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Serpentes Colubridae) in the Aegean island of  Tsougriá,
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ABSTRACT The presence of Hierophis gemonensis (Laurenti, 1768) (Reptilia Serpentes Colubridae) in
Tsougriá, a small island of the Northern Sporades, Greece, is here recorded for the first time. 
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INTRODUCTION

The Balkan whip snake, Hierophis gemonensis
(Laurenti, 1768) (Reptilia Serpentes Colubridae), is
widespread along the coastal areas of Slovenia,
Croatia, Bosnia-Erzegovina, Montenegro, Albania
and Greece (Vanni et al., 2011). The basic colour is
silver gray to dark green with some spots only on
one third of the body, tending to regular stripes on
the tail. Melanistic specimens are also known
(Dimitropoulos, 1986; Schimmenti & Fabris,
2000). The total length is usually less than 130 cm,
with males larger than females (Vanni et al., 2011).

Regarding the Aegean islands, this species has
an irregular distribution, therefore its presence in this
area can be defined discontinuous (Clark, 1989). H.
gemonensis has been found on these islands:
Northern Sporades

Aspróniso (= Aspro): Buchholz & Schultze-
Westrum, 1964; Kock, 1979.

Euboea: Werner, 1933; Kock, 1979.
Argo-Saronic islands

Aegina: Werner, 1937; Wettstein, 1953; Kock,
1979; Clark, 1989.

Psili: Clark, 1973, 1989; Kock, 1979.
Tolon: Clark, 1973, 1989; Kock, 1979.
Stavronissos, Dhokos, Trikkeri (archipelago of
Hydra): Clark, 1989.

Kythera: Boulenger, 1893; Kock, 1979.
Crete: Boettger, 1888; Sowig, 1985.
Cretan islets

Gramvoussa: Wettstein, 1953; Kock, 1979.
Gavdos: Wettstein, 1953; Kock, 1979.
Gianyssada: Wettstein, 1953; Kock, 1979.
Dia: Raulin, 1869; Kock, 1979.
Theodori: Wettstein, 1953.

Karpathos: Broggi, 1994.
The population of the island of Gyaros (Cy-

clades), previously assigned to H. (Coluber) gemo-
nensis (Mertens, 1968), and successively
considered an endemic species, H. gyarosensis
(Mertens, 1968), by Schätti (1988) and Böhme
(1993), is actually referred to H. viridiflavus car-
bonarius (Bonaparte, 1833) (Utiger & Schätti,
2004), on the bases of molecular and, in part, mor-
phological data (the structure of the hemipenis is
different). The western whip snake on Gyaros was
introduced casually on the island in historical times.



In fact, the values of the ventral lepidosis (194-205),
colour pattern (dark and without spots ventrally) and
the geographical location of the island surrounded
by other islands inhabited by Dolichophis caspius
(Gmelin, 1789), as well, would led to assign the
ophidic population of Gyaros to D. caspius. More-
over, despite as stated by Schätti (1988), the melan-
oticism is present in the micro insular Aegean
populations of D. caspius (see Alonissos and, per-
haps, Patmos) (Cattaneo, 1998, 2008; Broggi, 2010).

Study area

Tsougriá is a small island off the SE coast of
Skiathos (longitude: 23°29’58.63’’E; latitude
39°07’20.17’’N). (Fig. 1) The area of 1.14 km² and
the altitude 90 m a.s.l. This small island, just like
Skiathos and other nearby islets (except for
Aspróniso, that consists of limestone), are com-
posed of igneous and metamorphic rocks (Ferenti-
nos, 1972). Two small pounds occur on the island
behind the dunes of brackish water surrounded by
a belt of Juncus acutus L.; during our visit to the is-
land only one still contained water. Tsougriá is cur-
rently uninhabited, but there was human presence
in the past. This is testified by the presence of small
valleys in the western part of the island exploited
for the cultivation of olive trees. These old olive
trees are now mixed with a shrub vegetation con-
sisting of Erica manipuliflora Salisb., Cistus creti-
cus L. and Dittrichia viscosa  (L.) Greuter. The rest
of the island is covered by woodlands of Pinus
halepensis Mill. (with undergrowth of Erica ar-
borea L. and Pistacia lentiscus L.) alternated with

stretches of dense and intricate maquis where pre-
dominant elements are Pistacia lentiscus, Quercus
coccifera L., Phillyrea latifolia L., Olea europaea
subsp. oleaster Hoffmg. et Link. Remains of two
rural buildings and information obtained from the
inhabitants of Skiathos, indicate that the anthropic
use of the island occurred until the 1970s of the last
century. As sign of the activities carried out in the
island, remain two groups of buildings actually
crumbling. The first was used for processing oil, the
other one was a farm with lodge on the upper floor
and stalls on the lower one. The area in front of the
farm provided a well for fresh water and some tanks
for watering the animals.

