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ABSTRACT: We used 1400 bp of mitochondrial DNA sequence from two gene fragments (ND4 and cyt-b) to
investigate phylogenetic relationships within Atropoides, with emphasis on the subspecies of A. nummifer.
Although many relationships within the genus are strongly supported, monophyly of Atropoides was never
supported, although it could not be rejected with statistical confidence. In most analyses, the genus was
paraphyletic with respect to Porthidium and Cerrophidion, due to the problematic placement of A. picadoi.
Our results suggest that the current taxonomy may underestimate species diversity within this group.
Atropoides nummifer was found to comprise three distinct phylogroups, generally coinciding with the current
subspecies recognized under A. nummifer but paraphyletic with respect to A. olmec. Additionally, disjunct
populations previously thought to represent A. nummifer in Oaxaca, Mexico, and Baja Verapaz, Guatemala,
appear to represent A. olmec. We use the phylogeny recovered for A. nummifer and A. olmec to discuss
geological and climatic events that may historically have affected gene flow within this complex.
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THE CLASSIFICATION of the lineages within
the subfamily Crotalinae (Viperidae) remains
controversial (e.g., Campbell and Lamar,
1989; Parkinson et al., 2002; Werman, 1992;
and references therein). One group that has
received considerable attention has been what
Burger (1971) recognized as the genus Porthi-
dium Cope, which consisted of nine species
that he removed from the genus Bothrops
(barbouri, godmani, hyoprora, lansbergii, mel-
anurum, nasutum, nummifer, ophryomegas,
and picadoi). Werman (1992) found Burger’s
Porthidium to be paraphyletic based on
analyses of allozymes and morphology and
erected the genus Atropoides to contain P.
picadoi (Dunn), P. nummifer (Ruppell), and P.
olmec (Perez-Higareda, Smith, and Julia-Zer-
tuche). Werman’s conclusions were based on
analyses that included A. picadoi and A.

nummifer, but lacked A. olmec. The inclusion
of A. olmec by Werman (1992) within the
genus was based on the original description by
Pérez-Higareda et al. (1985). Campbell and
Lamar (1992) additionally removed barbouri,
godmani, and tzotzlilorum from Burger’s
Porthidium and placed them in the new genus
Cerrophidion. Gutberlet (1998) reallocated
P. melanurum to the genus Ophryacus, and
Gutberlet and Campbell (2001) allocated
P. hyoprora (Bothrops hypororus, sensu Mc-
Diarmid et al., 1999) to the new genus
Bothrocophias.

Several published hypotheses of relation-
ships within Porthidium (sensu Burger, 1971)
based on either morphological and/or limited
molecular evidence have been generally in-
congruent and suggested different positions
for Atropoides within the Crotalinae (e.g.,
Brattstrom, 1964; Kraus et al., 1996; Werman,
1992). Based on unspecified interpretations of
morphological data, Brattstrom (1964) and
Burger (1971) derived evolutionary inferences
for the relationships within Porthidium (sensu
Burger). According to Brattstrom (1964), A.
nummifer is most closely related to the
arboreal genus Bothriechis, whereas A. picadoi
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and the remaining members of the current
genera Atropoides, Cerrophidion, and Porthi-
dium represent another group together with
taxa currently assigned to Bothrops. In con-
trast, Burger (1971) found evidence for
a monophyletic lineage representing his con-
cept of Porthidium and remarked on the
similarities among the current members of
Atropoides. Werman (1992) found Atropoides
monophyletic and sister to a clade containing
Bothrops, Porthidium (sensu stricto), Ophrya-
cus, and Bothriechis, which differs from the
conclusions of Brattstrom (1964) and Burger
(1971). Kraus et al. (1996), however, recovered
a paraphyletic Atropoides and a clade contain-
ing Porthidium (sensu stricto), Cerrophidion,
and Atropoides, i.e., the ‘‘Porthidium group’’ of
Parkinson et al. (2002). The most recent study
to use morphological evidence to resolve
phylogenetic relationships among pitvipers
(Gutberlet and Harvey, 2002) found strong
support for a monophyletic Atropoides, yet did
not recover a monophyletic Porthidium group.

