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To my daughter, Alyeska.

And to future generations.

May we celebrate all beings upon our planet with appreciation,

kindness,

and love.



AWAKENING THE ANCIENT POWER OF 
SNAKE

“As a nature enthusiast and avid hiker, I have long known that snakes are not the frightful creatures that we have made them out to be. Dawn Brunke sets the record straight by clearly showing our emotional reaction to snakes is vastly out of proportion to the actual danger they present. Entertaining, informative, and masterfully written, this book not only goes well beyond anything you might expect to read about snakes but also shows how Snake’s story is deeply interwoven with our own and continues to influence us today in a multitude of ways. Continuously revitalizing itself by shedding its old skin, Snake symbolizes the global need for renewal and transformation. We must find a way to ‘shed our old skin’ of polarity and separation consciousness and find our way into the heart-space of oneness if we are to survive and thrive as a species.”

BOB FRISSELL, AUTHOR OF
NOTHING IN THIS BOOK 
IS TRUE, BUT IT’S 
EXACTLY HOW THINGS 
ARE

“Reading this book is profound, healing, and life-changing. Dawn Brunke guides us on a journey of exploration and transformation as we enter into a relationship with Snake. We are helped to overcome our fears and be willing to meet Snake face-to-face, as it lives in our world and also resides within our bodies and our psyches. Dawn then helps us to deepen in this relationship with Snake by following an amazing serpentine path through dreams, mythology, history, science, and direct experience. This book is timely as it guides us to shed the skins of our past ways of being and open to Snake’s wisdom and understanding of unity consciousness. Through Snake, we can remember and reclaim the integration of the sacred feminine and sacred masculine to heal ourselves and come into wholeness, and we can then return to right relationship and harmony with each other and with all of life.”

HEATHER ENSWORTH, PH.D., 
ASTROLOGER, PSYCHOLOGIST, AND AUTHOR OF FINDING 
OUR CENTER: WISDOM 
FROM THE STARS AND PLANETS IN 
TIMES OF CHANGE

“Brunke shows with elegance and power how Spirit of Snake speaks to human awakening and spiritual evolution. Teacher of healing powers, she is coiled within us, wrapping around our consciousness as the forgotten Goddess of our DNA. Wonderful and unique book!”

J. ZOHARA MEYERHOFF HIERONIMUS, 
D.H.L., AUTHOR OF WHITE SPIRIT 
ANIMALS

“Bravo for the epic narrative that Dawn Baumann Brunke spins while taking the reader on an evocative and exhilarating journey of mind, body, and soul in search of the ancient tale/tail of Snake medicine. Shakti Kundalini energy is our sacred birthright and will rise again when we find the courage and willingness to harness the shamanic wisdom of Snake that lives within to awaken and transform our lives.”

LINDA STAR WOLF, 
PH.D., FOUNDER OF VENUS 
RISING ASSOCIATION FOR TRANSFORMATION, 
AUTHOR OF SHAMANIC BREATHWORK, 
AND COAUTHOR OF SHAMANIC EGYPTIAN 
ASTROLOGY

“As a dream analyst, each time I hear a dream with Snake I know it to be a potent vision carrying an important message. This is the book I have long been wishing for—a single reference for clients to deepen their understanding of the dream experience with Snake. Dawn Brunke’s vast research, deep insight, and elegant writing on this subject are breathtaking. Reader beware: if you pick this book up, you may not be able to put it down! I was swept away.”

TAYRIA WARD, PH.D.,
DEPTH PSYCHOLOGIST, DREAM ANALYST, AND FOUNDER OF BRIDGING 
WORLDS MOUNTAIN RETREAT 
CENTER
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FOREWORD

IT IS WRITTEN that many are called, but few are chosen. Dawn was chosen to write this book and by no less a being than the eternal companion and sacred totem of the Great Mother Goddess, from whose womb the Universe was born—the serpent, or Snake!

Awakening the Ancient Power of Snake could not have been published at 
a more fitting time, for it introduces us to a preeminent archetype that has 
been sadly misunderstood and denigrated for thousands of years and is 
symbolically and dynamically central to the psychic transformation that 
integrates the sacred feminine and masculine principles, sheds the constricting 
layers of the ego-self, and raises the soul-self to sovereignty of the psyche. 
Dawn takes the reader back to the seminal Garden of Eden myth in which the 
censorship of a prejudiced, patriarchal priesthood has robbed the Goddess of her 
divinity, reducing her to a mortal woman, Eve, in league with the duplicitous 
Snake that has been diminished from divine totem to the very incarnation of 
evil: Satan. With the fall of the Goddess and the fall of the Snake came the 
fall of Nature, witnessed in the present-day desecration and despoiling of 
planet Gaia by an unbridled, rapacious, masculine principle.

