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INTRODUCTION 

This article, on the distribution of Vipera xan
thina on the east Aegean Islands and in Thrace, 
was written due to the observation of a specimen 
on the Greek island of Samas and its possible 
occurrence on the Greek island of Kastell6rizon. A 
few comments have also been added regarding the 
potency of the species' venom. 
The names of Middle-Eastern vipers have been sub-
_ject to many change, and it is essential when 
studying older literature to have access to the 
lists of synonymous names by Baran (1976) and 
Jager ( 1984). 
Many Turkish names are not spelled as they ought 
to be because the Turkish alphabet is not entirely 
the same as ours. e.g. the i is written without a 
dot and there are some letters which are not in
cluded in our alphabet. Greek names are also often 
confusing since they have to be translated from 
Greek to Latin spelling. 

SAMOS 

During her vacation on the Greek island of Samas, 
Mrs. Mary Boorsma found a dead snake lying next to 
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the road near Manolates. She was kind enough to 
take a few photographs of it, one of which has 
been printed in this article. 
Judging from its pattern, the fact that it does 
not have a horn on its nose and from the litera
ture which tells us of the distribution of this 
species, it is most logical to assume that this is 
an example of the species Vipera xanthina. This 
assumption has been confirmed by Dr. M.S. Hoog
moed. 
There is no other information that I know of con
cerning the presence of Vipera xanthina on the 
island of Sa.mos. 

KASTELLORIZON 
In May of 1983, I observed a stout bodied snake on 
the Greek island of Kastell6rizon. The snake, 
which has a black and off-white pattern, hissed 
loudly and made a fast retreat. The terrain was 
rocky and the vegetation had been kept short by 
goats which regularly grazed the area. I believe 
that the snake I saw was stouter than the one Mrs. 
Boersma photographed on Samas. I also believe that 
it lacked the same regularity in its colour 
pattern. Even so, I still believe that the speci
men which I saw was an example of Vipera xanthina. 

DISTRIBUTION ON THE AEGEAN ISLANDS 
Boettger (1880) reported observing venomous snakes 
on the Greek is 1 and of Kha 1 ki,. He be 1 i eved that 
they could only have been Vipera xanthina. 

Bodenheimer (1944) stated that the Aegean islands 
were included within th.e ra-nge of this spe.cies .. 
However, it i·s assumed that he meant that Vipera 
Zebetin4 ~Linnaeus, 1758') cou}d· be found on a few 
islands of the Cyclads (Pieper, 1970). 
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Fig. 1. Vipera xanthina. Manolates, Samas, Greece. 
(21?)-V-1984. Foto: Mary Boorsma. 



Vipera xanthina was first officially confirmed to 
be found on an Aegean island by Clark (1968). He 
reported that this snake was to be found on the 
islands of Leros and Patmos. 
Ondrias (1969) reported a specimen caught in the 
village of Volissos, which lies on the northwest
ern end of the Greek island of Khios. 
Pieper (1970) reported that a viper of this 
species had been caught on the Greek island of 
Patmos. 
Clark (1968), Steward (1971) and Joger (1984) all 
refer to an article by R.J. Clark (1968): The 
addition of Vipera xanthina to the Greek herpeto
fauna. Senck. biol., Vol. 49. This article was 
never published in the Senckenbergiana biologica 
and also cannot be found in the Zoological 
records. However, the article, on the presence of 
Vipera xanthina on the islands of Leros and Patmos 
may be regarded as reliable since Clark was refer
ing to his own unpublished work. 
Clark (1972) reported catching a specimen of 
Vipera xanthina on the Greek island of Simi. 
Schneider (1983) reported that a specimen had been 
caught in an olive grove near the village of 
Kantouni on the Greek island of Kalimnos. 
Judging from the above accounts, it may be con
cluded that Vipera xanthina is to be found on the 
Greek islands of Kalimnos, Khios, Leros, Patmos, 
Samas and Simi. Some doubt still remains as to 
whether or not the species is to be found on the 
islands of Khalki and Kastellorizon. 

DISTRIBUTION IN THRACE 
Thrace was the name of a kingdom in the region now 
occupied by European Turkey, northeastern Greece 
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and southeastern Bulgaria. 
Werner (1914) reported a specimen caught in 
Spartakule near Constantinople (Istanbul) in 
European Turkey. 
Schwarz (1936) stated that Vipera xanthina was to 
be found in a small region northwest of Constanti
nople in the Istranza Mountains (Yildiz or Istran
ca Daglari). He also mentioned the finding of a 
specimen in Spartakule. 
Bodenheimer (1944) reported a specimen from Spar
takule which was kept in the Zoological Museum in 
MUnchen and also mentioned the specimen reported 
by Werner (1914). 
I was not able to find Spartakule on any maps of 
European Turkey. It is therefore still unclear to 
me as to whether or not Spartakule is located in 
the Istrandza Mountains. Bodenheimer described 
Vipera xanthina as an inhabitant of the Thracian 
peninsula near Istanbul. According to Steward's 
(1971) distribution map, Vipera xanthina is found 
in Europe only in a small area around Istanbul. 
Baran (1976) and Basoglu & Baran (1980) do not in
clude European Turkey in the range of Vipera 
xanthina 

Gardenfors (1980) reported observing a specimen in 
an olive grove east of Makri in northeastern 
Greece. 
Joger (1984) considers Vipera xanthina to be found 
in European Turkey, but he did not mark any 
locations where the viper had been found in that 
region. 
From the above, it is clear that not enough is 
known about the distribution of Vipera xanthina in 
Thrace. So far, there has only been one 
observation of the species on the Greek mainland 
and also the reports on observations of the 
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species in European Turkey are rather old. 
Since the Istrandza Mountains run up into south
eastern Bulgaria and if in fact this reptile does 
inhabit these mountains, then it may very well be 
possible to find this species in Bulgaria also. 

TOXICITY OF THE VENOM 
Bodenheimer (1944) reported that a specimen in 
Turkey had killed a cow. 
According to Claessen (1977), 5% of the victims 
bitten by Vipera xanthina die even after being 
hospitalized and administered antivenin. 93% may 
die if no antivenin is administered. 
Arnold et al. (1978a and 1978b) agree its bite 
can be fatal for both humans and animals. 
Considering this evidence, it seems only wise to 
take extra precautions when hiking or climbing in 
areas known to be inhabited by this species. 
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