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CLASSIFICATION, NOMENCLATURE, DESCRIPTION, RANGE 
 
NAME:​ ​ ​ ​ Aspidoscelis neomexicanus (Lowe and Zweifel, 1952) 
COMMON NAME:​ ​ ​ New Mexico Whiptail 

SYNONYMS:​ ​ ​ Cnemidophorus neomexicanus Lowe and Zweifel, 1952 
Aspidoscelis neomexicana (Lowe and Zweifel, 1952) 
Cnemidophrous perplexus Baird and Girard 1852  

 
OTHER COMMON NAMES: ​ New Mexico Whiptail Lizard 
FAMILY:​ ​ ​ ​ Teiidae 
 
AUTHOR, PLACE OF PUBLICATION: Lowe and Zweifel, 1952. Bulletin of the Chicago 

Academy of Sciences 9:229-247. 
 
TYPE LOCALITY: ​McDonald Ranch Headquarters, 4800 feet elevation, 8.7 miles west and 

22.8 miles south of New Bingham Post Office, Socorro County, New Mexico. 
 
TYPE SPECIMEN: MVZ 55807. Charles H. Lowe, Jr. 1947-08-02.  
 
TAXONOMIC UNIQUENESS: There are 45 species in the genus Aspidoscelis (Uetz 2025), 

with two additional species generated in the lab by hybridization (Nicholson 2025). Uetz 
(2025) recognizes 25 species found in the United States, whereas Nicholson identifies 20 
species from the U.S. (including the two hybrids generated in the lab). Nine species are found 
in Arizona (Holycross et al. 2022; Tom Jones, Arizona Game and Fish Department, 
Amphibians and Reptiles Program Manager, pers. comm. 2023, 2025).  
 
Previously placed in the genus Cnemidophorus (Crother 2000, Collins and Taggart 2002). 
Reeder et al. (2002) examined phylogenetic relationships of the whiptail lizards of the genus 
Cnemidophorus based on a combined analysis of mitochondrial DNA, morphology, and 
allozymes. They determined that Cnemidophorus in the traditional sense is paraphyletic and 
thus in need of nomenclatural revision. Thus they resurrected Aspidoscelis for the clade 
composed of the species native to North America, while the whiptails from South America 
retain the genus Cnemidophorus and the treatment for this species became A. neomexicana 
(Reeder et al 2002, Crother et al. 2003).  
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C. neomexicanus was treated as a synonym of C. perplexus by some authors (Duellman et. al. 
1962, Wright 1971). The name C. perplexus has also been used for other species of 
Cnemidophorus lizards, but was generally restricted to this species with the description of C. 
neomexicanus (Wright 1971).  The name C. perplexus was demonstrated to be based on a C. 
neomexicanus X C. inornatus hybrid by Wright and Lowe (1967), but the genealogy of the 
specimens was questioned and the identification of the C. perplexus lectotype as a hybrid was 
refuted by Taylor and Walker (1996). Cnemidophorus perplexus was a senior synonym of C. 
neomexicanus (Taylor and Walker 1996, Walker 1997). To promote nomenclatural stability 
because of the prevailing use of C. neomexicanus, Smith et al. (1997) proposed to the ICZN 
that C. neomexicanus be conserved and that Cnemidophorus perplexus be suppressed. This 
proposal was approved by the International Commission on Zoological Nomenclature (1999). 
 
The species was formerly treated as Aspidoscelis neomexicana (Crother 2017, Painter 2017, 
Murphy 2019). Tucker et al. (2016) interpreted Aspidoscelis as masculine rather than 
feminine, so the species epithet changed from the neomexicana to neomexicanus. This change 
has been implemented by Holycross et al. (2022), ITIS (2025), Nicholson (2025), and Uetz 
(2025). 
 

DESCRIPTION:  
Adults: The New Mexico Whiptail is a small to medium-sized lizard with adults ranging in 
size from 60–82 mm (2.4–3.2 in) snout-vent length (Christiansen 1971). This lizard is brown 
to black with a long, blue-tipped, gray-green tail and seven light longitudinal, dorsal stripes; 
the underside of the body is usually pale green to blue.  This is the only whiptail in Arizona 
with a wavy mid-dorsal stripe (Holycross et al. 2022) that forks on the neck (Lowe and 
Zweifel 1952, Stebbins 2003). The paravertebral stripes are yellow-tan and wavy, while the 
lateral and dorsolateral stripes are cream-white to pale yellow and essentially 
straight-margined (Walker et al. 2016).  There are small, light spots in the dark areas on the 
back and upper sides (Stebbins 2003). They have 71–80 granular dorsal scales and the 
supraocular semicircles (pair of curved rows of scales on the head) extend toward the snout 
separating the frontal supraocular from the 3rd and often the 2nd (Stebbins 2003). The 
postantebrachial and mesoptychial scales are not enlarged (Jones and Lovich 2009). There are 
reported occurrences of bifurcated tails (Bateman and Chung-MacCoubrey 2013).  