Dawn acquaints us with ancient wisdom that perceived Snake as a protective, feminine archetype, intimately associated with the soul’s journey toward self-realization: acting as inspirer, guide, guardian, messenger, mentor, and healer. Snake, being the most ancient symbol of the divine feminine, is a power that unifies, integrates, harmonizes, and transforms. Invoked in psychic healing, the snake, as symbolized in the shedding of its skin, facilitates the throwing off of ingrained habits, beliefs, values, and prejudices and the soul’s advance into a sphere of higher consciousness and wisdom. Able to flow unimpeded through dimensions, Snake can fathom the obscure regions of the Shadow and bring to light repressed, rejected, unresolved, and unrealized aspects of the unconscious, restoring psychic flow in a manner that is gentle, graded, and protective.

Our attention is drawn to Snake as an agent of synchronicity; active in the seemingly fortuitous coincidences of life that come to prompt and cue us; or as a messenger engaging us in dream form, or appearing in the imaginative, twilight zone between waking and sleeping: “elegantly offering” through the medium of metaphors, hints, and clues to guide and direct us. As Dawn notes, the appearance of Snake in dream form must always be heeded; it is a harbinger of change and transformation. The greatest change is the progressive lifting of consciousness from the base chakras of the body’s energy system to the highest levels of thought and aspiration: a sublimation that involves the flowing upward of the primordial serpent power seated at the base of our spine: the spiritual force of Kundalini.

These central themes of the book are placed in a frame and context that satisfies every query and interest the reader may have regarding these remarkable limbless creatures that evoke such reverence, awe, fascination, and fear. We are treated to engaging anecdotes about Dawn’s own snake companions—Carl, the ball python, and Chloe, the corn snake—and taken through the painful, inner wrestling of whether to feed live prey to captive snakes, beautifully and tenderly resolved in witnessing the union of predator and prey as a blessed sacrament celebrating life in death and death in life.

Awakening the Ancient Power of Snake is a splendid anthology of 
esoteric, mythical, and psychic Snake wisdom, and scientific facts about snakes, 
enriched with invaluable insights into the attributes and nature of one of the 
most important of all archetypes: the Snake!

DR. DAVID LILLEY

David Lilley has practiced as a medical doctor, homeopath, and osteopath for the past fifty-four years and currently lives in Cape Town. He is a Fellow of the British Faculty of Homeopathy. From 1996 to 2012 he served as Dean of the South African Faculty of Homeopathy. His time is now devoted to writing books on the archetypes of the homeopathic materia medica, lecturing internationally, and conducting a small, select practice. He is the author of Healing the Soul, volumes 1 and 2, and The Wolf: A Mythological and Comparative Study.



INTRODUCTION

DREAMING OF SNAKE

IT’S EARLY EVENING, already well past dark in Alaska, only a few nights before the winter solstice. I huddle beneath the down comforter on my bed. Although the bedroom door is closed, a thin beam of golden light slips inward from the hallway. I hear my husband and daughter laugh as they arrange holiday decorations in the living room.

A pinched nerve in my lower back causes intermittent bursts of pain to surge up my spine. The discomfort is so intense that my stomach aches from bracing against the waves of nausea. Though the cycle is sporadic, it has been going on for hours and I’m exhausted.

In between spasms, I seek refuge in a dreamy state of consciousness.

For several minutes at a time all is calm and quiet, and in one particularly lucid moment I ask my body to reveal the core source of this physical discord.  What do I need to know? 
I plead.  What can I do?

I am not truly expecting an answer, and yet it comes—lightning fast—in the form of a gigantic snake. So huge is the serpent that for a moment all I can see is its face, the rest of its body eclipsed by the immensity of its head. Its pupils are vertical slits, dark doorways surrounded by flecks of gold. Its body—I can see more of it now—is thick and glossy, the same ruddy orange color as its head and neck. A row of slim, downward-pointing triangles runs along the sides of its long body, each triangle ending in a sharp diamond tip.

The snake regards me steadily, intently. Its features are strong and angular, its presence imposing. My heart beats faster.

Part of me knows I should be wary, but a deep concern for the snake suddenly wells up and words tumble out: “How can I help you?”

The snake tells me, not with words, but with shared thoughts, that it has lost its tail. I understand this means not that it has misplaced its tail or can’t find its tail, but rather that its tail has been severed—disconnected from its body.

And now I am in a different place, an older time, 
observing an old woman, a healer perhaps, inside a forest cabin. She sits on a 
straight-backed chair in the glow of a hearth fire, with a dark, medium-sized 
snake draped upon her lap. Using a silver needle and thick black thread, she 
stitches a series of X’s to connect the snake’s body to its tail.

Seated near the woman, a bit behind her, I do the same 
with a snake of my own. Both of us are relaxed, yet focused. Up and down our 
fingers rise and plunge in harmonious rhythm as we make neat black X’s all around the serpent’s middle. We are putting Snake back together again.

Maybe I awoke a little then, for the scene fades and I’m back in my bed. The snake has become smaller, its orange hue transformed to a beautiful silvery gray blue. It is a small, sweet snake that curls inside my pelvis, nestling against my spine.  Kundalini
comes to mind—the latent energy force that lies coiled at the base of the backbone, sometimes imaged in Asian traditions as a sleeping serpent.

