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Case of attempted cannibalism in Philodryas nattereri
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Abstract:  Philodryas  nattereri is  a  generalist  active  forager  snake  that  preys  on  small 

vertebrates, with one case of cannibalism recorded in the neotropical region. This note reports 

an attempted cannibalism between P. nattereri in a coastal environment in the state of Paraíba. 

The two individuals were observed actively confronting and tightly coiled around one another 

on  the  south  bank  of  the  Mamanguape  River  estuary  in  the  Barra  do  Rio  Mamanguape 

Environmental Protection Area, a mesoregion of the Atlantic Forest. One of the snakes was 

recorded biting the neck area of its conspecific counterpart. After approximately 60 minutes,  

both snakes were found dead at a distance from the interaction area, with one partially ingesting 

the other about halfway along its length. The attempted cannibalism between adults may have 

occurred in response to a number of factors that will be better understood with further studies on 

the ophiophagous feeding habits of the species.

Keywords: Atlantic Forest; coastal ecosystem; Colubroidea; Dipsadinae; Feeding habits.
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Intraspecific (cannibalism) and interspecific predation are feeding practices that occurs 

among snakes throughout the world (Freiria et al. 2006, Göçmen et al. 2008, Barros et al. 2011, 

Capula  et al. 2014, Mesquita & Borges-Nojosa 2019, Coelho-Lima  et al. 2021, Yeung  et al. 

2022, Vaccaro et al. 2023, Quezada-Riera et al. 2024). Predation among conspecific snakes is 

usually recognized as an opportunistic feeding event mainly associated with generalist species 

such as those belonging to the family Colubridae (Mienis 1986, Luiselli et al. 1996, Drobenkov 

2000, 2014, Pontes et al. 2003, Luiselli 2006, Göçmen et al. 2008, Capula et al. 2014, Vaccaro 

et al. 2023). 

Philodryas nattereri (Steindachner, 1870) is a diurnal, terrestrial, generalist-opportunistic 

active forager snake that inhabits different environments in the South America (Mesquita et al. 

2011, 2013, Araújo et al. 2014, Guedes et al. 2018, Mesquita & Borges-Nojosa 2019, Amaral et 

al.  2022).  This  medium-sized  snake  colubrid  preys  on  a  broad  range  of  small  vertebrates, 

especially frogs (Mesquita  et al.  2011, 2013, Guedes  et al.  2018, Sales  et al.  2020), lizards 

(França et al. 2008, Mesquita et al. 2011, Sales et al. 2020, Porto et al. 2022), rodents (França 

et al. 2008, Mesquita  et al. 2011, Sales  et al. 2020, Silva  et al. 2024), bats (Mesquita  et al. 

2011), and birds (França et al. 2008, Mesquita et al. 2011, Sales et al. 2020), as well as other 

snakes (Mesquita et al. 2011, Mesquita & Borges-Nojosa 2019, Sales et al. 2020, Coelho-Lima 

et al. 2021, Sousa  et al. 2023), with one case of cannibalism recorded in the South America 

(Coelho-Lima  et al.  2021).  Although a case of cannibalism on a juvenile has been recorded 

(Coelho-Lima et al. 2021), there are no previous reports of attempted cannibalism on adults. 

Thus, this note reports a case of attempted cannibalism between P. nattereri adults in a coastal 

environment in the state of Paraíba, northeastern Brazil. The event occurred on May 30, 2016, at 

02:20 pm, when two individuals of P. nattereri were observed and photographed interacting on 

the south bank of the Mamanguape River estuary (06°46'22.38"S, 34°55'15.13"W, DATUM 

SIRGAS 2000), which has about 5400 hectares and is located in the Barra do Rio Mamanguape 

Environmental Protection Area, a mesoregion of the Atlantic Forest and a microregion of the 

northern coast of the state of Paraíba (Paludo & Klonowski 1999, Prata et al. 2020). The study 
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site is a coastal ecosystem of sandbanks formed by a freshwater-marine plain (Medeiros et al. 

2016)  between  the  ocean  and  river  in  the  estuarine  region,  covered  with  shrub-arboreal  

vegetation (Figure 1). The climate is hot and humid, with a dry season between September and 

February and a rainy season between March and August. Annual precipitation ranges from 1200 

to 1800 mm, with temperatures ranging from 24°C to 26°C (Araújo et al. 2016).
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Figure  1.  Map  of  study  area  showing  the  location  of  occurrence  of  cannibalism  in  Philodryas 
nattereri:  A. South America, highlighting Brazil and state of Paraíba;  B. Northern coast of state of 
Paraíba, highlighting municipality of Rio Tinto; C. Sandbar area of occurrence of cannibalism on coast 
of Paraíba. Yellow circle shows exact location of cannibalism event.
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The two individuals were observed in situ actively confronting and tightly coiled around 

each other on the sandy substrate for about 15 minutes. The snakes showed no flight reaction 

during this time, even when the observer approached. The photos show one of the snakes biting 

the neck area of  its conspecific counterpart (Figure 2A-D). After approximately 60 minutes, 

both snakes were found dead at a distance from the interaction area, with one partially ingesting 

the other about halfway along its length (Figure 2E).  The animals were not collected or sexed. 

Thus, the encounter and confrontation were for unknown reasons.

