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Names are listed from left to right arrange in chronological order: Row 1 – Carl von Linné (1707–1778), Johann 
Gottlob Schneider (1750–1822), Blasius Merrem (1761–1824), Jean Léopold Nicolas Frédéric Baron Cuvier (1769 
–1832), André Marie Constant Duméril (1774–1860); Row 2 – Friedrich Boie (1789 –1870), Giorgio Jan (1791–
1866), John Edward Gray (1800–1875), Auguste Henri André Duméril (1812–1870), William Theobald (1829–1908); 
Row 3 – Richard Henry Beddome (1830–1911), Albert Carl Ludwig Gotthilf Günther (1830–1914), Friedrich Fritz 
Müller (1834–1895), Ferdinand Stoliczka (1838–1874), George Albert Boulenger (1858–1937); Row 4 – Wall Frank 
(1868-1950), Malcolm Arthur Smith (1875–1958), Edward Harrison Taylor (1889–1978), Paulus Edward Pieris De-
raniyagala (1900–1976), Carl Gans (1923–2009) respectively (Image courtesy: Kraig Adler photo library).

This book is dedicated to the following pioneering herpetologists who have made 
significant contributions to the advancement of South Asian snake taxonomy.
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Southern Asia is a rich laboratory for ophidian evo-
lutionary experimentation. With over 4,200 species, 
the Serpentes comprise the largest major lineage 
among the more than 12,200 species of Squamata 
(Uetz et al., 2026). Although the date of the diver-
gence between snakes and their closest lizard rela-
tives remains uncertain, molecular and fossil-cali-
brated studies point to an origin in the Jurassic (e.g., 
Zheng & Wiens, 2016; Harrington & Reeder, 2017). 
By the Late Cretaceous, a rich diversity of archa-
ic snake taxa had evolved (Head et al., 2022), and 
the early branching of living lineages is believed to 
have occurred (Burbrink et al., 2020). This dating 
means that in the time since snakes arose, the Indian 
landmass collided with southern Asia, crustal torsion 
formed much of what is now Malaysia and Indonesia, 
and the sea level changes of the Pleistocene repeat-
edly isolated and reconnected the islands of Sunda-
land and Wallacea. For a lineage with the morpho-
logical and ecological malleability of the Serpentes, 
these historical events presented countless opportu-
nities for vicariance, dispersal, and invasion of new 
environments. As befits a region of such geological 
complexity, the species richness of snakes, like that 
of many other groups, has been greatly under-appre-
ciated until recently. As the Introduction to this vol-
ume notes (Das, 2026), both new explorations and 
new methods, especially molecular phylogenetics, 
have revealed extensive cryptic diversity, including 
deeply divided lineages within what have historical-
ly been considered widespread species. 

Although the major branches of the ophidian evo-
lutionary tree have been greatly clarified in recent 
years, persistent differences in authors’ approaches 
to ranking those lineages within the Linnean hier-
archy -- that is, whether major groups of snakes are 
recognized as families, subfamilies, or tribes – make 
direct comparisons of diversity among those branch-
es difficult. Regardless of one’s taxonomic prefer-
ences, however, no other region of the globe is as 
rich in family-group taxa as southern and south-east-
ern Asia, especially those groups nestled among the 
basal branches of the Alethinophidia. The surprising 
distinctiveness of some long-recognized lineages 
has led to their elevation to familial status, such as 
the Pareidae and Homalopsidae. Others have only 
been discovered relatively recently, such as the bi-
zarre Xenophidiidae of Malaysia (Günther & Man-
they, 1995), which molecular studies have identi-

Foreword

fied as the sister family of the remarkable bolyeriid 
snakes of the Mascarene Islands (Zaher & Smith, 
2020). Even among some long-established families 
and genera, recent studies have identified rampant 
paraphyly, leading to wholesale reassignment of 
species among existing or newly described genera, 
as in the Homalopsidae and the Natricinae. 