“Is that who you are?” I ask, and the snake replies that it is many things and yes, kundalini too.

Softly rattling its tail (in that strange way of dreams, the snake both has a rattle and doesn’t have one), the snake assures me that all is well, and for a moment I feel such a tender, gentle peace. The snake’s energy reminds me of a sleeping baby, and I hear myself laugh softly at how perfect it is that the sound of a rattle fits both with a baby and a snake.

Waves of knowing flow through me then. Snake is sharing thought and energy, memory and experience. There is no order about it. One thing does not so much follow another; rather, a flood of sharing permeates my being.

The sharing is strong and fluid, constantly moving. I feel immersed in a rush of energetic knowing, buoyantly carried forward by the great flowing river that is Snake. At times my consciousness alights upon small details, my awareness pausing on stepping stones in the stream. In such moments, thoughts swirl like tiny eddies. Understandings arise in no particular order, with no particular start or finish. For example,

When a baby is born its skull has a soft spot because it is still connected and open to Spirit, as represented by the energies of Sky. And sometimes we see images of babies just born, held upside down, their tiny feet to the sky, their heads to the earth, because they are literally turned upside down by being born. And there is something important about energy moving between the soles of the feet and the soul—no mistake that those words sound alike—and sole in the sense of the individual as well. All those concepts related—soul, sole of foot, sole of individual—in the  axis mundi of our being.

Snake is associated with this because of its coil (kundalini again) and because its energy flows up and down our spine. The human spine is bathed in fluids (craniosacral, cerebrospinal) that keep us limber and adaptable. Spirit of Snake travels upon this fluid, using it to move its energy through us, encouraging us to move as well.

There is much about Snake moving—and if we are very observant we will find clues in the mystery of how snakes can move so quickly without limbs. That mystery is not only about moving on earth but also about moving between worlds—Sky and Earth, Earth and Water, Land and Underground—all spaces where Snake finds a home.

And much of this is also about how Snake is an agent of healing. For a moment I see the staff of an ancient healer with a serpent intertwined, and then two snakes, curling around each other upon a central axis. This, too, speaks to our core and the powerful life energies moving up and down our spine, influencing our consciousness, nudging us to awakening.

Remember, says Snake, and I understand how a baby has an opening in its skull but as humans age and accommodate to the world, the opening shuts and we become closed off. And so kundalini energy must often be forceful in adults, as it must travel fast and hard to break through what we have closed.

The insights (of which there were many) present in an ever-shifting variety of ways—now fanciful, now numinous; now practical, now profound. I comprehend it all in a way that I know cannot so easily be grasped in the waking world. 
In time, says Snake, and I understand—it will all unfold in time.

With a sigh, I curl my body under the comforter just as Snake curls around my spine. And together we dream.

I awoke the next morning with renewed energy. Gone was the back pain and nausea. In its place, excitement overflowed. An important event had occurred. Something large and powerful in the deep psyche had glided up to consciousness in order to be seen and heard and known.

As a longtime student of dreams, I am both aware and in awe of the helpful wisdom, guidance, and insights our dreams may share with us—if we take time to notice and explore. From decades of recording, interpreting, and working with my dreams, I knew this was no ordinary dream. Rather, it was a Big Dream—a dream that carried not only personal significance but a collective, universal message as well.

What does it mean when an immense snake shows up in your dream, telling you it has lost its tail? Without a tail, a snake cannot move forward, for it is disconnected, separated from the wholeness of its being. Do we humans not find ourselves in a similar situation?

Dreams speak to us on many levels, making use of symbol and metaphor, creative puns and allusions. Through the dream, I sensed an awakening of ancient memories. And I knew: Snake was telling me it had lost not only its tail but also its tale—the larger story of who it really is.

Though I never had an inappropriate fear of snakes, I was not particularly drawn to them either. Beginning the morning after the dream, however, I felt a keen urgency to learn all I could. I was a woman on a mission, searching the internet, ordering books, reading articles, watching videos, beholding the many images of Snake that have influenced our world in so many remarkable ways. How had I never noticed this before?!

Over 3,000 species strong, snakes are found in nearly every habitat on Earth—jungle, desert, mountain, sea. With an exceptional ability to adapt and specialize, they have diversified in some incredibly creative ways. Gliding from trees, swimming through oceans, burrowing underground—all with eyes that never close. No wonder Snake was once honored as the wisest of creatures!

Follow its mythic presence throughout human history and you will find Snake everywhere, in almost all cultures and sacred traditions. In ancient times, Snake was not only closely linked to gods and goddesses but revered as a form of the divine itself. It was Snake that protected the Buddha as he meditated beneath the Bodhi tree, Snake that helped to churn the cosmic waters in Hindu mythology, and Snake that guided ancient shamans on journeys through other worlds.

Earth mother, elemental creator, elegant and enigmatic representative of the primordial energy of life, Snake was once esteemed advisor to royalty, powerful ally to medicine men and women, and deep source of wisdom to those who sought its counsel. Linked to fertility and creation, death and rebirth, Snake has inspired countless legends of transformation.