Phylogenetic analyses based on multiple
genes and intensive taxon sampling within
Crotalinae (Parkinson, 1999; Parkinson et al.,
2002) have been used in an attempt to clarify
relationships within the subfamily. Using DNA
sequence data from two mitochondrial ribo-
somal DNA regions, Parkinson (1999) recov-
ered Atropoides, as well as the Porthidium
group, as monophyletic in all analyses (minus P.
hyoprora, later allocated to the genus Bothro-
cophias; Gutberlet and Campbell, 2001). These
clades, however, had weak bootstrap support
(,50%). With two additional mitochondrial
gene fragments (cyt-b and ND4), Parkinson et
al. (2002) found a monophyletic Porthidium
group with substantial bootstrap support and
inferred that the genus Porthidium is sister to
a clade containing Cerrophidion and a mono-
phyletic Atropoides. Within Atropoides, they
recovered A. picadoi as the sister taxon to
a clade containing A. nummifer and A. olmec.
However, Parkinson et al. (2002) included only
a single representative of each of the three
currently recognized species of Atropoides.

Snakes of the genus Atropoides generally
inhabit humid upland forests of Middle
America and, to a lesser extent, humid forests
at lower elevations (Campbell and Lamar,
1989). Of the three recognized species of
Atropoides, A. olmec reportedly occupies the

smallest range, occurring only in the Sierra de
Los Tuxtlas in southern Veracruz, Mexico
(Campbell and Lamar, 1989; Pérez-Higareda
et al., 1985; Fig. 1). The range of A. picadoi is
more extensive, occurring in lower and middle
elevations of Costa Rica and western Panama
(Campbell and Lamar, 1989; Fig. 1). The
range of A. nummifer is the largest of the
species, extending from San Luis Potosı́,
Mexico, to central Panama (Campbell and
Lamar, 1989; Fig. 1). Within A. nummifer
three subspecies are currently recognized (A.
n. nummifer, A. n. occiduus, and A. n.
mexicanus), yet the relationships among these
remain poorly known (Campbell and Lamar,
1989; Perez-Higareda et al., 1985). In addition
to the uncertain composition of the group now
recognized under the name A. nummifer, the
status of A. olmec as a species distinct from A.
nummifer is controversial (see Campbell and
Lamar, 1989).

In order to clarify the relationships within
Atropoides and within the Porthidium group,
we investigated the following: (1) is the genus
Atropoides monophyletic? (2) are the current-
ly recognized subspecies of A. nummifer
monophyletic? (3) is A. olmec a valid species?
and (4) what geological or climatic events may
have historically contributed to the diversifi-
cation of phylogroups within Atropoides? To
address these issues, the present study in-
cludes all recognized subspecies of Atropoides
represented by multiple localities where pos-
sible. Additionally, outgroup taxa including
members of the Porthidium group were in-
cluded to investigate monophyly of Atro-
poides. We used DNA sequences obtained
from two mitochondrial gene fragments to
reconstruct the evolutionary history of Atro-
poides. We present both separate and com-
bined analyses of these two molecular data sets
to examine hypotheses relative to the evolution
of Atropoides. With the resulting phylogenetic
hypothesis for the group, we consider geo-
logical and climatic phenomena that may have
historically shaped patterns of gene flow in
these snakes.

METHODS

Taxon Sampling

Eighteen samples of the currently recog-
nized species and subspecies of Atropoides
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(sensu McDiarmid et al., 1999), represented
by multiple localities (when possible), were
examined (Table 1). Additionally, Bothriechis
lateralis, B. nigroviridis, B. schlegelii, three
samples of C. godmani (representing multiple
localities), P. dunni, P. lansbergii, P. nasutum,
and P. ophryomegas were included to in-
vestigate the monophyly of Atropoides and
were left as members of the ingroup (i.e., not
forced as an outgroup) for all analyses.
Ophryacus melanurus and O. undulatus were
used to root the trees and were designated as
outgroup taxa in all analyses, based on previous
phylogenetic hypotheses (Parkinson, 1999;
Parkinson et al., 2002).