5

33
34
35
36
37

38
64

65

66

67

68

69

70

39
40



Oecologia Australis (ISSN: 2177-6199)
Ahead of print (https://revistas.ufrj.br/index.php/oa/issue/view/1109/showToc)
Article ID: AO#69157
Published online: 28 November 2025

Figure  2.  Cannibalism  among  adult  individuals  of  Philodryas  nattereri:  A-D.  Individuals  in 
intraspecific predation event tightly coiled around one another,  E. Snakes found dead with predator 
(left) wedged into prey (right).

Reptiles,  especially  snakes,  present  risks  of  interspecific  and  intraspecific  predation 

increasing the chances of opportunistic cannibalism, mainly during times of shortages and with 

the existence of euryphagous/ophiophagous species (Polis & Myers 1985, Cloudsley-Thompson 
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1999). Colubrids have a greater number of records of cannibalism (Mienis 1986, Drobenkov 

2000, 2014, Luiselli et al. 1996, Pontes et al. 2003, Luiselli 2006, Göçmen et al. 2008, Lisicic 

et al. 2011, Capula et al. 2014, Vaccaro et al. 2023). Among those of the genus Philodryas, P. 

patagoniensis (Girard,  1858)  is  well  known  for  hunting  and  eating  other  snakes,  mainly 

colubrids (Mesquita & Borges-Nojosa 2019). The congener P. nattereri is also recognized as a 

typical euryphagous, ophiophagous snake (França et al. 2008, Mesquita & Borges-Nojosa 2019, 

Sales et al. 2020, Sousa et al. 2023), but with scarce records on its feeding ecology involving 

conspecific individuals. 

Our limited observations describe a unique natural history event involving an interaction 

between adult individuals of  P. nattereri in a coastal environment, but without explaining the 

circumstances of the confrontation (i.e., scarcity of resources in the coastal ecosystem, territorial 

competition, mistaken recognition of prey of a similar size, which can be a risk in ophiophagous  

species, etc.). The observer did not collect the individuals after death because he was unaware 

of the relevance of examining the snakes and had no transportation or storage capacity at the 

time. This limitation resulted in the loss of critical data that would have greatly enriched this 

study,  such  as  information  on  the  sexing,  weight,  exact  size,  and  body  condition  (e.g., 

malnutrition, signs of disease, ectoparasites, etc.) of both individuals. Furthermore, necropsy 

would confirm whether the cause of death of the snakes was due to predation and/or other 

factors.  Figure 2E suggests that the predator was successful in the ecological relationship of 

cannibalism due to the partial consumption of the prey, but the interaction was fatal for both 

snakes.

To the best of our knowledge, there is only one previous record of cannibalism involving 

this  species.  An  adult  female  was  captured  and  regurgitated  a  young  individual  in  the  

municipality of Caetité in the state of Bahia, northeastern Brazil (Coelho-Lima et al. 2021). No 

intraspecific predation events of  P. nattereri have been recorded in the natural environment 

before the observation and photographic record of cannibalism in the present study (Figure 2A-

D) involving the death of both individuals (Figure 2E).

7

49
50
51
52
53

54
75

76

77

78

79

80

81

82

83

84

85

86

87

88

89

90

91

92

93

94

95

96

97

98

99

100

101

55
56



Oecologia Australis (ISSN: 2177-6199)
Ahead of print (https://revistas.ufrj.br/index.php/oa/issue/view/1109/showToc)
Article ID: AO#69157
Published online: 28 November 2025

Predation  events  usually  occur  successfully  when  the  predator  (e.g.,  adult  snake)  is 

somewhat larger than the prey (e.g.,  juvenile,  subadult,  or even adult  snake) (Mienis 1986, 

Pontes  et al. 2003, Braz  et al. 2006, Göçmen  et al. 2008, Recuero  et al. 2010, Barros  et al. 

2011, Capula et al. 2014, Mesquita & Borges-Nojosa 2019, Yeung et al. 2022, Vaccaro et al. 

2023, Quezada-Riera  et al. 2024). This is corroborated based on the predation of  P. nattereri 

(SVL = 84.0  cm)  on  Leptodeira  annulata (Linnaeus,  1758)  (SVL = 50  cm)  in  the  Seridó 

Ecological  Station,  municipality  of  Serra  Negra  do  Norte,  state  of  Rio  Grande  do  Norte, 

northeastern  Brazil  (Guedes  2017)  and  also  a  cannibalism  event  of  involving  P.  nattereri 

collected  in  the  phytogeographic  region  of  the  Cerrado (Savanna)  in  the  state  of  Bahia, 

northeastern Brazil (Coelho-Lima et al. 2021). Certain records have also shown that snakes of a 

similar size may or may not be successful in interspecific/intraspecific predation events (Freiria 

et al. 2006, Lisicic et al. 2011, Morais et al. 2020, Sales et al. 2020, Lüddecke 2023, Vaccaro et 

al. 2023), with the death of both individuals (predator wedged into its prey) (Maia & Travaglia-

Cardoso 2017) in some cases, as found in the present study.  

The  intraspecific  predation  presented  here  constitutes  a  unique  event  considering  the 

scarcity of records of cannibalism in P. nattereri in the South America, especially among adult 

individuals.  Although ophiophagy is  quite  common in colubrid snakes (Capula  et al.  2014, 

Guedes 2017, Vaccaro et al. 2023, Quezada-Riera et al. 2024) and some members of the genus 

Philodryas (Mesquita & Borges-Nojosa 2019), it  is not possible to state that cannibalism is 

usual for P. nattereri due to the rarity of records in the natural environment and captivity. This 

incidence of cannibalism in P. nattereri may have occurred in response to a number of factors 

that will be better understood with further studies on the ophiophagous feeding habits of this 

colubrid.
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