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Predation pressure is a fundamental selective force for the 
development of traits that increase prey survival by limit-

ing a predator’s ability to detect, recognize, approach, sub-
jugate, or consume prey (Endler 1986; Greene 1988; Lima 
and Dill 1990). Squamates and snakes in particular exhibit 
an extremely diverse array of antipredator tactics and serve as 
interesting models for examining evolutionary mechanisms to 
avoid predation (Greene 1988).
 The Copper-headed Trinket Snake, Coelognathus radia-
tus (Boie 1827), is a non-venomous colubrid snake found 
in much of southeastern Asia, with a range extending from 
India and southern China to Myanmar, Thailand, Vietnam, 
Cambodia, Laos, the Malay Peninsula, Sumatra, Borneo, and 
Java (Das 2012). Observations of 17 adults were recorded in 
forested and human-altered habitats during 2015–2018 at the 
Sakaerat Biosphere Reserve, Nakhon Ratchasima Province, 
Thailand (14.4933°S, 101.9219°W; datum: WGS84).
 Death-feigning (also known as thanatosis, catalepsy, or 
tonic immobility) is expressed by maintaining a rigid posture 
or by simulating fully relaxed muscles (Greene 1988; Vogel 
and Kam Han-Yuen 2010). Death-feigning has been reported 
in Coelognathus radiatus (Vogel and Kam Han-Yuen 2010). 
Herein we describe a broader array of defensive strategies that 
we have observed in Copper-headed Trinket Snakes. 
 Whenever possible, the first response to a threat by 
Coelognathus radiatus is a rapid retreat. However, when unable 
to flee, individuals will expand the neck, exposing the contrast-
ing light blue and black coloration of the interscale skin (Fig. 
1A). If disturbed further, snakes elevate the anterior part of the 
body, open the mouth, and frequently feign attacks and bites 
(Fig. 1B). The latter are fast and energetic, apparently aimed 
at the face of the perceived threat. We observed one snake 
strike twice with such force that it lifted its entire body off the 

ground. Snakes displaying this behavior will stand their ground 
and continue to charge until they create enough space to flee.
 The final defensive display, death-feigning (Fig. 1C), 
was observed in seven of the 17 individuals, two of which 
employed thanatosis after initially fleeing. In each instance, 
the snake rolled over and exposed its venter and relaxed the 
muscles in most of its body. The noteworthy exception was 
that snakes did not relax the muscles in the nuchal region. 
The connection between the skull and the vertebral column is 
fragile; we surmise that relaxing the muscles in that area could 
leave the snake vulnerable to injury if attacked by a predator.
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Fig. 1. Responses by Copper-headed Trinket Snakes (Coelognathus radiatus) to a threat include in order: Rapid flight; expansion of the neck to expose 
strongly contrasting skin colors (A); elevating the anterior body, gaping, striking, and biting (B); and death-feigning (C). Photographs by Bartosz Nadolski.