DNA Isolation, Amplification
and Sequencing

Fragments of two protein-coding mitochon-
drial genes were analyzed: NADH dehydroge-

nase subunit 4 (ND4, 689 bp) and cytochrome
b (cyt-b, 711 bp). We chose these genes
because they have been used successfully in
both higher level and intrageneric studies in
pitvipers (e.g., Parkinson et al., 2000, 2002;
Wüster et al., 2002; Zamudio and Greene,
1997), thus their rates of evolution seemed
appropriate for the objectives of this study.

Genomic DNA was isolated from tissue
samples (liver, heart, or scale fragments pre-
served in 95% ethanol or stored frozen at �80
C, or shed skins) by standard proteinase-K
digestion, followed by purification using the
DNeasy extraction kit and protocol (Qiagen).
The ND4 and cyt-b regions were amplified as
described in Parkinson et al. (2002) using the
primer pairs: ND4 þ ND4His (for ND4), and
Gludg þ ATRCB3 (for cyt-b). Positive PCR
products were cloned using the TOPO-TA
cloning kit (Invitrogen). Plasmid DNA was

FIG. 1.—Map of Middle America showing sampled localities overlaid on reported distributions for species and
subspecies of Atropoides (based largely on Campbell and Lamar, 1989).
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isolated using Qiagen Spin-miniprep kits.
Multiple clones (at least two, or more in rare
cases of single base differences between
clones) for each individual were sequenced
using the Thermosequenase cycle sequencing
kit (USB) with dye-labeled M13 primers on
a LI-COR long-read, dual-laser 4200L auto-
mated sequencer according to the manufac-
turer’s protocols.

Phylogenetic Analyses

The DNA sequences were edited and
aligned initially using the default ‘‘align
automatically’’ algorithm in Sequencher v3.0
(Gene Codes Corporation). These alignments
were translated into amino acid sequence and
checked for the presence of stop codons (with
none detected) and similarity in amino acid
sequence using GeneDoc (Nicholas and Nich-
olas, 1997). No manual alignment adjustments
were necessary. Sequences were submitted to
Genbank (Table 1).

Phylogenies were inferred for each gene as
well as their concatenated combination using
unweighted maximum parsimony (MP) and
maximum likelihood (ML) in PAUP* 4.0b8
(Swofford, 2001). Maximum parsimony and
ML searches were conducted using the
heuristic search option and employing the tree
bisection reconnection (TBR) branch-swap-
ping option. Maximum parsimony searches
employed inactive steepest descent option,
accelerated character transformation optimi-
zation (ACCTRAN), and 100 random-taxon-
addition sequence replicates to minimize the
effect of taxon addition sequence on resulting
tree topology.

For ML analyses, models of sequence
evolution were identified that best fit each data
set based on hierarchical log likelihood ratio
tests of successively complex models using
ModelTest version 3.0 (Posada and Crandall,
1998, 2001). The specific model parameters
employed for the individual data sets and the
combined data set are given below.

Data were subjected to non-parametric
bootstrapping (Felsenstein, 1985) with 100
full heuristic pseudoreplicates under both MP
and ML criteria to assess support for nodes.
For MP bootstrapping, 20 random-taxon-
addition sequence replicates were employed
for each bootstrap pseudoreplicate. Alternate
topologies were tested for significance (at an

a 5 0.05) with a one-tailed Templeton test
(Templeton, 1983) following the recommen-
dations of Goldman et al. (2000) for MP
topologies and the Shimodaira-Hasegawa (S-
H) test (Goldman et al., 2000; Shimodaira and
Hasegawa, 1999) with 1000 bootstrap pseudo-
replicates for ML topologies. Both of these
tests were implemented in PAUP* 4.0b8.