When associated with medicine, Snake came to symbolize regeneration, renewal, and the secrets of immortality. Fast and agile, flexible and resilient, Snake energy consumes the old and births the new. Mirroring the serpentine coil of DNA, Snake is an agent of cellular healing that brings swift change.

Coiled around the Tree of Knowledge, connected with both male and female sexuality, Snake is also witness to the intimate shadows of our psyche. Indeed, how we see Snake offers not only a view into the world of Ophidia but a reflection of ourselves. Where sexuality is balanced, Snake is honored. Where sexuality is denigrated or repressed, Snake is most often deemed evil.

Healer and harmer, creator and destroyer, tempter and liberator—with the exception of humans, no animal is more universally represented (nor paradoxically so) than Snake.

What is it about Snake that gives rise to such a strong polarity of viewpoints? And why do so many humans hold such a deep-seated fear, revulsion, and even hatred of snakes?

For several years, I became a serious student of Snake. I was inspired to re-search—to see again—and thus better understand the flood of energy that burst into consciousness from my dream. I wanted to know why and how Snake had lost its tale.

By tracking its presence through history, science, religion, medicine, natural healing, shamanism, the collective psyche and its dreams, I would learn many amazing things from and about Snake. Eventually, I would live with two snakes as well.

This book is a dream-inspired look at Snake—from the secrets and surprises of its biology to the many varied ways that humans interact with this profoundly amazing and most mysterious of creatures. We will explore not only Snake’s physical presence on Earth but also its larger mythic story and the ways it continues to influence human consciousness today.

In order to understand Snake, it is helpful to become a bit snakelike—adaptable, curious, with eyes wide open. Whether traveling through remote jungles of the mythic past, burrowing into the subconscious, or exploring the dreamworld, an ability to discern pattern and engage insights from a variety of disciplines is useful.

Throughout my journey, I rarely knew where Snake’s path would lead. Following it was a twisty, curvy, one-thing-leading-to-another adventure. Yet time and again, I found something remarkable. From its role in the Garden of Eden and that first bite of forbidden knowledge to the power of kundalini rumbling up and down our spine, Spirit of Snake speaks to human awakening and spiritual evolution.

Like its sister totem Dragon, Snake guards a treasure both powerful and dangerous. Still and silent, Snake energy may remain dormant in our most secret spaces (wrapped around our spine) or manifest in frightful ways to keep us distant—until we are ready to awaken. Snake protects a knowledge best not accessed until we are consciously mature both emotionally and spiritually.

I believe there is very good reason why Snake frightens so many. Snake’s story is much larger, more involved, and more interconnected to our own than most of us would ever imagine. To face Snake means facing a shadow part of ourselves that we have long denied. Is it any wonder that Snake engenders such strong reactions from humans?

Without its tail, Snake is incomplete and out of balance. Are we not in a similarly precarious position? It is no secret that we are in the midst of a profound paradigm shift on planet Earth. We live in a fragmented world of separation—good and bad, us and them, sacred and profane—embracing one part of ourselves while judging and denying the other, pushing away our shadow side, resisting its wisdom.

In many ways, we have lost our tale and sense of wholeness. We desire to find ourselves, to reconnect with nature, to become whole once again. But how?

Ordinary as a green grass snake yet extraordinary too, Snake may surprise us with its many guises. Mythic earth mother, master healer, companion to the Goddess, awakener of deepened consciousness, Snake appears in the collective dream when change is most desperately needed.

The questions are many. Why Snake? What did the ancients know that we have forgotten? How and why did Snake’s story become so misconstrued? What does it mean to put Snake back together again? By following its tale, what will we discover—not only about Snake but also about ourselves?
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The Secret Life of Snakes

 

Some lies about snakes are generated out of ignorance; some out of a wish to please. People were lying about snakes long before any alphabet was invented. Eve had already eaten the forbidden fruit when she tried to lay the blame on a snake.

J. FRANK DOBIE, RATTLESNAKES: 
THE AGE-OLD FEUD 
BETWEEN SNAKE AND MAN

MY FATHER HATES SNAKES. Just a quick glimpse of one in a magazine or on television causes him to shudder and turn away in disgust.

He is not able to explain to me exactly what about snakes is so distressing, for even questions about snakes cause him unease. My father is not alone. One of the most common phobias in the world is ophidiophobia—a strong and abnormal fear of snakes. Studies find it present in anywhere from one in three to one in twenty people.

Panic, nausea, trembling, difficulty breathing, clammy hands, a cold sweat, or racing heartbeat—just a few of the many symptoms that ophidiophobia may invoke at the appearance, mention, or mere thought of possibly encountering a snake.

Causes of this phobia can stem from a traumatic incident with a snake (accidentally stepping on one, being hissed at, or witnessing a bite) to a family history of snake fear (several members of my father’s family also have ophidiophobia). Media reports, films, and television shows often highlight or exaggerate the dangerous aspects of snakes, thus exploiting our anxiety.

