
Melanism is widespread in ectotherms and in reptiles 
in particular (see Trullas et al., 2007 for a detailed 
review). Melanistic forms have been reported to 
occur in many species, for instance in Psammodromus 
algirus Linnaeus, 1758 (Reguera et al., 2014), Vipera 
berus Linnaeus, 1758, Vipera aspis Linnaeus, 1758 
(Broennimann et al., 2014) and Nilssonia hurum 
Gray, 1831 (Dubla et al., 2020). Melanism is generally 
thought to provide a thermal advantage for ectotherms 
living in colder climates, as dark individuals heat up 
faster than light individuals (Clusella Trullas et al., 
2007). Melanism may also confer extra protection 
against UV radiation for species living at high latitudes 
(Reguera et al., 2014). On the other hand, melanism 
may be physiologically (i.e. melanin production: [Jawor 
and Breitwisch, 2003]) or ecologically costly (i.e. 
black is conspicuous to predators: [Forsman, 1995]). 
Consequently, such morphs remain relatively rare in 
natural populations.

Here we report two observations and related 
photographic evidence of melanism in Iberolacerta 
bonnali Lantz, 1927. First, a melanistic female was 
observed at the location “Col d’Arrious” on 19 July 2018 
(42.8458°N; -0.3455°W; 2250 m approx. elevation; no 
other data; Fig. 1). Secondly, on 16 July 2021 at 15:00 
h, a female was captured in the vicinity of Pic du Midi 
de Bigorre, France (42.9127°N; 0.1419°E; 2171 m 
elevation). This adult female (snout-vent length = 53.63 

mm; tail length = 68.57 mm; body mass = 2.97 g) was 
basking next to two, non-melanistic, conspecifics at 
the time of capture. This individual was fully black, 
including its eyes (Fig. 2). The typical colouration of I. 
bonnali is a plain brown or grey back and darker flanks 
with sometimes lighter longitudinal dorsal markings. 
The eye is usually composed of an orange iris and 
a black pupil. The species displays no clear sexual 
dimorphism with respect to colouration.    

This is, to our knowledge, the first photographic 
records of melanistic I. bonnali, although the 
morphotype was first described by Arribas in 2000. This 
report also compiles our additional observations: one 
specimen observed on the 03/09/2020 at 12:40h approx. 
(42.9314°N; -0.3266°W; 2080 m approx. elevation) at 
“Lac d’Anglas”; one female specimen observed on 20 
July 2021 at 12:49 h also at “Lac d’Anglas” (no other 
data); a specimen observed in 2020 at “Col d’Arrious” 
(no other data), and an older record at “Vallée de la 
Canau” on the 01/08/2003 (approx. 42.73°N; -0.09°W; 
2000 m approx. elevation), for which we do not have 
photographic evidence.
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Figure 1. Melanistic Iberolacerta bonnali, Col d’Arrious. 
Photo by Mathieu Berroneau.
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Although this report did not intend to quantify 
the proportion of melanistic Iberolacerta forms in 
the Pyrenees, it suggests that such forms are quite 
rare.  Melanism in the Pyrenees is known in several 
“reptilian” taxa (i.e. Vipera, Natrix, Zootoca), but the 
published information is far too limited and disparate, 
and often appears in local and/or highly specialised 
journals (Saint Girons and Fons, 1977; Pottier, 2001; 
Fitze, 2008; Roberto García-Roa and Carbonell, 2020).  
From an evolutionary perspective, one can expect 
melanistic forms to become even rarer as climate warms 
in the coming decades, as thermal advantages conferred 
by dark pigmentation are lost (Clusella Trullas et al., 
2007). We hope that this report will generate traction for 
naturalists to carry out well-designed surveys capable of 
documenting the level of rarity for melanism in reptile 
populations, and to help better understand hypothesis 
related to climate change. 
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Figure 2. Melanistic female Iberolacerta bonnali in its habitat (A), dorsal (B) and ventral views C). Photos by Constant Perry.
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