 
Juveniles: Young have black base color body that contrasts with yellow stripes, and 
well-defined whitish spots in dark fields on the sides. The tail is greenish to greenish-blue 
with distinctive light stripes. (Lowe and Zweifel 1952, Stebbins 2003). Hatchlings are born 
with a bright blue tail that fades to a blue-gray in adults (Duellman and Zweifel 1962, Jones 
and Lovich 2009). 
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AIDS TO IDENTIFICATION: New Mexico Whiptails can be separated from other striped 
whiptails by the distinctive wavy middorsal line not present in other species (Murphy 2019). 
They can also be identified by the further anterior extent of suborbital scales far forward on 
the head and the greenish color of the tail (Jones and Lovich 2009). Stebbins (2003) also notes 
the well defined stripes with light white spots in dark fields on the sides.​  

 
ILLUSTRATIONS​  

Photo (Cole et al. 1988: Fig. 3) 
Color photo (Degenhardt et al. 1996: Plate 67) 
Color illustration (Stebbins 2003: Plate 38) 
Color photos (Jones and Lovich 2009, pages 366–369) 
Color photo (Murphy 2019, page 160) 
Color photo (Holycross et al. 2022, page 93) 

 
TOTAL RANGE: New Mexico Whiptails occur primarily in the Rio Grande Valley from near 

Española, Rio Arriba County, New Mexico, southward to near Candelaria, Presidio County, 
Texas, a distance of approximately 5.5 degrees of latitude (Axtell 1966, Wright 1971, Cordes 
and Walker 2009). The range extends westward in southwestern New Mexico to west of 
Lordsburg, Hidalgo County (Axtell 1966). An isolated, introduced population occurs at 
Conchas Lake, San Miguel County, New Mexico, approximately 190 km east of the nearest 
Rio Grande Valley records (Leuck et al. 1981, Walker et al. 1992). There are introduced and 
established populations at Petrified National Forest in eastern Arizona (Persons and Wright 
1999, Holycross et al. 2022) as well as in Utah in the northernmost part of Salt Lake City and  
a suburb south of Salt Lake City called Sandy City (Oliver and Wright 2007). 

 
RANGE WITHIN ARIZONA: Two small populations at Petrified Forest National Park, 

Apache County, probably introduced (Holycross et al 2022). 
 
 
SPECIES BIOLOGY AND POPULATION TRENDS  
 
BIOLOGY: The New Mexico Whiptail is diurnal, with activity usually peaking in the 

mid-morning and late afternoon, avoiding the hottest part of the day (Holycross et al. 2022).  
It digs its own burrow where it lays its eggs, seeks shelter from the elements (e.g. extreme 
temperatures, storms, etc.), or hibernates (Degenhardt et al. 1996). New Mexico whiptails are 
active during the warmer months, with adults active through September, and hatchlings active 
until early October (Medica 1967, Christiansen 1971). Hibernation occurs from October 
through March, with individuals hibernating about 30 cm beneath the surface in narrow 
burrows, the entrances plugged with dirt (Christiansen 1969).  Body temperatures may drop to 
10º C during hibernation. Lizards will emerge from hibernation around April (Degenhardt et 
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al. 1996). New Mexico Whiptails have a nonlinear growth pattern with young animals having 
the highest growth rate and growth slowing as individuals mature. Shifts in energy allocation 
from growth to reproduction are the likely cause of the slowed growth (Bates et al. 2010). 
Individual lizards may live at least four years (Bateman et al. 2010). 
 
Whiptails can move fast when escaping a potential predator, but their normal gate is irregular 
and jerky, characterized by occasional pauses where they lift and shake a single foot (Murphy 
2019). Known predators of this species in New Mexico include Long-nosed Leopard Lizard 
(Gambelia wislizenii) (Degenhardt et al. 1996). 
 
Parasites reported from New Mexico Whiptails include the cestode Oochoristica 
bivitellobata, larval spirurid nematode Physaloptera sp., oxyurid nematode Pharyngodon 
warneri, and an unidentified acanthocephalan cystacanth. Parasite prevalence was more than 
two-fold higher in northern New Mexico populations (35%) compared to southern Texas 
populations (14%) (McAllister 1990). 
 
The New Mexico Whiptail is a diploid parthenogenetic species of hybrid origin, derived from 
hybridization between A. marmoratus (= A. tigris) and A. inornata (Cole et al. 1988, Reeder 
et al. 2002). Little genetic variation between individuals suggests that the species may have 
developed from a single ancestral female (Jones and Lovich 2009).  

 
REPRODUCTION: The New Mexico Whiptail is parthenogenetic, which means that it is an 

asexual all-female lineage where hatchlings are clones of the mother (Maslin 1962, Duellman 
and Zweifel 1962). It exhibits low clonal diversity (Parker and Selander 1984). Females lay 
one or two clutches of 1–4 eggs in the summer (June and July), with eggs hatching in 40–60 
days (Medica 1967, Christiansen 1971, Holycross et al. 2022). Approximately 25% of 
females may produce a second clutch in a single reproductive season (Christiansen 1971). 
Eggs are laid in a nest dug in the soil or underground. Eggs are smooth, leathery-shelled, and 
creamy white in color, about twice as long as wide (Degenhardt et al. 1996).  Hatchlings first 
appear in mid- to late July and continue to be found in the population until early September 
(Christiansen 1971, Cordes and Walker 2009, Bateman et al. 2010). Individuals hatched in 
late summer likely do not reproduce until their third calendar year of life (Christiansen 1971). 