The only good snake is a dead snake, say some, and quite often there 
the thinking ends. Snakes have been maligned for millennia, associated with 
lowly, shadowy things—deception, death, the devil. But why? What is it about 
snakes that causes such extreme emotions?

For many it is not just a fear of snakes but an actual hatred that overwhelms the senses. It makes no difference if a snake is venomous or not, for animosity and loathing can be so deeply rooted they seem unshakeable.
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Snake


LOVE AND HATE, FEAR AND FASCINATION

Sleek and silent, they slither. Limbless and sinuous, they curl and climb, swim and burrow. They have no eyelids, so they never blink. Always watching. Forked tongues flickering, they seize prey in lightning-fast movements, envenomating or constricting before swallowing their meal whole. Disturbing, yet seductive. There is something about snakes that both repels and enthralls.

There are many potentially dangerous animals in the world—the Cape buffalo, box jellyfish, crocodiles, leopards—but the number of phobias against such animals is quite small. And while we may naturally fear a hungry leopard in the wild, we generally do not hate it.

Said another way, our emotional reaction to snakes is vastly out of proportion to the actual danger they present. Why does our perception of snakes create such intense revulsion in so many humans? It’s a question that many prefer not to consider. Why? Because it requires us to examine something we’d prefer to push away, to banish into the shadowy recesses of the unconscious.

Some theories propose an evolutionary predisposition to fearing snakes—a genetic trait that has helped humans survive encounters with venomous snakes by fearing them. Most current research, however, suggests that ophidiophobia is more likely acquired from prejudicial, uninformed, misconstrued, or misleading information about snakes. That’s right: the most commonly found cause of the extreme fear of snakes is simple lack of knowledge.

There aren’t many scientific studies that measure the degree of fear humans hold toward snakes. The studies that exist, however, find that though the fear of snakes generally increases with age (further suggesting that fear is likely learned and/or culturally imposed), education and positive personal experience with snakes can strongly influence our feelings and comfort levels around them.




THE FACTS ABOUT FEAR

If a venomous snake bites and envenomates you, and if you fail to receive prompt medical treatment, chances are very good that you may die—or experience such intense pain that you wish you would die. There’s no getting around that fact.

However, your chance of survival depends largely on where you live and the type of medical care available. The highest snakebite fatalities are in south Asia, particularly India, which accounts for over half of all reported snakebites worldwide.

Exact numbers are difficult to cite since many snakebites go unreported, but there are an estimated 1.2 to 5.5 million snakebites each year. These bites result in 420,000 to 1.8 million envenomings, of which between 20,000 and 94,000 result in death. If that sounds like a lot, keep in mind that there are over 7 billion people living upon our planet today. And of those 7 billion, over 99.9 percent are never bitten by a venomous snake.1

If you live in North America, your chances of dying from a snakebite are extremely low. An average of only five people die from snakebites in the United States each year. For a bit of perspective, consider that you are nine times more likely to be killed by a bolt of lightning, 6,266 times more likely to die in a motor vehicle accident, and 27,000 times more likely to perish of cancer. Happy thoughts.

Snakebite Stats

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) estimates that about 7,000 to 8,000 people are bitten by venomous snakes in the United States each year. Between 50 to 70 percent of those bites will cause envenoming. The rest are considered “dry” bites, or bites without the injection of venom.2

Because of good medical care, only five of those 7,000 to 8,000 people bitten each year will die. Four times that amount will be crushed to death by a cow or killed by a horse. And five times as many will die of an attack from our very best friend the dog.
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Annual Average (2001–2013) of Human Death by Animals in United States

Source: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention

 




WHY SNAKES DON’T WANT TO BITE YOU

Most snakes are timid by nature and prefer hiding to confrontation. If threatened or disturbed by humans, a snake may roll into a ball, release nasty odors, or play dead. Other snakes warn by hissing or rattling their tail. Some bluff by raising themselves upward or inflating their hood.

For venomous snakes, the threat of a bite is a much better defense than an actual bite. That’s because there’s a huge cost to biting: loss of venom—an extremely precious commodity needed for use on actual prey. Thus, striking or biting is almost always a last resort for a snake that is simply defending itself.

Even when snakes do bite in defense, venom delivery is optional. Snakes have voluntary control of the muscles that squeeze the glands that inject venom.

All venomous snakes can deliver a dry bite, with no injected venom. Clearly, such bites are a warning. When striking at actual prey, however, snakes almost always inject venom—sometimes so precisely that only the exact amount needed to kill that prey is used.3

If you ever encounter a raised, hissing, or rattling snake, consider that said snake is not being hostile or aggressive. Rather, it is trying its best to prevent a tragic misunderstanding. That snake is warning you: Stay Away!




SHIFTING OUR POINT OF VIEW

It was only after I started living with snakes—observing them, holding them, and interacting with them—that I began to really see them. I have found this to be true for others as well, and I have witnessed some profound changes when visitors to our home meet the snakes. Many who profess to hate snakes take pause when they see another human holding a snake gently, treating it kindly. Perhaps they are surprised by the snake’s mild demeanor and natural curiosity or are soothed by its graceful movements.

