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	 Here I document copulation of Cottonmouths 
(Agkistrodon piscivorus) observed at approximately 1630 h on 
27 August 2012 in a small inlet of Blue Creek, Covington 
County, Alabama (31.14449N, 86.67554W). The pair was 
discovered while conducting surveys of the surrounding seep-
age habitat.
	 The snakes were discovered in copula (hemipene intro-
mission was confirmed), facing opposite directions (Fig. 1). 
They remained motionless in this position for 15 min until, 
in an attempt to obtain a closer vantage point, I disturbed 
them. On my approach, the female became agitated and pro-
ceeded to drag the male away from my position. At first, she 
attempted to drag her partner to higher ground, but being sig-
nificantly smaller, the attempt was unsuccessful. After several 
minutes, while the male remained passive, the female dragged 
the male roughly 2 m through the water and onto the oppo-
site bank (Fig. 2). The female then climbed on top of the 
male, while both snakes were still partly submerged (Fig. 3). 

Current information regarding the timing of mating in 
wild snakes is almost wholly reliant on the anecdotal 

evidence of chance encounters (Aldridge and Duvall 2002). 
Also, implicit correlates of mating, such as male-male com-
bat, often are used to determine mating seasons of viperids, 
largely because encounters with copulating pairs occur so 
infrequently (Wharton 1966, Graham et al. 2008, Siegel et 
al. 2009). Recently, analyses using hormonal and histologi-
cal correlates of reproductive cycles have been employed in 
attempts to estimate mating periods (Graham et al. 2008). 
However, as Graham et al. (2008) noted, these factors can be 
inconsistent across snake species and, hence, direct evidence 
from witnessed copulation events remains a valuable foun-
dation from which to draw reliable conclusions about mat-
ing seasons. Therefore, additional reports of mating events 
in snakes, including those species for which information is 
already available, will enhance our understanding of mating 
in those species.
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Fig. 1. The original position of two copulating Cottonmouths (Agkistrodon 
piscivorus) in Covington County, Alabama on 27 August 2012 at approxi-
mately 1630 h.

Fig. 2. The female attempts to drag the male out of the water on the 
opposite bank.
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During this entire period, the pair remained locked via the 
male’s hemipene (Fig 4).
	 The female was identified by its small size in comparison 
to its partner and close scrutiny of the position of the male’s 
hemipene. Male-biased sexual size-dimorphism has previously 
been documented in A. piscivorus (Hill and Beaupre 2008). 
In addition, the female was in the process of ecdysis (Fig 5). 
The presence of slough on one individual is consistent with 
previous observations of pitvipers; females shedding prior to 
mating might indicate a functional link between these two 
processes (Kubie et al. 1978, Ashton 2003).
	 Interestingly, Fitch (1975) noted a similar copulation 
encounter in Diadophis punctatus, in which only the female 
became agitated when disturbed, resorting to dragging her 
male partner in an attempt to escape. Fitch (1975) offered 
no explanation for this behavioral peculiarity, and to my 
knowledge, no other study has mentioned similar passive-
ness in copulating male snakes. Unfortunately, the paucity of 
information regarding reproductive and behavioral ecology in 
snakes prevents an assessment of whether these observations 
represent anything more than coincidence.
	 Clearly more work is needed to obtain a better under-
standing of mating behavior in snakes, beginning with a 
more precise estimate of when mating occurs. Histological 
and observational evidence provided by Siegel and Sever 
(2007) suggested that A. piscivorus displays biennial breeding, 
with mating seasons in the spring as well as in late summer/
early autumn. This observation joins several others that have 
reported mating A. piscivorus in late summer/early autumn 
(summarized in Graham et al. 2008), which corresponds with 
the peak of testosterone production, as well as spermatogen-
esis and the enlargement of the renal sex segment (Johnson et 
al. 1982, Zaidan et al. 2003, Graham et al. 2008).
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Fig. 3. The female climbs on top of the male while both snakes are still 
partly submerged.

Fig. 4. The male hemipene; the two snakes remained locked for the dura-
tion of the observation (~40 min).

Fig. 5. Remnants of ecdysis are still visible near the tail of the female 
obscuring the hemipene.
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