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ABSTRACT

We provide further notes on taxa assigned to little-known uropeltid snake genus Platyplectrurus. Based on our
field surveys and in situ wild encounters of live specimens we illustrate P. trilienatus in life for the very first time
and provide what is perhaps the first report of albinism in this group. We also provide live colouration data for
both adult and juvenile P. madurensis. Additionally, based on our perusal of original description papers, subse-
quent taxonomic treatises and photos of name-bearing types (featured herein), we add complimentary clauses to
better diagnose and distinguish these taxa. We herein indicate that the status of the nominate taxon P. bilineatus,
currently considered a subjective junior synonym (young one) of P. trilineatus must be reconsidered in light of
these findings. Our results bolster the continued use (after Beddome) of both ventral and dorsal colouration in
addition to head-scale configurations to better diagnose congeners in this group.
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INTRODUCTION

Shieldtail snakes of the family Uropeltidae are poorly-
known, small, fossorial snakes endemic to Indian penin-
sula and Sri Lanka (Wallach et al., 2014; Pyron et al.,
2016). With seven genera and nearly 60 species, this
group is typically distributed in the wet hill forests of
south western India and Sri Lanka (Pyron et al., 2016).
The genus Platyplectrurus Glinther, 1868 is perhaps one
of the most range-restricted genera of all in this family,
occurring only in 2-3 hill ranges (Ganesh, 2015; Pyron
et al., 2016). When the first congener P. trilineatus was
described by Beddome (1867), even the genus Platy-
plectrurus was not erected, as it happened a year later
(Giinther, 1868). A decade later, second congener was
be described, i.e. P. madurensis by Beddome (1877).
About another decade later, the last congener was de-
scribed by Beddome (1886), as P. bilineatus. Beddome
(1886) provided a key based only on the dorsal pattern-
ing, after describing the last congener P. bilineatus that
he mentioned to be founded based on young specimens.
A few years later, Boulenger (1890) postulated a
different concept of Platyplectrurus to include an unre-
lated taxon Teretrurus sanguineus (Beddome, 1867) too.
Boulenger (1890) also synonymized P. bilineatus under
P. trilineatus. He was also the first to distinguish conge-
ners based on supraocular vs. prefrontal size compari-
sons. In the next century Ferguson (1902), Wall (1923)
and Roux (1928) collected and published on one conge-
ner P. madurensis from Cardamom hills and Palni hills.
Subsequently, Smith (1943) rightly removed 7. san-
guineus from Platyplectrurus, but otherwise followed
the same key for distinguishing P. trilineatus and P.
madurensis. Since then, only Rajendran (1985) dis-
cussed this species based on fresh collections. Further
books on the topic never shed light on this genus
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(Das, 2002; Daniel, 2002; Whitaker & Captain, 2004).
Museum catalogues such as those by Sclater (1891),
Constable (1949) and Ganesh & Asokan (2010) list P.
madurensis as one of the species in their holdings.
Ganesh (2011) described a series of preserved
juvenile specimens (< 100 mm SVL) that had a mix of
characters: striped dorsum as in P. frilineatus and larger
prefrontal as in P. madurensis and allocated them to P.
trilineatus, remarking that juveniles have larger eye,
hence larger supraoculars. It was also remarked that, P.
bilineatus (synonym of P. trilineatus) is not only from
the same “Madura hills” but also has supraocular “as in
P. madurensis” (after Beddome, 1886), thereby resem-
bling P. madurensis, more than P. trilineatus per se. A
lot of these complexities had been dealt with by Ganesh
(2011), who opined that fresh collections and field ob-
servations are necessary to resolve these issues. Subse-
quent to the work of Ganesh (2011), we have had new
sightings and observations of both these congeners.
Here, we take the opportunity to comment more on this
little-known genus of snakes by elaborating our new
findings and comparing with earlier literature (Figs.1-2).

