bands or  ri ngs sepa ra tccl from 
one another bv a seq uen ce of a l te rn a t i ng bands or r i ngs 
of black- l ig h t-b l ack : two black r i n gs between reel r i ngs 
(e .g .  some Scapliindn11 I op his. Lall/propel r is p rro111elana. 
most Lampropelris zonara). 

3. Tricolor triads - red ba n cls or r i n gs sepa ra tecl from 
one  a nother by a seq uence of a l te rna t i ng bands  or  r i n gs 
of b lack-l ight-black-l ight-black: three black nngs 
between reel r ings (e .g .  Micruru.1 i.1 0::01111s. some 
A 1rac111s claps). 

4. Tricolor tetrads - reel bands or ri ngs sepa ra ted 
fro m  one a not her  by a sequence of a l ternat ing bands or  
rings of black-l ight-black-I ight-black-l ight-black : four  
black r ings between red r i ngs ( e .g .  some A 1rac111s claps. 
some Atractus latifrons). 

5. Tricolor pcn tacls  - red bands or  ri ngs sepa ra ted 
fro m one a n o t h e r  by a seq uence o f  a ltern a t i n g  bands or 
r i ngs o f  b l ac k-1 igh t -b lac k-1 igh t-black-1 igh t-black-1 igh t
black ( e . g . Micrurus elegans. some Simophi.s 
rhinosroma) .  

Snakes hav i n g  b i co lor ,  t r ico lor  dya d .  t r icolor t riad . 
tr icolor te t racl o r  t r ico lor  pen tacl patterns h a ve t h e  reel 
ba n cl s  or ri ngs borcle r i ng black  ones . I n  t h e  t ricolor 
monad pat tern the reel ba nds or  r ings a re separated 
from t h e  black bands or r i n gs by a yel low or w h i t e  
b a n d  or  r ing . 

M ost spec i es of coral sna kes and members of t h e  
cora l s n a k e  m i m i c gui ld possess only a s i ng le pat tern 
t yp e .  However. as i nd ica ted a bove. some taxa ex h i b i t  
geogra p h ic v a r i a t i o n  i n  pat t ern w h i l e  a few spec i es may 
have d i fferent patterns presen t on  d i fferen t  parts o f  the 
body ( e .g .  some Scaphiodontophis).  These and  o the r  
vari an t s  w i l l  b e  more fu l ly  d iscussed t n  ou r 
forthcoming rev iew of va r i a t i o n  a nd th e taxonomic 
occurrence of cora l  snake pa t terns . 
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INTRODUCTION 

A l l  but  one of the Lesser Ant i l lean is lands or is land 
groups, has (or once had) i t s  own species of macrotei id 
'ground l izard' ( Cnemidophorous or Ameiva) ( Baskins 
and Wil l iams, 1 966; Schwartz and Henderson ,  1 985 ) .  
Ground l izards favour dry coastal hab i tats wh ich ,  i n  
t h e  Lesser An t i l les, have been subject to  much 
development for housing, tourism and  cult ivat ion .  
Probably as a resu l t  of  such habi tat  destruction ,  and 
possibly also due to  predat ion by  i ntroduced 
m ongoose (Herpestes herpestes), ground l izards are 
now  rare or ext inct  on several is lands ( Underwood, 
1 962 ;  Corke, 1 987 ;  Johnson, 1 988) .  

Dominica ( 1 5° 25'  N ,  6 1 °  25'  W)  is  u nusual  in  the 
Lesser Ant i l les in  having ret ained between 60 per cent  
and  75  per cent  of i t s  origina l  forest cover, incl uding i t s  
coasta l  woodlands (Evans ,  1 986) .  The la t ter support 
popula t ions of Ameivafuscata, confined to Dominica.  
There have been few publ ished reports of  the  diets of 
A meiva, and none for A . fuscata or other Lesser 
A n t i l lean species. Hirth ( 1 963) ,  H i l lman  ( 1 969) and 
Echternacht  ( 1 983 )  described the  d ie t  and feeding 
behaviour of several ·Costa Rican species and more 
recent ly Vega et al. ( 1 98 8 )  described the diet of 
A. ameiva i n  Argent ina .  

As part of a l ong term study of Domin ica's forests ,  
i nc luding the repti le  and amphibian com m un i ties, data 
were col lected on  the diet and feeding behaviour of 
A.  fuscata i n. one of the  two types of coas ta l  woodland,  
Dry Scrub Woodland. 

STUDY AREA AND M ETHODS 

Fieldwork in the  Cabrit s  Pen insula ,  north-east 
Domin ica, was conducted in March-Apri l 1 988  and 
December-January 1 989; t hese dates corresponded 
approximately to dry and wet seasons respectively. 
More trees were in frui t  or flower in  the dry season than 
i n  the wet season ,  and the mean l i tter layer was 
s ignificant ly  deeper at that t ime  (X = 2 .76cm, N = 5 
composite samples ,  dry season ;  X = 0.98cm, N = 5 
composite samples, wet season ( t4.4 = 3 .98 ,  p<0.02). 

Prey avai lab i l i ty  a t  ground l evel was estimated using 
p itfa l l  (can )  t raps ( 78mm deep ,  73mm diameter fi l led 
to  c.30mm depth with water p l us detergent) .  During 
both the dry and wet season vis i ts five l ines of 10 pi tfal l  
t raps were set for 48h  on  two dates separated by  at least 
1 4  days. The catch was sorted to order/fami ly and prey 
lengt h .  Pitfa l l  t raps do not necessari ly provide 
representative samples of species composit ion and 
species divers i ty (Southwood, 1 978) .  Thus comparison 
between i nvertebrate avai lab i l i ty  and prey taken must 
be viewed with caution, and only l arge differences are 
described here. 

A.  fuscata, whilst not threatened, is  a protected 
species in Dominica,  and large scale destructive 
sampl ing principal ly for s tomach contents was 
u ndesirable .  N on-destructive l ive capture and stomach 
flush ing (Pietruszka, 1 987)  proved very difficul t  with 
this s pecies and al l  but  seven out of a total of 1 9  
spec imens were k i l led .  Thus the  sample s ize for diet 
analysis was sma l l .  Neverthe less ,  specimens from most 