RESULTS AND CONCLUSIONS

Six records of H. gemonensis were found in the
island of Tsougriá in August 2013:  four pieces of
exuvia, one carcass and a live specimen. Two of the
four pieces of exuvia were rather dark. The live
specimen was a young adult of 60 cm total length
(tail 19 cm). It was found in front of the farm, under
an iron sheets set in the shade, near a dry stone wall
(Fig. 2) The soil covered by the sheet was wet de-
spite the dry spell. Colour and pattern were typical
of the species (Figs. 3, 4)

At Tsougriá were also found Hemidactylus turci-
cus Linnaeus, 1758 and Lacerta trilineata Bedriaga,
1878. H. turcicus has been frequently observed under
wooden tables and iron sheet near the two groups of
buildings and around the little Church of Aghios
Floros. L. trilineata instead, has been observed
within the rushes. In this island, as indeed in Skiathos,
the Northern Sporades lizard, Podarcis erhardii
ruthveni (Werner, 1930), is absent (Wettstein, 1953;
Gruber & Schultze-Westrum, 1971; Cattaneo, 1997).
Only Bergman (1995) observed specimen of P.
erhardii in Skiathos, nearby the main town where it
was probably introduced by boats that connect
Skiathos to nearby islands. But this record has not
been confirmed. On the other hand is documented its
occurrence in the other surrounding islets, such as
Repi, Aspróniso, Tsougriáki, Arkos, Maragós. In
both Skiathos and Tsougriá P. erhardii is lacking, but
L. trilineata occurs (Gruber & Schultze-Westrum,
1971). This has raised many questions among her-
petologists leading to more or less plausible hy-
potheses. It was assumed that P. erhardii forming part
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Figure 1. Study area.
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in the pabulum of L. trilineata (Gruber & Schultze-
Westrum, 1971), would have suffered a selective
pressure by the latter species with the result of an
extinction on both above mentioned islands and
possibility of existence only in the surrounding islets,
where L. trilineata is absent. However it seems not
confirmed by the case of Arkonissi, a small island
which is also part of Skiathos archipelago, where the
two species are sympatric (however in the absence
of ophidic saurophagous species).

The same could regard H. gemonensis. The
plausible competitive interaction with Malpolon
monspessulanus Hermann, 1804 also present at
Skiathos (Buchholz & Schultze-Westrum, 1964;
Cattaneo, 1997) could be a relevant factor in the
distribution of H. gemonensis in the Northern Spo-
rades (as well as in the islands of the Argo-Saronic

archipelago: Clark, 1989). In fact, the exclusive
presence of H. gemonensis in Aspróniso and Tsougriá,
could be a consequence of the selective pressure
operated by M. monspessulanus, that would allow
the Balkan whip snake to survive only in these two
small islands surrounding Skiathos. Considering
the ophiophagy and the aggressive behavior of this
large snake, it could have played an important role
to obstacle the coexistence between the two species.
Also in the Argo-Saronic islands usually these two
snakes are not sympatric (Clark, 1989). The first
report of H. gemonensis for the Northern Sporades
is related to one specimen found in the island of
Aspróniso, very close to Skiathos (Buchholz &
Schultze-Westrum, 1964). In this paper is given the
first record for the island of Tsougriá and the sec-
ond for the Northern Sporades archipelago and

Figure 2. Tsougriá island: the place of discovery of the Hierophis gemonensis. 
Figures 3, 4. Hierophis gemonensis from Tsougriá island.



confirmed the occurrence on some of the small is-
lands around Skiathos of this species, whose relict
presence on the main island could possibly be
detected in the future (in 1994 the third author fre-
quently sighted in Skiathos snakes perhaps attribu-
table to this species).
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