RESULTS

Sequence Data

The combined data set (ND4 þ cyt-b)
contained 1400 characters: 689 base pairs
(bp) from the ND4 gene fragment and 711
from the cyt-b gene fragment. The ND4 data
contained 223 characters that were parsimony-
informative, and the cyt-b data set yielded 213
parsimony-informative characters. Alignment
was unambiguous for all positions. Gaps in
alignment were encountered in only one
instance in the cyt-b fragment of three out-
group taxa (O. undulatus, O. melanurus, and
B. nigroviridis) and represented the absence
of a complete codon. No indels were observed
in members of Porthidium, Cerrophidion, and
Atropoides.

Both gene fragments were similar in base
composition. The observed base composition
for the L-strand of the combined data was:
A 5 34.09%; C 5 33.05%; G 5 10.74%; T 5

25.30%. Based on the hierarchical likelihood
tests conducted by ModelTest, transition:trans-
version (ti:tv) ratios for the ND4 and cyt-
b fragments were similar, 5.87:1 and 5.19:1,
respectively (both estimated under the bestfit
model of evolution: HKY þ gamma; Hase-
gawa et al., 1985; Yang, 1993). The best-fit
model of evolution for the combined data set
corresponded to the TVM þ gamma model
(Posada and Crandall, 1998; Yang, 1993) with
the following parameters: [A–C] 5 0.8066,
[A–G] 5 11.0064, [A–T] 5 1.1627, [C–G] 5
0.5846, [C–T] 5 11.0064, [G–T] 5 1.0000,
gamma 5 0.2627.

Uncorrected percent pairwise sequence
divergence (based on the combined data set)
was highest between members of Ophryacus
and Bothriechis (17% between O. melanurus
and B. lateralis). Within Atropoides, the high-
est observed pairwise uncorrected divergence
was between A. picadoi (both samples have
identical haplotypes) and A. n. mexicanus from
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Quiché, Guatemala (11.5%). Within A. num-
mifer, the highest pairwise divergence was
between A. n. occiduus from Sonsonate, El
Salvador, and A. n. mexicanus from Quiché,
Guatemala (10.1%). Within A. nummifer, the
greatest pairwise divergence between mem-
bers of the same subspecies was observed
among individuals of A. n. occiduus from
Sonsonate, El Salvador, and samples from
Solola and Escuintla, Guatemala (4.8%; the
latter two have identical haplotypes).

Results of Phylogenetic Analyses

Results of the phylogenetic analyses based
on ND4 data are summarized in Figure 2A,B.
The MP heuristic search of the ND4 data set
generated 48 equally parsimonious trees,
differing only slightly with respect to the
terminal arrangement of Guatemalan popula-
tions of A. n. mexicanus and A. n. occiduus
(sensu stricto, as discussed below). Results of
phylogenetic searches based on cyt-b sequence
data are summarized in Figure 2C,D. The
MP analysis of the cyt-b data set (Fig. 2C)
yielded 36 equally parsimonious trees, all of
which showed the same intergeneric and inter-
specific relationships, differing only slightly
in the terminal arrangement of members
of A. n. mexicanus and A. n. occiduus (sensu
stricto).

Topologies resulting from MP and ML
phylogenetic reconstructions based on the
combined gene data set were similar except
for the basal relationships within the Porthi-
dium group (Fig. 3). The combined-data MP
heuristic search resulted in four most-parsi-
monious trees differing only in minor rear-
rangements of members of A. n. mexicanus
from Guatemala. Tree topologies from this MP
search (one of four equally most-parsimonious
trees shown in Fig. 3A) were identical to the
corresponding ML tree (Fig. 3B) for all major
relationships within the ‘‘nummifer complex’’
(A. nummifer plus A. olmec), differing only
with respect to minor rearrangements of
populations of A. n. occiduus and A. n.
mexicanus from Costa Rica.

