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Color variation generally exists, albeit to varying degrees, 
both within populations of snakes and across the distri-

butions of snake taxa (e.g., Carpenter 1954; Wilson 1978; 
Mooi et al. 2011). In many cases, such variation is likely 
adaptive, improving the fitness of individuals relative to the 
biotic and abiotic characteristics of the habitat they occupy. 
Examples of such adaptation include crypsis (e.g., Sweet 
1985; King 1992), aposematism (e.g., Brodie 1993), Batesian 
mimicry (e.g., Greene and McDiarmid 1981; Rabosky et al. 
2016), Müllerrian mimicry (e.g., Sanders et al. 2006), and 
improved homeostatic regulation (e.g., Bittner et al. 2002; 
Lattanzio and Buontempo 2021). The evolutionary impor-
tance of color has been documented for many ophidian taxa, 
and color variation within these taxa merits full characteriza-
tion. Herein we work toward that goal by reporting on an 
aberrantly colored Western Ribbonsnake (Thamnophis proxi-
mus) from Sutton County, Texas, USA.
 Thamnophis proximus is a slender-bodied snake native to 
the Americas from Costa Rica northward into the midwestern 
United States from Wisconsin to Nebraska (Rossman 1970; 
Powell et al. 2016). Four subspecies (T. p. proximus, T. p. 
orarius, T. p. rubrilineatus, and T. p. diabolicus) are currently 
recognized within the state of Texas (Tennant 1985; Dixon 
2013; Powell et al. 2016; Dixon et al. 2020). Considerable 
variability in color exists between and among these subspecies. 
For example, longitudinal striping can be dark gray, brown, 
or black, whereas the middorsal stripe can be gold, orange, or 
red (Tennant 1985; Powell et al. 2016; Dixon et al. 2020).
 At 2002 h on 18 August 2021, we found an abnormally 
colored T. proximus (Fig. 1) dead on County Road 310 ca. 
1 km north of the intersection with Ranch to Market Road 
3130 (30.4729°N, 100.1344°W; WGS 84). This individual 
measured 41.3 cm SVL, 16.6 cm tail length, and weighed 
22.16 g. Dorsal and lateral ground color was olive-gray, the 
middorsal stripe was pale orange, and the longitudinal pale 
striping that is typically well-juxtaposed against dark longitu-

dinal stripes was barely discernable. Relative to other Western 
Ribbonsnakes we have encountered in Sutton County and 
throughout the state, the coloration of this individual was 
quite unusual. It was much paler than more typical Western 
Ribbonsnakes, regardless of subspecies (Dixon et al. 2020). 
The specimen was preserved and deposited in the Amphibian 
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Fig. 1. An aberrantly colored Western Ribbonsnake (Thamnophis proxi-
mus) found dead on County Road 310 ca. 1 km north of the intersection 
with Ranch to Market Road 3130 in Sutton County, Texas, USA. Note 
the overall olive-gray coloration of the snake and the absence of dark lon-
gitudinal striping, which together give the snake a pale complexion that is 
uncharacteristic of the species. Photograph by Sarah Bullard.
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and Reptile Diversity Research Center at the University of 
Texas at Arlington (UTA R-65883) and its identity was veri-
fied by Gregory G. Pandelis.
 Other instances of abnormal coloration from taxa 
within the genus Thamnophis include albinism (Stephenson 
and Drace 2014), erythrism (Gilhen 2010), and melanism 
(Bittner et al. 2002; Mooi et al. 2011). However, the col-
oration of the snake we collected does not fall into any of 
these categories. An instance of aberrant coloration in a T. 
sirtalis fitchi in Sutter County, California (Fulton 2018), was 
notably similar to our specimen from Sutton County, Texas. 
Both snakes had an olive-gray ground color with considerably 
less black coloration than would be expected from a typical 
representative of each taxon (Fitch 1980; Dixon et al. 2020). 
A mutation called “green” in the captive Burmese Python 
(Python bivittatus) population approximates the background 
coloration of the specimen from Sutton County. To the best 
of our knowledge, this is the first report documenting this 
particular color aberration in T. proximus.
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