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Attempted cannibalism by adult smooth snakes Coronella austriaca
in France and Switzerland
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he smooth snake Coronella austriaca (Laurenti, 1768) is

a small colubrid snake rarely reaching 90 cm in length
(Speybroeck et al., 2016). It has a wide distribution in Europe, as
far north as southern Scandinavia and in the south it reaches the
Balkan, Iberian, and Italian peninsulas and the Mediterranean
islands of Elba and Scilly (Speybroeck et al., 2016).

The diet of C. austriaca consists mainly of small mammals,
insects, eggs and reptiles, including sometimes other snakes
(Goddard, 1984; Rugiero et al., 1995; Reading & Jofré, 2013;
Kolanek et al., 2020; Di Nicola et al., 2020; Escalante et al.,
2023). The first evidence of cannibalism was collected from
the study of faeces and stomach contents (Drobenkov, 1995;
2000; 2014; Luiselli et al., 1996). It was only recently that the
first direct observations of cannibalism were reported from
Poland between two juveniles (Kolanek & Bury, 2020) and
between adults in England and Germany (Jofré & Reading,
2020; Rowland et al., 2021).

On 5 September 2020 at 17:47 h an adult male smooth
snake was filmed attempting to subdue and ingest an adult
female (BHS Video, 2023a). The observation was made on the
edge of a mountainside forest in St Amarin town (47° 52’ N
7° 01’ E), near the Vosges mountains, on land surrounded by
hedges, with wild and managed spaces. It was a sunny day
without wind, the sky was partly cloudy. The snakes were on
the cover of a gully pot containing water. The fight lasted 15
minutes where the male (estimated at 45 cm) tried to capture
the head of the female with numerous bite attempts (Fig. 1).
Eventually, the female managed to break free and moved away
and the male went in the opposite direction. The environment
seems conducive to snakes as others had already been seen
in this location: two observations of C. austriaca (May 2015
and May 2019), and a barred grass snake Natrix helvetica in
May 2009.

On 4 July 2023 at 19:50 h on a pedestrian path on the edge
of the forest in Medeglia, Switzerland (46° 06'57” N 8° 58'09"
E), two snakes were observed. It was a stormy day, the sky
was periodically very cloudy, without wind, and temperatures
approx. 18° C. The largest snake (approx. 60 cm) was biting near
the neck of the second smaller snake (approx. 40 cm), probably
trying to swallow it (Fig. 2). The victim coiled and squirmed,
moving its tail rapidly in response to the attack, trying to free
and defend itself (BHS Video, 2023b). As the snakes were on
a path that was frequented by people and dogs the observer

Figure 1. Attempted predation of an adult female smooth snake
(Coronella austriaca) by an adult male — A. The male initiates the
attack by grabbing the female in the tail area, B. Then in the middle
of the body, C. In defence the female bites the male, and D. The
female finally escapes (see BHS video, 2023a)

took the decision the move them some 15 m away. As a result,
they stopped fighting, separated, and took refuge in a dry-
stone wall. For this reason, we do not know the outcome of
their interaction.

To the best of our knowledge, these are the first direct
observations of attempted cannibalism between adult smooth
snakes filmed in France and Switzerland. Jofré & Reading (2020)
suggest that cannibalism in C. austriaca is a rare behavioural
trait that can occur when an individual’s body condition is
low, possibly due to periods of food scarcity. At least in the
case of the observation in France, it would seem to be a male
attempting to eat a female. In European snakes, predation
by males on adult females are known in other species such
as the Montpellier snake Malpolon monspessulanus and the
Aesculapian snake Zamenis longissimus (Glaudas & Fuento,
2022; Major et al., 2023).

Herpetological Bulletin 166 (2023) 27


https://youtu.be/4GepYrcLrSE
https://youtu.be/8DlccefAis4
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Figure 2. Attempted predation between two smooth snakes (Coronella austriaca) in Switzerland — A. The larger individual holds the smaller one
around the neck, B. Then it attempts to ingest its victim (see BHS video, 2023b)
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