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A terrestrial snake from the lower Eocene of the mid-Atlantic region
(Nanjemoy Formation, Virginia) of North America
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We report on the oldest vertebra of a terrestrial snake from the Paleogene of eastern North America. The
nearly complete trunk vertebra was recovered from the Eocene Nanjemoy Formation of Virginia and is
referred to Constrictores, the clade including booids and pythonoids, as it bears a relatively broad
centrum, high neural spine, and a relatively massive zygosphene compared to most other snake taxa.
Although a combination of features of the specimen, including a dorsoventrally tall and transversely
narrow neural canal and a relatively high neural spine mostly developed in the posterior half of the neural
arch, are distinct from most other described Paleogene Constrictores, we refrain from naming a new taxon
based on a single element. The discovery of this early Eocene snake in the north of the Paleogene Atlantic
coast strengthens similarities with contemporaneous vertebrate assemblages in western North America,
the Paleogene Gulf Coast of North America, and western Europe. It also extends the broad biogeographic
range of the rich Paleogene radiation of Constrictores to the Atlantic coast of North America. The
specimen also exhibits interesting taphonomic signatures (e.g., eroded outer layers of cortical and
articular bone, specific damages of the zygantrum) indicating that it may have been digested prior to
fossilization.
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