TAXONOMY
Platyplectrurus trilineatus (Beddome, 1867)

Plectrurus trilineatus Beddome, 1867

Platyplectrurus trilineatus — Giinther, 1868; Beddome,
1886; Boulenger, 1890; Smith, 1943 Platyplectrurus
bilineatus Beddome, 1886 (after Boulenger, 1890)

Taxonomic history: Beddome (1867) described Plec-
trurus trilineatus based on 3 syntypes BMNH
1866.12.15.10  (=1946.1.15.72) &  MNHN-RA-
1895.112-113 collected from “Anamallay forests, above
Ponachi, Madras Presidency” (now Pollachi, Coimba-
tore dt., Tamil Nadu, India). The very next year,
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(i) MNHN RA 1895.115

(iii) MNHN RA 1895.113

Figure 1. Representative syntypes from MNHN, Paris, of Platyplectrurus spp. (i) P. madurensis adult, (ii) P. madu-
rensis juvenile, (iii) P. trilineatus, (iv) P. bilineatus. Source open-access weblink: https://science.mnhn. fr/institution/

mnhn/list?genus=Platyplectrurus&collectionCode=ra accessed on 19™ Sept. 2019

& RS Sy
Figure 2. Live uncollected images showing dorsal patterning in (a) Platyplectrurus madurensis adult, (b) juvenile,

(c) albino (Photos: S.R. Ganesh); (d) Platyplectrurus trilineatus (Photo: P. Bharath Simha) and (e) a specimen
matching description of nominate taxon Platyplectrurus bilineatus (Photo: S.U.Saravanakumar)
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Shieldtail snakes of the genus Platyplectrurus

Giinther (1868) erected Platyplectrurus as new genus to
accommodate this distinct taxon. Thus Plectrurus triline-
atus becomes the type species of the genus Platyplec-
turus. Beddome (1886) described the taxon Platyplec-
trurus  bilineatus based on 3 syntypes: BMNH
1883.1.12.60-61  (=1946.1.23.54-55),  MNHN-RA-
1895.114 from the “Madura hills”. However, four years
later, Boulenger (1890) synonymized this nomen under
P. trilineatus.

Observation (n=1): On 27" March 2019, at 11:45 h, one
of us (PBS) sighted an adult P. trilineatus in the field, in
the Kannan Devan tea estates, Munnar hills (Kerala),
Southern Western Ghats. Surprisingly, the snake was
seen crossing a road during forenoon in pre-monsoon
season by broad daylight.

Colouration: Adult (ca. 30 cm long) dorsally deep red-
dish brown with three thick (one-scale wide) black
stripes. One vertebral stripe on 7" scale row and two
paravertebral stripes on 4™ and 10™ scale rows. No collar
mark visible. Labials and sides of head and neck, the
same colour as of the dorsum.

Complementary Diagnosis (also see Beddome, 1886):
A Platyplectrurus with a uniform pale creamy white or
with a brown-dotted ventral colouration; a dorsal pattern
consisting of three broad black stripes or a series of scale
-wide spots (at least in adults).

Platyplectrurus madurensis Beddome, 1877
Wallia inexpectata Werner, 1925

Plectrurus ruhunae Deraniyagala, 1954
Platyplectrurus madurensis ruhanae Gans, 1966
Platyplectrurus trilineatus (non Beddome, 1867) —
Ganesh, 2011

Taxonomic history: Beddome (1877) described this
species based on 8 syntypes: BMNH 1883.1.12.56-58,
BMNH 1946.1.15.78-80 (Natural History Museum,
London, UK), MNHN 1895.115a-b (Muséum National
d’Historie Naturelle, Paris, France), all collected from
“about Kodiukarnal on the Pulney Mountains (Madura
district), Southern India, 6000 feet”, now Kodaikanal,
Tamil Nadu, India (Pyron et al., 2016). Two more sub-
jective synonyms Wallia inexpectata Werner, 1925 de-
scribed based on NMW 18511 (Naturorshisches Museum
Vienna) from Palni hills and Plectrurus ruhunae Derani-
yagala, 1954 described based on NMSL 51 (National
Museum of Sri Lanka) from Ceylon, exist (Pyron et al.,
2016).