The shortest trees, resulting from the un-
weighted MP search on the combined data set,
show a paraphyletic Atropoides (1640 steps,
one of four optimal trees shown in Fig. 3A).
These trees were five steps shorter than the
shortest MP trees obtained from a separate

search constrained to find topologies consis-
tent with a monophyletic Atropoides (1645
steps, not shown). Similarly, the optimal tree
recovered from the unconstrained ML search
on the combined data yielded a paraphyletic
Atropoides (Fig. 3B). This optimal ML tree
(�ln likelihood 5 9277.04053) differed from
the corresponding tree resulting from the
constrained ML search (�ln likelihood 5
9275.73364, not shown) by a �ln likelihood
score of 1.30689. In both the MP and ML
unconstrained searches, paraphyly of Atro-
poides was indicated by the fact that the clade
containing A. nummifer and A. olmec failed to
group with A. picadoi, exclusive of other
members of the Porthidium group.

The Templeton test (Templeton, 1983),
comparing the unconstrained and Atro-
poides-monophyly-constrained MP trees,
failed to reject the null hypothesis that con-
straining the topology significantly added to
the overall tree length (p 5 0.353). Simi-
larly, the S-H test (Shimodaira and Hasegawa,
1999), comparing the unconstrained and
Atropoides-monophyly-constrained ML trees,
failed to reject the null hypothesis that
constraining the ML topology resulted in
significantly less likely topologies (p 5 0.350).

DISCUSSION

Monophyly of Atropoides

The results of our analyses concur with all
previously published phylogenies using only
DNA sequence data (except Parkinson et al.,
2002, to some extent) in failing to resolve
confidently the relationships within the Por-
thidium group or support the monophyly of
Atropoides. Both the Templeton and S-H tests
indicated that the monophyly of Atropoides
could not be rejected with statistical confi-
dence. Furthermore, based on our limited
sampling of the other members of the
Porthidium group, we feel ancestral state
reconstruction at important deeper nodes of
the tree may have been inadequate, affecting
assessment of basal relationships of Atropoides
and closely related taxa. Given these consid-
erations, we regard the monophyly of Atro-
poides as uncertain (albeit probable given the
findings of Gutberlet and Harvey, 2002 and
Parkinson et al., 2002) and prefer to retain the
current generic taxonomy pending the results
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of an expanded analysis of the Porthidium
group that is in progress (T. Castoe, M. Sasa,
and C. Parkinson, unpublished data).

Based on our phylograms from analyses of
the combined data set (Fig. 3), in addition to
those presented by Parkinson (1999) and
Parkinson et al. (2002), the internodes defining
relationships among Porthidium, Cerrophi-
dion, and Atropoides are very short and, thus,
seem to indicate that the radiation of these taxa
occurred rapidly from a common ancestor.
Therefore, the amount of phylogenetic signal
in mitochondrial DNA is low for these early
divergences. Given the rapid evolutionary rate
characteristic of mitochondrial genes, the few

characters that were informative about deeper
relationships may have been largely obscured
by continued sequence turnover (multiple
hits) at these sites. This may explain why
molecular investigations have repeatedly failed
to robustly resolve deeper relationships within
the Porthidium group.

Intrageneric Relationships within Atropoides

Combined and individual gene analyses indi-
cate that the relationship of Atropoides picadoi
to the other two species of Atropoides (here-
after referred to as the nummifer complex)
and to Cerrophidion and Porthidium is un-
certain. If Atropoides is in fact monophyletic,