If the human fear of snakes is not innate, it means we are not condemned to hold restricting views on them. Ecologists, environmentalists, and wildlife educators believe we can change our collective fear of snakes fairly easily by learning more about them.

Shifting one’s perception of snakes from fear to wonderment can begin in simple ways. Perhaps it’s an invitation to touch a snake, to sense its breath rising and falling beneath its satiny skin, to feel its body gliding smoothly, like cool silk between your fingers. Perhaps it’s only to observe, to marvel at the iridescence of its scales up close, to gaze upon it long enough to discover its unique habits and quirks—the rhythmical way it flickers its tongue; the dainty curl the tip of its tail makes as it slides along the ottoman. Such experiences are enough to change a person’s mind about snakes forever.

As biologist and naturalist E. O. Wilson wrote, “The mind is primed to react emotionally to the sight of snakes, not just to fear them but to be aroused and absorbed in their details, to weave stories about them.”4 This is partly how Snake became a potent archetype for humans, a guardian of both our inner and outer worlds, at once both terrifying us and enticing us to explore deeper.

The challenge is to see a snake as it really is. Not necessarily an easy task, it requires us to open our heart and mind, to jettison old beliefs and judgments, to humble ourselves to learn more about what we don’t know. To engage our natural curiosity is to see others without labels—not as good or bad, but as fascinating creatures with intelligence, energy, and presence that can interact with our own. By accepting the challenge, however, we may discover far more about both snakes and ourselves than we might ever imagine.




A SHORT HISTORY OF SNAKES

Snake evolution is a long and still not fully understood tale, but the very short story is this: About 245 million years ago, a group of reptiles evolved into lizards. And about 100 million years later, some of those lizards evolved into snakes.

Some scientists believe these lizards-turned-snakes were originally aquatic, while others assert they evolved from burrowing lizards. Either way, at some point in their evolution snakes found lizard limbs to be a hindrance. As they gradually shed their legs, snakes elongated and streamlined their bodies as well. They also lost their ears and eyelids, and developed protective eye scales called brille.

Fossils reveal that snakes have been around at least since the Mesozoic Era—the age of dinosaurs. When those enormous reptiles finally left the planet, mammals proliferated. And since small, warm-blooded creatures are much more nutritious than insects, snakes took advantage.

Whether tunneling underground or swimming through ancient oceans, snakes migrated to land, where they continued to adapt and specialize. Some snakes grew enormous. The largest snake fossil unearthed by paleontologists is Titanoboa (Titanoboa cerrejonesis), a 50-foot-long prehistoric snake that slid through the swampy jungles of South America over 58 million years ago. For 10 million years, this one-ton snake ruled as the largest land predator on Earth. And for millions of years after, snakes continued to fine-tune their ability to protect themselves from predators and improve their skills to successfully secure prey.

Snakes are remarkably diverse, with an astonishing ability to survive in a wide range of habitats. Found on every continent save Antarctica, they can live in mountains (as high as 16,000 feet in the Himalayas), valleys, forests, jungles, savannas, and deserts. They find homes in marshes, swamps, and oceans, even coral reefs. In trees, in caves, on the ground, and underground, there are over 3,500 currently known species of snakes swimming, climbing, burrowing, and gliding upon planet Earth. They range in size from slim, 4-inch threadsnakes to hefty 500-pound anacondas and pythons that stretch up to 30 feet long. No matter their size or lack of limbs, no matter where you find them, snakes are an incredibly resourceful and highly impressive group of hunters.




SNAKE SECRETS

Cylindrical, streamlined, flexible—despite their incredible diversity, all snakes share a simple, elegant design.

A snake’s skeletal system is also simple: one skull, one extremely long spinal column, and many, many sets of ribs. Most humans have 33 vertebrae and 24 ribs. Most snakes have about 200 vertebrae—though some have up to 400—with nearly as many corresponding pairs of ribs. It is these great many ribs and accompanying intercostal muscles that allow snakes their extraordinary flexibility and efficiency of movement.

But how does a long, narrow body accommodate huge meals swallowed whole, or allow for the growth of eggs or babies? Snakes solved this dilemma by elongating their internal organs and arranging them in a staggered manner.

In some cases, a generally paired organ may be greatly reduced in size or done away with altogether. For example, most snakes have a large right lung and a very small or absent left lung. Other organs are well developed (pancreas and kidneys) but quite tiny. Some organs can move freely (such as the heart) and others are expandable (esophagus, stomach), to accommodate the unique way that snakes digest their food. And some organs develop to solve a need. The elongated glottis (located behind the tongue and opening to the trachea), for example, can extend outside the mouth like a snorkel to allow a snake to breathe while swallowing large prey.
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Snake skeleton

Photo by Ludovic Charlet

Like other reptiles, the skin of snakes is covered with scales. Made of keratin (the same substance in our hair and fingernails), scales help protect the body, retain moisture, and aid movement.

