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Male Combat in the Yellow-Faced Whipsnake (Demansia 
psammophis). 

Memoirs of the Queensland Museum - Nature. 63: 26. 2021. 
Among the Australian elapid snakes, male combat is a 
regularly recorded behaviour, with larger and stronger 
combatants presumably securing mating rights over smaller 
rivals (Greer 1997; Shine 1994). Numerous taxa display this 
behaviour, including various members of the genera Austrelaps 
(Shine 1991; Jenner 2004), Cryptophis (Shine, 1984), Demansia 
(Greer, 1997; Covacevich, 1994), Hemiaspis (Shine 1987; Greer 
1997), Notechis (Greer 1997; Fearn & Staubman, 2001), 
Oxyuranus Shine, 1991; Greer 1997; McRae & Covacevich 
1997), Parasuta (Turner 1992; Greer 1997), Pseudechis 
(Shine, 1991; Greer 1997, Lloyd & Trembath 2010) and 
Pseudonaja (Shine 1991; Greer 1997; Clemann et al. 2010). 
Although there have been prior combat observations in  
D. psammophis (photos by John Weigel circa 2010, pers. comm. 
Rick Shine), here I present the first published instance of 
male combat behaviour in this species (see Fig. 1, video 
footage also available on request from author).

On the 29th of October 2020 at 9:30 am, two Demansia 
psammophis were observed entangled and wrestling at 
Oxley Creek Commons in Brisbane, QLD, Australia. 
The snakes were photographed (Fig. 1) and filmed on 
a DSLR camera. A single snake was initially spotted on 
the north side of a drainage culvert around 9.15 am, known 
colloquially as Snake Gulley (-27.541012 S, 152.994962 E, 
WGS84, Fig. 2), before fleeing into the creek area. Returning 
to the culvert some 15 minutes later, two snakes were found 
in the same location as the first individual. The combatants 
were approximately 30 cm and 35cm in Snout Vent Length 
(SVL) respectively, based on best visual estimate. While 
these individuals are small for mature D. psammophis, 
mature adults have been recorded at 318 mm in Greer 
(1997). Both were interlocked and occasionally rolling in 
rapid succession, each attempting to press the body and 
head of the other downward, often while both moving in 
a backward direction. The pair appeared to mainly fight 
in a low, horizontal posture, typical of small and lightly 
built species, and I did not observe the paired intertwining 
and raising of combatants’ heads, followed by downward 
slamming, as has been noted in larger and more muscular 
elapids (Shine 1991, 1994). The pair continued wrestling over 
an area of perhaps six square meters, mostly on the grassy 
banks but occasionally entering the shallow edge-waters 
of the drainage. This behaviour continued until 9:37 am. 
Considering the early pass of the area and observation 
of just one individual around 9.15 am (give or take five 
minutes), this behaviour must have lasted for at least seven 
but no longer than 22 minutes, whereupon the seemingly 
smaller snake decoupled from the larger individual and 
fled northward along the north-eastern drainage bank with 
the larger snake in pursuit, until both were lost from sight. 
While neither snake was subsequently captured for explicit 
sex determination, the author has previously observed 
mating in this species, noting that it is much more docile 
than the observed combative wrestling.

Male combat in this species is expected, with previous 
work by Shine (1994) demonstrating the prevalence of 
male combat in sexually dimorphic snake species with 
larger males. This bias towards larger males is evident in 
D. psammophis, with a mean SVL of 52.5 cm for females and 
57 cm for males (Shine, 1994). With regard to D. psammophis, 
Shine (1994) previously noted; “combat not reported for 
this species, but inferred because it occurs in congeners”. 
Indeed, Covacevich et al. (1994) recorded male combat 
in the congeneric Demansia vestigiata, and photographic 
records of male combat in this species are available online 

(https://www.ecologyasia.com/verts/snakes-png/black-
whipsnake.htm). In view of these observations, it seems 
reasonable to suggest that male combat may be ubiquitous 
in Demansia spp. 
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FIG. 1. Demansia psammophis in combat.

FIG. 2. Location.
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