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ABSTRACT With this note we report the presence of melanic individuals of Redi’s viper Vipera aspis fran-
cisciredi (Laurenti, 1768) (Reptilia Serpentes) in the Lazio region (Parco Naturale Regionale 

dei Monti Simbruini), Italy. Although the presence of melanic and melanistic individuals in 

the region is known, up to date, there are no official reports of this, in particular with regard to 

the territory of the Parco Naturale Regionale dei Monti Simbruini. The distribution on the na-

tional territory of melanic and melanistic individuals belonging to the subspecies Vipera aspis 
francisciredi is little known, therefore more in-depth studies on the distribution of the melanic 

phenotype in Italian populations would be of particular interest.

INTRODUCTION 

 

Melanism is an excess of black pigmentation 

due to overproduction and/or dispersion of melanin 

from melanophores (tegumentary cells containing 

melanins belonging to the chromatophores cate-

gory) (Sherbrooke et al., 1989) that can be found in 

many animal species, including snakes. In ec-

totherms, at similar values of temperature, solar ra-

diation intensity and wind speed, individuals with 

a dark phenotype (with low reflectivity on the skin) 

warm up more quickly and consequently are able 

to maintain optimal body temperatures more easily 

than lighter coloured individuals (De Jong et al., 

1996; Clusella-Trullas et al., 2007). At the same 

time, darker individuals are less cryptic, and there-

fore more vulnerable to predation (Clusella-Trullas 

et al., 2007). Melanic specimens are able to colo-

nize environments with a greater plant cover, and 

therefore cooler and wetter, thanks to the superior 

heat absorption capacity due to the dark color; ac-

cordingly, the disadvantage due to reduced cryptic 

capacities is probably compensated by the speed 

with which the ideal temperature can be reached 

(Castella et al., 2013).  

Vipera aspis francisciredi (Laurenti, 1768) 

(Reptilia Serpentes) is a subspecies of V. aspis 

(Linnaeus, 1758) present in central and northern 

Italy, southern Switzerland and Slovenia, with dor-

sal patterns consisting of small bands, dark-

coloured spots or triangles and the accentuated 

polymorphism of the basic colour covering a wide 

range of grey, reddish, brown and sand tones. Re-

garding melanic specimes of this species, there is 

one area in central Italy where partially or totally 

black individuals live, but whose presence has 

never been officially registered in the Italian Lazio 

Region. 
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DISCUSSIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

 

Melanism is frequent in a polymorphic taxa 

such as the genus Vipera Laurenti, 1768. In par-

ticular in Italy, the presence of melanic individuals 

of Vipera berus (Linnaeus, 1758) and Vipera 
walser Ghielmi, Menegon, Marsden, Laddaga et 

Ursenbacher, 2016 along the Alpine arc is known, 

On the contrary, the presence of melanic or 

melanistic individuals of Vipera ursinii has never 

been recorded in the peninsula. Among the Italian 

species, the one that presents the greatest variabil-

ity in terms of coloration and dorsal ornamentation 

is certainly Vipera aspis (Linnaeus, 1758), mainly 

due to its wide distribution along the peninsula and 

the rich variety of colonized habitats. Melanism is 

relatively common among the individuals of 

Vipera aspis aspis, distributed in alpine habitats, 

but regarding Vipera aspis hugy, with such col-

oration, there is only one report (Di Nicola & 

Meier, 2013), while for  Vipera aspis francisciredi 
its presence, over the years, has been sporadically 

reported in the literature, along the distribution 

range of this subspecies. 

Given the altitudinal distribution of the individ-

uals found during the present study (average eleva-

tion 1587.75 m) and their presence within the 

vegetation limits, it is possible to assume that 

melanism in Vipera aspis francisciredi is mainly 

due to thermoregulatory requirements due to the ad-

vantage given by a dark coloration in cool areas 

with wide tree cover (consequently shady and with 

low presence of predators such as birds of prey) 

See also other cited references: Bruno, 1976, 

1985; Brodmann, 1987; De Smedt, 2006; Di Nicola 

et asl., 2019. 

 

 

MATERIAL AND METHODS 

 

The specimens reported in Table 1 were sighted 

during the monitoring of the project “I rettili del 

Parco Naturale Regionale dei Monti Simbruini” and 

where, when possible, captured, sexed and released 

at the place of capture (Figs. 1–4).  

A report was also collected together with pho-

tographic material from the Park staff and two spec-

imens preserved under alcohol from a private 

collection and conserved in the “Museo della civiltà 

contadina” in Filettino (Frosinone, Italy) (Table 1). 

Field work was carried out in the Regional Nat-

ural Park of the Simbruini Mountains (PNRMS), 

established in 1983, that with its about 30,000 

hectares is the largest protected area in the Lazio 

Region, characterized by a low level of anthropiza-

tion and a wide spread of forests: about 70% of the 

surface is in fact covered by forest formations of 

both beech forests and mixed deciduous and conif-

erous reforestation. 

The Park territory is included in 7 municipalities: 

Camerata Nuova, Cervara di Roma, Subiaco, Jenne 

and Vallepietra in the province of Rome, Trevi nel 

Lazio and Filettino in the province of Frosinone. The 

protected area is included almost entirely in the SPA 

Monti Simbruini - Monti Ernici IT6050008 and in-

cludes 7 Sites of Community Importance (SIC). 
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Table 1. Baselines features of the studied specimens of  melanic Vipera aspis francisciredi.

Sex Date SVL Altitude Habitat

F 22.V.1985 50 cm 1400 m -

M 30.IX.1985 56 cm 1604 m -

- 07.VII.2015 - 1740 m bushy pasture

- 01.IX.2016 - 1596 m forest

M 15.VII.2018 - 1727 m forest

F 06.IX.2018 - 1718 m bushy pasture

- 12.VII.2018 - 1483 m forest

F 10.IX.2019 60 cm 1434 m forest
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(Castella et al., 2013). It would therefore be appro-

priate to deepen the research by including a larger 

number of individuals and populations, focusing at-

tention on their distribution and fitness of melanic 

individuals compared to those with cryptic col-

oration present in the same area. 
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Figure 1. Male specimen observed on the edge of a beech forest (Filettino, Frosinone, Italy). Figure 2. Male specimen pre-

served under alcohol and belonging to a private collection (Filettino, Frosinone, Italy). Figure 3. Female specimen observed 

in a bushy pasture (Filettino, Italy). Figure 4. Mating between a melanic individual and one with normal phenotype (Guar-

cino, Frosinone, Italy). 
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