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Geographic distribution and apparent decline of Crotalus
durissus terrificus (Laurenti 1768; Serpentes, Viperidae) in

Uruguay
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Museo Nacional de Historia Natural. 25 de Mayo 582, Montevideo, Uruguay.

The rattlesnake Crotalus durissus terrificus (Lauren-
ti, 1768) (Serpentes, Viperidae) is a rare species in
Uruguay, where it reaches the southern boundaries
of its distribution (see Wiister et al., 2005). The most
recent distribution map available for this species in
Uruguay is based on a few specimens that were co-
llected during the 1950s and 1960s (Carreira et al.,
2005). Herein, we make a comprehensive account
of rattlesnake records in this country obtained from
herpetological literature and other bibliographic
sources, specimens accessioned in herpetological
and non-specialized local collections, and new in-
formation gathered during field surveys. All records
are numbered in the text as in the distribution map
provided (Fig. 1). Institutional abbreviations are:
MHN, Museo Histérico Nacional, Montevideo;
MNHN, Museo Nacional de Historia Natural,
Montevideo; ZVC-R, Departamento de Zoologia
Vertebrados, Facultad de Ciencias, Universidad de
la Republica, Montevideo.

Most references to the presence of rattlesnakes
in Uruguay published in the non-herpetological
literature correspond to old records from throug-
hout the country. The oldest one is the chronicle by
the British mineralogist John Mawe who mentions
the killing of 27 rattlesnakes in the course of a few
weeks at a mine in Barriga Negra, Lavalleja 33°58’S,
55°03’W [1], during his stay there in 1806 (Mawe
1812). By middle 19th century, rattlesnakes were
apparently rather common at Cerro Pan de Azu-
car, 34°48’S, 55°20°W [2], Maldonado, in southern
Uruguay (Seijo 1945). More recently, a photograph
of a specimen captured at this same site in 1949 was
given by Siri (1950), who states that rattlesnakes
were frequently observed by these times also at the
close sites Sierra de las Palmas, 34°49’S, 55°14'W
[3], Cerro del Toro, 34°51°S, 55°15°W [4], and Cerro
Betete, 34°41’S, 55°18'W [5]. The old work by Pérez
(1902) indicates that in Cerro Largo, northeastern
Uruguay, rattlesnakes were most frequently found at

Sierra del Carmen, 32°45’S, 55°00'W [6] and Sierra
de Acegua 31°52°S, 54°19°'W [7]. Badano Repetto
(1948) and Badano Repetto and Badano Carbajal
(1965) report a few confirmed cases of human en-
venomation due to Crotalus snakes in Uruguay from
Rivera, and presumably one from Cerro Largo. They
also comment that these snakes were occasionally
found in Cerro Largo, Lavalleja, Maldonado, and
Tacuarembé.

The geographic distribution of C. d. terrificus
in Uruguay available from the herpetological litera-
ture is based on a very few and old specimens stored
in herpetological collections coming from northern
Uruguay: Arroyo de la Invernada, Artigas, 30°58’S,
55°53°W, 1954 [8], ZVC-R 69 and 70; Rivera, unk-
nown locality, 1958, ZVC-R 2856 and 2857 (Carreira
et al., 2005); Tacuarembo, unknown locality, 1919,
MNHN 1920 (Devincenzi, 1925); and also from
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Figure 1. Distribution of Crotalus durissus terrificus in Uruguay;
localities are numbered as in the text; shaded areas correspond
to main hilly landscapes in Uruguay, up to 100 m a.s.l. (grey)
and between 100 and 500 m a.s.l. (dark grey).
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southern Uruguay: Solis de Mataojo, Lavalleja,
34°37°S,55°20'W, 1963 [9], ZVC-R 561. An additio-
nal locality reported from central-eastern Uruguay
is Quebrada de los Cuervos, Treinta y Tres, 32°55’S,
54°27°W [10], where a specimen was killed by local
people by the early 1960’s (Prigioni et al., 2011).

Unpublished records of specimens accessio-
ned in local collections are the following: Rincén
de Vassoura, Tacuarembo, 31°14’S, 56°08’W, 1959
[11], MNHN 750; Cerro Pan de Azucar, Maldona-
do, 1968 [2], MNHN 1702; Subida de Pena, Rivera,
31°08’S, 55°55’W, 1984, rattle [12], MNHN 4045;
Sarandi de Aigua, Arroyo del Le6n, 20 km E from
Aigua, Maldonado, 34°10°S, 54°33’W, 1958, adult
specimen ca. 120 cm total length [13], preserved at
the educational center Liceo de Aigua “Q. E Roque
Massetti’, #7 in the local biological catalog; rattle of
an adult specimen, MHN, Museo Casa de Lavalleja,
material #398 of the “Roberto Bouton” collection,
leg. by Mr. Fausto Tanco to R. Bouton (1877-1940),
unknown date, from Treinta y Tres. This last record
presumably correspond to the locality Quebrada de
los Cuervos in Treinta y Tres, where F. Tanco owned
arural establishment. During some recent fieldwork
in Lavalleja, we could see rattles conserved by local
people that were obtained at Col6n 33°53’S, 54°43W
[14] and Sierras de Polanco 33°56’S, 55°13°W [15],
in 1940s and 1966 respectively.

The account of records presented herein for
Cerro Largo, Lavalleja and Treinta y Tres, suggests an
extended distribution of C. d. terrificus in southern
and central-eastern Uruguay about five decades ago.
The lack of rattlesnake accessions in public collec-
tions for more than four decades contrasts with the
historical references to the species as being rather
common in the country. The most recently published
tinding of C. d. terrificus in Uruguay (Achaval, 1998)
is the photograph of an adult specimen seen in 1995
at Arroyo Lunarejo, Rivera, 31°07’S, 55°56’'W [16].
We are aware of photographs of two adult specimens,
taken in 2006 and in March, 2012 at this same site
(respectively José Bessonart and José Luis Anttinez
Zaballa, pers. comm.).

In summary, the historical distribution of C.
d. terrificus in Uruguay is associated to main hilly
landscapes in the country (Fig. 1). This snake seems
to be locally extirpated except for some relict popu-
lations in northern Uruguay. The conservation status
of rattlesnakes in neighboring areas of Argentina
and Brazil contrast with that. Although scattered,
populations of C. d. terrificus in northeastern Ar-

gentina could be abundant and are not considered
as endangered (Giraudo, 2001; Giraudo et al, 2012).
Similarly, rattlesnakes seem not to be threatened in
Rio Grande do Sul, southern Brazil (Marques et al.,
2002). More studies are needed to assess the current
conservation status of rattlesnakes in Uruguay,
and the possible causes of the apparent decline of
southernmost populations of the species.
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