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Death—feigning or thanotosis is a form of catalepsy or
tonic immobility. In most cases, animals exhibiting
this behavior “play dead” by maintaining a rigid posture
or by simulating fully relaxed muscles in response to exter-
nal stimuli, including predation attempts (e.g., Gregory et
al. 2007; Bhattarai et al. 2017). In snakes, thanotosis often
includes immobility and mouth gaping, frequently with the
tongue everted and sometimes involving voluntary supina-
tion or lack of muscle tone. This behavior has been rarely
documented in Asian snakes (Mirza et al. 2011) and we are
aware of only a few records of death-feigning in snakes from
India: Checkered Keelback (Fowlea piscator), Copper-headed
Trinket Snake (Coelognathus radiatus), and the Common

Wolfsnake (Lycodon aulicus) (Vogel and Han-Yuem 2010;
Mirza et al. 2011); Large-eyed False Cobra (Pseudoxenodon
macrops) (Bhosale and Thite 2013); Burmese Python (Pyzhon
bivittatus) (Bhattarai et al. 2017), and Yellow-collared
Wolfsnake (Lycodon flavicollis) (Muliya et al. 2018). Herein
we describe the first record of death-feigning in the Common
Sand Boa (Eryx conicus) and a second record of this behavior
in the Common Wolfsnake (Lycodon aulicus).

Common Sand Boas (Eryx conicus) are stout-bodied,
medium-sized snakes with strongly keeled scales (Das 2002).
The species is abundant in arid localities (Das 2002) and
occurs throughout the Indian Subcontinent except for the

Andaman and Nicobar Islands (Whitaker and Captain 2004).

Fig. 1. A Common Sand Boa (Eryx conicus) feigning death in response to capture. Photograph by Umesh M. Udapure.
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Fig. 2. A Common Wolfsnake (Lycodon aulicus) feigning death in response to capture. Photograph by Rahul V. Deshmukh.

Although mostly crespuscular or nocturnal (Das 2002), these
snakes are known to hunt by day (Whitaker and Captain
2004). They are strong burrowers in loose sand or silty soil
(Sharma 2007) and generally constrict prey, which includes
small mammals, birds, reptiles, amphibians, and even large
insects (Smith 1943; Das 2002; Sharma 2007; Whitaker and
Captain 2004). Typical foraging behavior is for an individual
to hide itself in the substrate or surface litter and ambush any
prey that comes within striking range (Whitaker and Captain
2004).

On 21 November 2018, SH rescued an unsexed sub-
adult from Sadak Arjuni, Gondia, Maharashtra, India
(21°05'27.7"N, 80°09'14.7"E), and placed the snake in a plas-
tic container. After about 10 min, the snake stopped moving,.
When we opened the container to confirm if the snake was
dead or alive, it remained motionless except for breathing. We
removed it from the container, at which time it inverted half
of its body (Fig. 1), defecated, and remained in this position
for 12-15 min. We subsequently released the snake in appro-
priate habitat.

Common Wolfsnakes (Lycodon aulicus) occur through-
out India (including Lakshadweep but not the Andaman and
Nicobar Islands (Whitaker and Captain 2004). These are
among the most frequently encountered snakes on the Indian
plains and often occur near and even in human habitations
(Daniel 2002). Common Wolfsnakes are strictly nocturnal

66

and feed on geckos, skinks, rodents, and bats (Whitaker and
Captain 2004; Tank and Sharma 2016).

On 8 October 2018, RD and Manoj Uikey res-
cued an adult male near the Sai Temple, Brahmani,
Kalmeshwar, Nagpur, Maharashtra, India (21°24'08.81"N,
78°90'86.93"E). When placed in a plastic container, the
snake stopped moving and turned upside-down. We thought
it was dead and removed it from the container, at which time
it inverted its entire body (Fig. 2) and remained in this posi-
tion for 18 min. We subsequently released the snake in appro-
priate habitat.

The death feigning response might not always occur
with the same intensity. For example, neither of our snakes
engaged in mouth-gaping, nor did the Common Wolfsnake
described by Mirza et al. (2011). Also, this behavior might
be correlated with external environmental factors like tem-
perature or humidity (Gerald 2008; Bhosale and Thite 2013).
That we collected both of these nocturnal snakes during the
day might be noteworthy. However, both initially tried to
escape, the Common Wolfsnake bit the rescuer, and both
feigned death as last resort.
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