FIG. 2.—Summary trees describing the topological relationships of major clades recovered from individual gene
analyses including non-parametric bootstrap values (.50%) based on separate analyses. (A) Major clades recovered from
unweighted MP heuristic search on ND4 data. (B) Major clades recovered from ML heuristic search on ND4 gene data.
(C) Major clades recovered from unweighted MP heuristic search on cyt-b data. (D) Major clades recovered from ML
heuristic search on cyt-b gene data. Abbreviations are as follows: Cerrophidion godmani (North M. A.) 5 specimens of C.
godmani from Mexico and Guatemala; Atropoides n. occiduus (Pacific) 5 all specimens of A. n. occiduus from Guatemala
except specimen from Baja Verapaz; Atropoides ‘‘n. occiduus’’ (B. V., GUAT) 5 specimen of A. n. occiduus Baja Verapaz
GUAT in Table 1; Atropoides n. mexicanus (CR) 5 all specimens of A. n. mexicanus from Costa Rica; Atropoides n.
mexicanus (GUAT) 5 all specimens of A. n. mexicanus from Guatemala. Branches labeled with generic names only refer
to clades recovered containing all of their respective members which were sampled. See Table 1 for additional detail
regarding specimens and localities sampled.
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A. picadoi probably represents the sister
lineage to the rest of the members of the
genus. In analyses in which monophyly of
Atropoides was constrained (not shown), A.
picadoi consistently appeared as the sister
taxon to a clade containing all other species of
Atropoides, as was found by Parkinson et al.
(2002) in analyses with more limited sampling
within Atropoides.

Within the nummifer complex, A. n. occi-
duus appears to be sister to the rest of the
complex in all analyses except the ML cyt-
b tree (Fig. 2D). Although the individual gene
analyses show varying degrees of support for
the relationships among the remaining mem-
bers of the nummifer complex, both MP and
ML combined-gene analyses clearly resolved
haplotypes of A. olmec as nested within those
of A. nummifer, sister to a clade containing A.
n. nummifer and A. n. mexicanus. Based on the
results obtained from the combined and
individual gene analyses, haplotypes of A.

nummifer (as currently recognized) appear
paraphyletic with respect to haplotypes of A.
olmec. This suggests two taxonomic possibili-
ties. The first is to consider A. olmec a junior
synonym of A. nummifer. The alternative is to
elevate the currently recognized subspecies of
A. nummifer (A. n. nummifer, A. n. mexicanus,
and A. n. occiduus) to full species. The latter
alternative seems most appropriate with re-
spect to the results of the current study.
Species recognition, in this case, would be
logically consistent with the evolutionary and
phylogenetic species concepts (sensu Frost
and Hillis, 1990; Mayr, 1982; Wiley, 1978).
The evolutionary species concept identifies
species as distinct lineages, which will contin-
ue to remain so until they either go extinct or
undergo additional speciation (Chippindale et
al., 2000; Frost and Hillis, 1990; Wiley, 1978),
while phylogenetic species concepts (e.g.,
Cracraft, 1989) simply require species to be
diagnosable monophyletic units.

FIG. 3.—(A) One of four equally parsimonious trees resulting from the heuristic MP search (with 100 random-taxon-
addition replicates) on the 1401 bp combined gene data (all four optimal MP trees differed only slightly in terminal taxa
arrangements); (B) Phylogram resulting from the heuristic ML search on the 1401 bp combined gene data (employing the
TVMþG model of evolution). Non-parametric bootstrap values for nodes .50%, from separate analyses, are shown.
Abbreviations correspond to individual sample names given in Table 1.
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Sequence divergence among major groups
of the nummifer complex is fairly high (ranging
from about 5.5%–10.5% for the combined
data set), which suggests millions of years
of reproductive isolation. These levels of
sequence divergence are also comparable to
those between pitviper lineages currently
recognized as distinct species (e.g., 6.5%–
12.5% among the four species of Porthidium
sampled). Furthermore, the occurrence of
specimens representing A. n. mexicanus and
what appears to be A. olmec (based on our
analyses) within the Department of Baja
Verapaz, Guatemala, suggests that these spe-
cies may maintain their identity by some
means of reproductive isolation other than
allopatry. If this is the case, the biological
species concept (sensu Frost and Hillis, 1990)
may also be applicable to this situation. Based
on these considerations, it is apparent that the
taxonomic status of the members of the
nummifer complex is in need of critical review.
A more extensive geographical analysis, in-
cluding additional specimens of A. n. nummi-
fer from southern portions of their range and
additional material from disjunct populations,
is necessary, in combination with morpholog-
ical analyses and re-descriptions of the taxa
within the nummifer complex.