 
FOOD HABITS: New Mexico Whiptails feed on a variety of insects and insect larvae such as 

ants, termites, beetles, moths, and grasshoppers (Medica 1967, Holycross et al. 2022), and 
have also been reported to feed on spiders (Medica 1967). There is variation in food habits 
between dry and wet years, with moths and larvae increasing and ants and bees decreasing in 
wetter years (Medica 1967). 
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HABITAT: New Mexico Whiptails occupy shrubby, sandy floodplains; washes; arroyos; the 
edges of playas; disturbed areas; grasslands with dominant shrubs consisting of big sagebrush, 
four-wing saltbush, rubber rabbitbrush, and New Mexico olive (Wright 1971, Wright and 
Lowe 1968, Persons and Wright 1999, Cordes and Walker 2009, Murphy 2019). The species 
prefers sandy areas with little vegetation, but can be seen in desert-grassland ecotones, open 
shrublands and pinyon-juniper woodlands. They can be found in areas with widely scattered 
low lying mesquite trees and intervening sprouts of grasses and weeds of varying densities 
(Walker et al. 1992). They also inhabit areas with large herbs and sparse vegetation, and areas 
associated with man-made objects such as trash piles, hedge rows, ditches, and fences 
(Christiansen at al. 1971). Scattered large cottonwoods also provide habitat in the form of 
downed limbs and leaf litter (Persons and Wright 1999). The species is closely associated with 
the flood plain of the Rio Grande, where periodic flooding maintains perpetually disturbed 
conditions (Axtell 1966). In the Rio Grande Valley, the species is common in weedy fields 
and vacant lots within cities such as Albuquerque and El Paso (Persons and Wright 1999).  

 
ELEVATION: 1,000–1,900 m (3,200–6,200 ft) (Jones and Lovich 2009). 
 
PLANT COMMUNITY: Plains and Great Basin Grassland. 
 
POPULATION TRENDS: Population trends are not well documented for most of the range, 

but the current population trend appears to be stable (Hammerson et al. 2007, Painter 2017). 
Some distributionally disjunct populations were likely introduced by humans (Manning et al. 
2005). Because this species is parthenogenic, populations can establish rapidly once a single 
individual is introduced (Leuck et al. 1981), and the species can be locally abundant where 
suitable habitat exists (Axtell 1966). 

 
 
SPECIES PROTECTION AND CONSERVATION 
 

Status definitions: https://hdms.azgfd.com/species-list/columns    
Heritage Network Conservation Status Rank definitions: ​
​ https://hdms.azgfd.com/species-list/columns/#SRANK  

 
AGENCY STATUS 

AZGFD:​  
USFWS (Endangered Species Act):​ ​  
U.S. Forest Service: ​  
Bureau of Land Management: ​  

https://hdms.azgfd.com/species-list/columns
https://hdms.azgfd.com/species-list/columns/#SRANK
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Mexico: ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ PR - Determined Subject to Special Protection  
(Secretaría de Medio Ambiente y Recursos 
Naturales 2010)​ ​ ​  

OTHER STATUS 
Heritage Network Status: ​ ​ G5 

SNR 
IUCN: ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ LC (Hammerson et al. 2007.) 

 
MANAGEMENT FACTORS: Human activities and agricultural development that disturb 

habitats appear to favor expansion of the species’ range (Axtell 1966, Wright and Lowe 1968, 
Wright 1971). Habitat modification in riparian areas along the Rio Grande, including removal 
of non-native plants such as saltcedar (Tamarix spp.) and Russian olive (Elaeagnus 
angustifolia), appears to benefit New Mexico Whiptails by creating more open understory 
conditions (Bateman et al. 2008). 
 
Hybridization with Little Striped Whiptail (A. inornatus) occurs where the two species are 
sympatric, particularly in areas where their preferred microhabitats come into close contact 
due to human-made features such as hedges, fences, or roadbeds. Hybrid individuals are 
typically larger than either parental form and may represent a genetic concern in areas of 
overlap (Axtell 1966, Wright and Lowe 1967, Christiansen et al. 1971). The long-term 
consequences of parthenogenetic reproduction, including reduced genetic diversity and 
limited ability to adapt to environmental changes, may pose challenges for the species 
(Christiansen 1971, Parker and Selander 1984). 

 
PROTECTIVE MEASURES TAKEN:   
 
SUGGESTED PROJECTS:​  
 
LAND MANAGEMENT/OWNERSHIP1   

NPS – Petrified Forest National Park. 
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Online Field Guide to the Reptiles and Amphibians of Arizona 
 

ADDITIONAL INFORMATION:​  
Aspidoscelis combines the Greek nouns aspido, meaning shield, and scelis, meaning rib or 
leg, which refers to the large scales on the legs (Reeder et al. 2002). The name neomexicanus 
is a Greek·Latin combination referring to the state of New Mexico (Wright 1971). 
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