The sheer magnitude of the snake fauna of south-
ern and south-eastern Asia is staggering. The large 
and climatically complex nation of India hosts 366 
species in 16 families (Das et al., 2026). Sri Lanka, 
where the 1st World Congress on Snakes has been 
held, harbors about one-quarter as many species on 
only 2% as much land area (Pyron et al., 2013). Ow-
ing in part to its extraordinary archipelagic nature, 
as well as its inclusion of species-rich and faunisti-
cally distinct West Papua in the east, Indonesia holds 
nearly the same number of species as India (374, 
also in 16 families; Amarasinghe et al., 2026), on 
almost 40% less land area. An even more impres-
sive comparison can be made between Indonesia and 
Brazil, both of which are equatorial countries. The 
412 species of snakes occurring in Brazil (Nogue-
ira et al., 2019), a country nearly 4.5 times larger 
than Indonesia, represents only 10% more species. 
Even discounting the remarkable 9% of Indonesian 
species that belong to the two independent marine 
lineages of Elapidae, the comparison for terrestrial 
species alone remains impressive. 

With respect to ecological diversity, the south Asian 
snake fauna is rich not only in marine elapids, the 
Laticaudinae and Hydrophiini, but also in many 
freshwater and coastal taxa, including the Homalop-
sidae, Acrochordidae, and numerous aquatic Natrici-
nae. Arboreal species also abound in the region, no-
tably among the Colubrinae, including iconic genera 
such as Ahaetulla, Chrysopelea, and Boiga, as well 
as many of south Asia’s pitvipers (Crotalinae). Fos-
sorial and semifossorial taxa include entire families, 
such as the Uropeltidae, Anomochilidae, and likely 
the Xenophidiidae, whose mode of life remains a 
mystery, as well as the erycine boas and the megad-
iverse genus Calamaria and other colubrid taxa. 

Finally, in addition to revealing the remarkable di-
versity of south Asian snakes, this important volume 
reflects the endemic expertise of herpetologists from 
throughout the region. Leading researchers from 
each of the included countries have contributed not 
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only their taxonomic knowledge but also their rich 
field experience to this comprehensive work. Pub-
lication of Snakes of South Asia is a fitting way to 
celebrate the convening of the 1st World Congress 
on Snakes in Kandy, Sri Lanka, setting a bar against 
which future progress on our knowledge of Asian 
snakes will surely be measured. 
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It is with immense pride and pleasure that I welcome 
you to the 1st World Congress on Snakes (WCS 
2026) and present this commemorative publication. 
The convening of the world's first international con-
gress dedicated exclusively to snakes marks a histor-
ic milestone in the advancement of ophiology, her-
petology, and global snake conservation. Sri Lanka, 
with its exceptional snake diversity and long-stand-
ing contributions to herpetological research, is hon-
oured to host this landmark event in the beautiful 
World Heritage City of Kandy.

This volume reflects the spirit of scientific collab-
oration that forms the foundation of WCS 2026. 
Bringing together contributions from leading re-
searchers across South Asia, it provides updated 
country checklists, summarizes the current state of 
knowledge on snake diversity, examines conserva-
tion priorities, and identifies important research gaps 
that require future attention. It is my sincere belief 
that this publication will become an important refer-
ence work for scientists, conservation practitioners, 
wildlife managers, educators, students, and policy-
makers, while promoting greater regional and inter-
national cooperation.

The conservation of snakes has never been more im-
portant. Snake populations worldwide face increas-

ing threats from habitat loss, climate change, per-
secution from ignorance, illegal wildlife trade, and 
emerging environmental challenges. At the same 
time, snakes continue to play vital ecological roles 
and hold immense scientific, medical, and cultural 
significance. Addressing these challenges requires 
strong partnerships, sound science, and a shared 
commitment that extends beyond national bounda-
ries.

I extend my heartfelt appreciation to the editors, 
contributing authors, reviewers, sponsors, and mem-
bers of the organizing committees whose dedication 
and hard work made both this publication and the 1st 

World Congress on Snakes possible. I hope this vol-
ume will inspire new discoveries, strengthen inter-
national collaboration, and contribute meaningfully 
to the conservation of the world's remarkable snake 
diversity for generations to come.

Anslem de Silva
Congress Chairperson

1st World Congress on Snakes (WCS 2026)
Kandy, Sri Lanka

(E-mail: kalds@sltnet.lk)

Message from the Congress Chair

18 September, 2026
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