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Resources used in this guide and 
recommended reading:

Snakes of the United States and Canada. Ernst and Ernst, 
2003. ISBN-13: 978-1588340191 

Amphibians and Reptiles of Florida. Krysko, Enge and Moler, 
2019. ISBN-13: 978-1683400448

CColor Patterns and Scales - Florida Museum:
www.oridamuseum.u.edu/herpetology/-snakes/col-

or-pattern/
Reptile Database: reptile-database.reptarium.cz

SSAR Common Names Database: ssarherps.org/cndb
Identifying Snake Sheds. Andrew Durso: snakesare-

long.blogspot.com/2012/11/identify-
ing-snake-sheds-part-iii.html

Snakes are secretive animals that often live 
among us unseen, providing useful services that 
benet humans and the environments in which 
we live. Most snakes are harmless and benecial - 
even those that use venom to secure their prey 
only bite when startled or otherwise provoked, 
and control pest species far more impactful to 
humanhumans. Often the only clues we have to their ex-
istence is nding the shed skins they leave 

behind.
Snakes undergo a process called shedding or 'ec-
dysis' where old skin is shed in favor of a new, 
fresh layer of scales. During this process the old 
skin becomes dull, the belly may turn pink and 
the eyes turn mostly opaque blue due to a 

build-up of uid between the old and new spec-
tacle. A few days before the skin is physically 
sloughesloughed, the eyes become clear. When it comes 
time to shed, the snake will push or rub up 
against objects in the environment to hook the 
old skin and unroll it not unlike taking off a  tube 

sock.

So many Snakes! 
How do I narrow it down?

People are often concerned that the shed skin they 
have found came from a venomous snake. In Florida, 
all medically signicant snakes except Coralsnakes 
Micrurus fulvius have both undivided subcaudal 
scales and undivided (single) anal plates. 
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Morphological differences between species can 
be subtle, and shed skins are often damaged. 
The quickest way to narrow down what you 
found is by determining if the shed you found 
has smooth or keeled scales, and if the anal 
plate is divided or single. Use the cheat sheet 
above to quickly determine which group and 
the the fold-out table to help further narrow it 
down. Comprehensive diagnostic scale counts 
can be found in Ernst and Ernst 2003.

Image VA Herp Society

Is it venomous?



Keeled Scales

Smooth Scales

Stripes

Diamonds

Rings are complete 
bands of color that 
completely encircle a 
snake. Crossbands are 
rings that do not cross 
the venter. Some spe-
cies in Florida have 
ccrossbands that form 
triangle-like saddles.

Large, squarish or ir-
regular markings are 
called blotches. Large, 
connected blotches 
may resemble cross-
bands. Spots are small 
marks, usually lacking 
the dark border seen 
in blotches.

Markings that run the 
length of a snake are called 
stripes. Often, the scale 
rows they fall on are useful 
diagnostics for determin-
ing species. Diamonds are 
regular-shaped blotches 
ththat usually have dark bor-
ders anked by white

How to Count Scale Rows Keels and Patterns

Dorsal Head Scales of Snakes 

Lateral Head Scales of Snakes 

Diagrams on this panel by Evelyn M. Ernst 
(Ernst and Ernst 2003)Images on this panel from UFL.edu

Blotches

Spots

Rings

Crossbands

 Keels are raised lines on 
the surface of scales 
which usually make 
snakes look more dull or 
drab. Smooth scales re-
ect light better than 

keels and appear glossy 
or ior iridescent. Strength of 
keel varies among spe-
cies, and not all scale 
rows may have keels. 
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