In the original description of A. olmec
(Pérez-Higareda et al., 1985) and the species
account provided by Campbell and Lamar
(1989), the range of this species was thought to
be confined to the Sierra de Los Tuxtlas of
Veracruz, Mexico. In our molecular analyses,
a disjunct population that was assigned to A. n.
occiduus (Campbell and Lamar, 1989) occur-
ring in the Cerro Baúl region of extreme
eastern Oaxaca, Mexico, is sister to, and nearly
identical in sequence to, specimens of A. olmec
from the type locality. An additional disjunct
population assigned to A. n. occiduus occur-
ring in Baja Verapaz, Guatemala, also appears
very closely related (nearly identical in DNA
sequence) to specimens of A. olmec. Further-
more, individuals from these three disjunct
populations form a tight clade in every analysis
(separate and combined genes) under all
methods of phylogenetic reconstruction em-
ployed. No published accounts have specifi-
cally examined the taxonomic status and
morphological characteristics of any of these
populations since the recognition of A. olmec.

Although Pérez-Higareda et al. (1985) made
the claim that A. olmec is distinct from A.
nummifer in adjacent regions, all A. nummifer
they examined were from the Sierra Madre
Oriental (the Mexican states of Hidalgo,
Querétaro, and Veracruz); they did not exam-
ine specimens to the south, in eastern Oaxaca
and Chiapas, Mexico, or in Baja Verapaz,
Guatemala. Our molecular analyses suggest
that these disjunct populations of Atropoides
inhabiting eastern Oaxaca and Baja Verapaz
are in fact A. olmec (Fig. 4).

Phylogeography of the Atropoides nummifer
Complex

Given the current wide distribution of the
A. nummifer complex, it seems likely that the
common ancestor of this group was broadly
distributed across major portions of northern
Middle America. The earliest divergence
within the complex, as indicated by the
combined analyses (and all separate analyses
except the cyt-b ML analysis), appears to be
that of the ancestor of A. n. occiduus (Fig. 3)
from the remainder of the group. This may

FIG. 4.—Distribution of the members of the Atropoides
nummifer complex in northern Middle America, including
sampled localities for populations referred to A. olmec
(symbols and shading follow Fig. 1). The currently known
disjunct range of A. olmec is indicated with dark shading (as
in Fig. 1), and the hypothesized historical range of this
species is indicated with a dashed border surrounding
sampled localities.
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have occurred via the separation of the Pacific
flank populations from those to the east and
north by uplift and volcanism along the Pacific
versant of Guatemala, beginning in the Ter-
tiary, climaxing in the Pliocene, and continuing
to the present (Kuenzi et al., 1979; Newhall,
1987). A comparable vicariant event was
suggested by Crother et al. (1992) in their
account of palm pitviper biogeography, which
restricted the ancestor of Bothriechis bicolor
and B. marchi to the Pacific slopes of nuclear
Central America.

The common ancestor of A. n. nummiferþ
A. n. mexicanus þ A. olmec appears to have
been fragmented in the northern portions of
Middle America. Based on our phylograms
(Fig. 3), the vicariance of these groups appears
to have occurred in rapid succession. A true
highland corridor across the Isthmus of
Tehuantepec has likely not existed, if at all,
since the down-dropping of regions of the
Isthmus during the middle Pliocene (Barrier
et al., 1998), which may predate the splitting of
A. n. nummifer, A. n. mexicanus, and A. olmec.
Later, temporary connections between these
regions likely occurred during glacial periods
of the Pleistocene and subsequently waned
during drying and warming cycles accompa-
nying Pleistocene progression (Potts and
Behrensmeyer, 1992). These Pleistocene cli-
matic effects may have been responsible for
the establishment and subsequent fragment-
ing of these three groups.