Scales are transparent. The colorful bands or designs we see on snakes are not from their scales but from their skin. For some snakes drab colors and designs offer camouflage, while others (often venomous snakes) use bright colors as a warning to predators. Scale size, shape, and texture and underlying color vary greatly among snake species. One thing for all snakes is constant, however: the need to shed (see photos on following page).

Like most animals, snakes use their nostrils to breathe and smell the world around them. Snakes, however, get even more detailed information from their tongues.

By flickering forked tongue-tips, snakes create a tiny vortex that allows 
them to collect a large sample of air molecules. A special organ in the mouth 
analyzes the chemicals, allowing snakes to “smell-taste” their environment and 
thus accurately follow scent trails, locate nests, identify predators and prey, 
and find receptive mates.
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Close-up of snake sheds. Note the eyelid scales called brille.

What’s more amazing, snakes don’t even have to open their jaws 
to do this. A small notch in the lip (called the rostral groove) allows tongue flickering with a fully closed mouth.

Snakes have many secrets. One of the least known to humans is found at the base of their tail.
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Snake tongues: European grass snake (Natrix natrix) and California king snake (Lampropeltis getula californiae). While speaking with a forked tongue may imply deceitfulness in humans, there is nothing nefarious about a snake’s forked tongue. Rather, it is a clever evolutionary innovation, allowing snakes to detect subtle scents in a stereo-olfactory way to better survive.

Snakes have no anus or urethra, but rather a common chamber called the cloaca (located about 3/4 to 7/8 down the body length). The cloaca receives and releases all substances from the digestive, urinary, and reproductive systems. It’s an all-purpose port that snakes rely on.

What’s most fascinating is what’s hidden inside the cloaca. In males, it’s a symmetrical bookend to the tips of their forked tongue: double genitalia. That’s right—male snakes have two penises. And female snakes have two clitorises. All four are fully functional and each can operate on its own.

When aroused, the male hemipenes will pop out of the cloaca. Either one may be inserted into a receptive female. The surface of the hemipenes often has tiny spines, knobs, or projections—a design that varies between species. What’s quite amazing about these projections is that they correspond almost exactly to the inner branching and openings in the cloacal lining of the female of the same species. Basically, it’s a lock-and-key mechanism, allowing species-appropriate males and females to click and hold, while discouraging mating between different species. (For more on this, see “The Ins and Outs of Snake Sex” in appendix 1.)

For all their basic similarities—skin, skeleton, unvaryingly cylindrical shape, and hidden appendages—snake species are amazingly diverse, having tweaked their unique evolutionary designs in some incredibly creative ways.
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Everted hemipenes of the copperhead racer (Coelognathus radiatus)

Photo courtesy of Sjon Hauser

There are land snakes, tree snakes, mountain snakes, flying snakes, swimming snakes, and underwater snakes too. There are speedy snakes that can raise up to 40 percent of their body length while slithering up to 12 mph! There is a slender side-stabbing viper species that can strike at prey without ever moving its mouth, and a world-traveling, earthworm-looking species that is comprised entirely of females. (For more on the speedy black mamba, the side-stabbing burrowing asp, the Brahminy blindsnake, and other intriguing species, see appendix 2: “Ten Snake Bios.”)

At times it seems futile to make generalizations about snakes since there are so many species and so many exceptions to the rule. Indeed, one of the things that makes snakes so interesting—and perhaps difficult to understand—is their apparent refusal to conform to human categorization.

And yet, being humans, we want to try . . .




MAKING SENSE OF SNAKES

Chordata, Vertebrata, Reptilia, Squamata . . . When I 
first read these names aloud, I was enchanted by their sound. They seemed to me 
a magical incantation, a beautiful melody from an ancient song I didn’t fully 
understand.

The words are courtesy of Carl Linnaeus, a Swedish physician who enjoyed coining Latin names to describe plants and animals. In his lifetime, Linnaeus classified almost 8,000 plants and 4,500 animals, and formalized the naming and organizing system of taxonomy that we still use today.

Linnaeus devised his classification system by dividing all life into seven basic categories: kingdom, phylum, class, order, family, genus, and species. Each of the categories is divided into smaller categories, which are further divided into even smaller categories, and so on. (For more on this, see “The Keys to Classification” in appendix 1.)

In the mid-1700s, Linnaeus recruited his students to travel the world—collecting, describing, and sending home specimens. Because Linnaeus was not particularly fond of snakes and often relied upon student reports (which sometimes included colorful stories about vengeful snakes chasing humans or magically hypnotizing their prey), his classifications of Ophidia included more than a few mistaken identities. About one-quarter of the snakes Linnaeus classified were later reclassified, and some determined not to be snakes at all, but lizards or amphibians.

Despite his classification errors, Linnaeus created a system that serves to define and delineate in very specific ways. Because of their distinctive tail, for example, rattlesnakes were separated from other members of the viper family and given their own genus, Crotalus, meaning “rattle.”
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Rattlesnake

Drawing by Louis Figuier, from Reptiles and Birds:

A popular account of the various orders; with a description of the habits and economy of the most interesting, 1873

There are currently thirty-two species of the genus Crotalus. Each is recognized for its unique characteristics, which often form part of its name. Thus the eastern diamondback rattlesnake, noted for its diamond-patterned design, is of the genus Crotalus and species adamanteus, which means “hard or unbreakable” and refers to diamonds.