Observations (n=5): During 2014-15, one of us (SRG)
sighted P. madurensis in the Palni hills (Tamil Nadu),
Southern Western Ghats. On 16™ July, 2014, at 13:10 h,
an adult was sighted under rock within a montane shola
forest patch near Asankodai peak in the Palni hills. On
4t January 2015, at 15:00 h, a subadult was sighted un-
der rock in montane grasslands in Mannavanur, Koda-
ikanal; the same day, an adult was sighted under a fallen
log in Bombay Shola, Kodaikanal at 18:10 h. On 7" Jan-
uary 2015, at 13:20 h, two juveniles were sighted under a
rock near Berijam lake, Kodaikanal.

Colouration: Adults (> 35 cm long) were dorsally uni-
form muddy brown, with some patches of yellow pig-
mentation on head, near neck and a few faint streaks on
parts of the back. Supralabials, infralabials and parts of
lower temporals yellow; ventral and ventrolateral scales
yellow with a distinct thick dark brown scale outlines
edged all along. Subadult (20 cm long) was dorsally

brownish with a very feeble trace of thick (one-scale
wide) paravertebral yellow stripes from neck till tail of-
ten occupying 4™-5"™ and 8™-9™ scale rows. Faint yellow
collar mark present across occipital region beyond parie-
tals scales. Supralabials, infralabials and parts of lower
temporals yellow; ventrals as in the adults. Young ones
(10-15 cm long) were dorsally brown, with the extremi-
ties of each scale of every dorsal scale row covered with
a yellow stripe, giving a densely striped appearance.
Venter as in the adults.

Complementary Diagnosis (also see Beddome, 1886):
A Platyplectrurus with a distinctly stippled ventral col-
ouration, each scale having a thick dark brown outline
and a whitish centre giving a mottled appearance; uni-
form unpatterned brownish dorsal colouration (in adults);
with narrow multiple yellow stripes on a brown dorsum;
a distinct yellow collar mark (in young ones).

DISCUSSION

Going by the above data, it is credible that use of dorsal
pattern to distinguish the congeners in Platyplectrurus is
once again essential (see Beddome, 1886). This is mainly
because of ontogenic colour changes in these taxa as
some features such as presence of collar mark and dorsal
stripes, either bold or diffuse could possibly be paedo-
morphic traits of this genus. Both these features disap-
pear as the snake grows and are not found in adult
snakes, either in life or in preservatives. Additionally, the
usage of ventral colouration as a taxonomically-
informative character has not been exploited by previous
workers (see keys in Beddome, 1886; Boulenger, 1890,
1893; Smith, 1943). We here postulate that ventral col-
ouration is diagnostic of species, and can be used in con-
junction with head-scale configuration (after Boulenger,
1890) and dorsal pattern (Beddome, 1886) for species
determination. An important finding of this work is to
reconsider the taxonomic status of the nominal taxon
Platyplectrurus bilineatus Beddome, 1886 that is now
considered (after Boulenger 1890), a subjective junior
synonym of P. trileneatus (Beddome, 1877). From the
original description it is clear that juveniles were not
known for P. trilineatus.

Platyplecturus trilineatus has a series of three, thick
black stripes on brown dorsum. This is in strong contrast
to the presence of whitish stripes on brown dorsum in
both juvenile P. madurensis (this work) and the nominal
taxon P. bilineatus. The juvenile colouration of P. triline-
atus and the adult colouration of P. bilineatus are un-
known till date, leading to convenient synonymisation of
these two nominate taxa (see Boulenger, 1890) based on
head scale configuration. Indeed, the life depictions of
congeners published here are, to the best of our
knowledge, the very first illustrations of living P. triline-
atus (three black stripes on brown dorsum) and a popula-
tion in conformity with the nominal taxon P. bilineatus
(two yellow stripes on brownish dorsum). The congener
P. madurensis has been illustrated in Das (2002) based
on adult. We illustrate its juvenile colouration herewith
(also see Ganesh, 2011). Based on the data that we have
newly amassed, we provisionally refer the juvenile speci-
mens and similar-looking multi-striped populations from
Palnis to P. madurensis and not P. trilineatus, as had
previously been supposed. Though described nearly one
and a quarter of a century ago, very little is known about
members of the genus Platyplectrurus. It is hoped that
this note will prompt further research works into this
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genus of snakes, based on both field observations and
specimen collection-based approaches.
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