Campbell (1984) pointed out the close
relationships of several taxa of reptiles and
amphibians occurring in both the Sierra de
Los Tuxtlas and the eastern Oaxacan high-
lands. Based on our phylogenetic analyses,
Atropoides seems to follow a similar pattern.
Our conclusion that A. olmec occurs in the
interior Guatemalan highlands of Baja Verapaz
as well as the Sierra de los Tuxtlas and the
highlands of Southeast Oaxaca suggests a re-
cent connection between these currently
disjunct highlands. Thus, a highland dispersal
corridor linking regions of nuclear Central
America (Sierra de los Tuxtlas–Southeast
Oaxacan highlands–interior Guatemalan high-
lands) seems to have recently existed. A similar
pattern suggesting a recent corridor for cloud
forest species is evident in the phylogeny of
Abronia lizards, which shows two sister species
pairs inhabiting the Sierra de los Tuxtlas and

Southeastern Oaxacan highlands (Campbell,
1984; Campbell and Frost, 1993; Chippindale
et al., 1998).

Campbell and Lamar (1989) showed the
current range of Atropoides n. mexicanus
(represented as A. nummifer) as being contin-
uous from nuclear Central America, through
Nicaragua, and into lower Central America (as
in Fig. 1). The extent of the range of this taxon
in Nicaragua, however, is unknown. Regardless
of its current range in Nicaragua, it is likely that
in recent (Quaternary) times the range of A. n.
mexicanus was continuous, allowing at least
moderate levels of gene flow between nuclear
and lower Central American populations.
Evidence for this includes the minor differen-
tiation in DNA sequences (uncorrected pair-
wise divergence for the combined gene data
2.0%–2.6%, see also Fig. 3) observed between
individuals from nuclear Central America and
those from lower Central America.

CONCLUSIONS

Many authors have reviewed the systematics
of neotropical pitvipers, yet hypotheses for
relationships among these snakes continue to
remain dynamic. Based on this study, the
monophyly and the status of the genus
Atropoides remain largely unresolved. Our
sampling of populations currently allocated to
A. nummifer and A. olmec demonstrate that
these taxa appear to be members of a species
complex, rather than distinct homogenous
lineages, as suggested by the current taxono-
my. We conclude that A. nummifer appears to
comprise three distinct phylogroups, generally
coinciding with the current subspecies recog-
nized under A. nummifer (A. n. mexicanus, A.
n. nummifer, and A. n. occiduus) but para-
phyletic with respect to A. olmec. We find
strong support for the disjunct populations
previously assigned to A. nummifer in Oaxaca,
Mexico, and Baja Verapaz, Guatemala, to be
re-allocated to A. olmec. Although it is difficult
to speculate with certainty about the effects
of past geological and climatic forces on spe-
ciation, the phylogeny of the A. num-
mifer complex does appear to align with the
known tectonic and climatic history of Middle
America.

Although species diversity present within
Atropoides does not appear to be sufficiently
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represented in the current taxonomy, we do
not make any major taxonomic changes here.
Additional data from nuclear genes and/or
morphology are needed to test whether the
mitochondrially-based phylogeny presented
here does, in fact, represent the species tree
and determine whether Atropoides as current-
ly recognized is monophyletic. Mitochondrial
data potentially can yield phylogenies incon-
gruent with the species tree under some
circumstances (hybridization or introgression
of lineages, e.g., Ferris et al., 1983; incomplete
lineage sorting, e.g., Neigel and Avise, 1986; or
parallel fixation of polymorphic haplotypes in
small populations, Wiens and Servedio, 1998).
However, theoretical and empirical studies
have demonstrated that phylogenies recon-
structed from mitochondrial data are more
likely to recover the species tree than those
based on small numbers of nuclear genes
(Moore, 1995) or morphology (e.g., Givnish
and Sytsma, 1997; Hedges and Maxson, 1996;
Wiens and Penkrot, 2002). Until additional
data are available, the evidence supporting
four diagnosable, well differentiated mono-
phyletic haplotype groupings within the num-
mifer complex is compelling and will likely
form the base for future taxonomic action.
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