Because humans may refer to the same species of snake in different ways in different parts of the country, formal identification includes both genus and species. The genus name is capitalized, and both genus and species are written in italics.

Eastern Diamondback Rattlesnake

Kingdom: Animalia

Phylum: Chordata

Subphylum: Vertebrata

Class: Reptilia

Order: Squamata

Suborder: Serpentes/Ophidia

Family: Viperidae

Subfamily: Crotalinae

Genus: Crotalus

Species: adamanteus

About the rattlesnake, Linnaeus wrote, “Lives in America. Very venomous; its antidote is Senega (snakeroot). It is eaten by pigs, and calls down birds and squirrels from the trees into its jaws.”
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Rattlesnake tail

 




NEW DISCOVERIES

In the twelfth edition of System Naturae in 1766, Linnaeus listed over one hundred snake species. Some were already known and named in antiquity, but many were described for the first time. It took another hundred years before 1,000 snakes were named.

Throughout the 1900s, approximately thirteen new snake species were discovered each and every year. Since 2000, however, approximately twenty-seven new snake species have been discovered annually. (From 2000 to the end of 2016, a total of 482 species were discovered.) And we are still in the process of discovering new snakes. Snake continues to surprise us!

Snake Discoveries

This chart shows the annual average of snake discoveries for each decade.
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Source: The Reptile Database (website) edited by P. Uetz, P. Freed, and J. Hošek (2019)

 

So how are new species discovered? Some snakes known by local peoples remain unknown to science. Some are found unexpectedly, such as in caves that are only now being quarried or, as a 99-million-year-old baby snake was recently discovered, preserved in a piece of amber.5 And some snakes are found by dumb luck, such as the case of an unknown species preserved in a jar of alcohol on display at a restaurant in Ecuador, noticed by a group of visiting herpetologists.6

So also are some believed-to-be-extinct snakes newly discovered—alive and slithering. Experts estimate that a good 10 percent of all species on Earth have yet to be described. Even today we are discovering more snakes and learning more about them.

Who is Snake really? We can research, study, dissect, experiment upon, and observe snakes, but to really know them we may need to give up some of our ideas about snakes in order to encounter something deeper.




WHAT SNAKE KNOWS

During the early stages of writing this book, I was repeatedly overwhelmed by researching snakes in so many different disciplines—biology, herpetology, and wildlife conservation; mythology, symbology, and Jungian views; kundalini, the chakras, and ancient medicine. I considered divergent points of view and sometimes contradictory perspectives from those who collected snakes, sold snakes, kept snakes, studied and classified snakes. I sometimes sighed with frustration, wondering how I could ever fit all those many facets together.

Early one morning, I had a dream:

I am sitting in a cave, cross-legged, in a vaguely meditative posture. In front of me is a large snake. Its thick, brownish-gold body is curled into a neat, round, hefty pile and the upper part of its body rises upward, like a cobra. Its eyes stare directly into my own.

I am thinking about how to write about Snake—how to link so many different aspects of Snake together into one book. I don’t formulate this as a question to ask Snake, but the puzzle sits in my mind.

Without words, the snake informs me that the answer to my quandary can be summed up in five S’s. It does not elaborate as to what these S’s are, but invites me to guess.

I sit quietly, in stillness, and after a moment it occurs 
to me maybe this is one of the S’s—Stillness. Then another thought 
occurs very quickly—Strike! Maybe that is another S. Snakes sit in stillness 
until they are ready to strike!

The snake seems amused. But after a moment I understand 
that while those are two S’s, they are not the ones Snake had in mind. I also understand that while Snake is not going to tell me the five S’s, it is encouraging and willing to help me discover them.

I close my eyes and request the five S’s to rise to consciousness. After a moment, 
I know what they are: Science, Symbolism, Spirituality, and Synthesis. I open my 
eyes, excited with this flow of ideas. I understand there are many subdivisions 
within each S, and each covers a large aspect of understanding Snake. This seems quite smart and I’m euphoric to have found the S’s. But wait—my excitement is dashed, for I have only found four. What is the fifth?

I close my eyes, curious to retrieve the fifth, but can 
find nothing. I feel the last S is something obvious. My thoughts, however, are utterly blank.

As I open my eyes, Snake moves its head closer to me. Only inches away, its big eyes—dark golden orbs with flecks of black and perfectly round irises—regard me calmly. We gaze at each other for some time and then, in a dreamy, slow-motion wave, Snake gently flickers its long tongue. I feel the dainty tips of its forked tongue brushing my forehead—as if softly tap, tap, tapping my third eye. And then I see:

Snake! Of course, Snake is the fifth S!

I awoke with laughter, feeling delighted, and reassured, and honored as well. Snake was present, within me, guiding me along our journey. Whatever strange adventures were in our future, it was going to be okay. For we were traveling together.
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