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EUROPEAN WATER SNAKES

In Italy there are three different species of the

genus Natrix, the European water snakes. The

grass snake (Natrix natrix), dice snake (Natrix
tessellata) and viperine snake (Natrix maura).
All are associated with aquatic habitats. Natrix
maura and Natrix tessellata are better adopted
to an aquatic lifestyle, whilst Natrix natrix is
also found away from water.

Natrix natrix is polytypic with many subspecies.
In Italy there are three: Natrix natrix cetti
(Sardinia), Natrix natrix helvetica (Central and
North-western Italy) and Natrix natrix natrix
(North-eastern Italy). Some herpetologists add
two other subspecies, Natrix natrix sicula (Sicily)
and Natrix natrix calabra (Calabria). Natrix
maura and Natrix tessellataareboth monotypic.

Their prey consists of frogs, toads, tadpoles,
fish, salamunders and newts, occasionally
lizards and mice are consumed. European
water snakes are oviparous and are very pro-
lific. Natrix natrix can lay up to 70 eggs. It is

well known that these three water snake spe-
cies can interbreed in captivity. Their hybridi-
zation has not been reported in the wild, the-
refore, this event could be the first case in Italy
which has been documented.
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Natrix tessellata. Photo by. Dr. Stefano Pavan.
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June 1996
3 rd July 1996
11

Augustus 1996
10 after a few months;
1after one year

Table 1: Data of hybridization between Natrix natrix and Natrix tessellata

1 5 8 9 10 11

23 21225 23.5 24 22524523] 11/21 15/22
4 . . . 33.5 3.5 3 3 4 3.5 4/5 4/5
- - - - - - + + + + + + -
7 8 8 8 8 8 7 8 8 8 7 7 8
8 8 8 8 8 6 7 8 7 8 7 7 8
2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 1 2
2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 1 2

Table 2: Phenotypic comparison of hybrids Natrix natrix x Natrix tessellata

All neonates ate tadpoles and small goldfish, monal deficiency which retarded their growth,
and appeared healthy. Despite this they died however it is very difficult to identify specific
after a few months, except one ”intermediate" reasons for this high mortality.
form which lived for a year. The causes of
death were unknown. The snakes showed no
morphological or physiological abnormality. lt Translation: Gifs van Aken
is probable they had some metobolic or hor- Corrections: Lawrence Smith
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