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DEFINITION AND GENERAL
DESCRIPTION
The Acrochordidae consists of three living species, placed by
most authors wi0rin the single gerus, Acrochordw, ufi
comnonly known as file snakes. In Australia, A. granul,atus is
found in marine and estuarine areas of the Indo-Pacific and
A. arafur^e is confined to freshwater habitats. These snakes are
highly modified for aquatic life, lacking the enlarged ventral
scales typical of tenestrial snakes. Their scales arc small, rugose
and granular. The skin is loose and baggy, the trunk stout, and the
eyes small and positioned dorsally as in many other aquatic
snakes.

HISTORY OF DISCOVERY
Homstedt in 1787 described the genrs Acrochordus (ftom the
Gre'.k akrochardon, meaning wart) for the Asian species
A. javanicus. Many workers have since followed Cuvier's
recognition in 1817 of a separate gelj.us, Chersydrus, for the
marine sp€cies A. graaulatut- The Australian fie,shwater species
Acrochordts arafurae wx not recognised as distinct until the
major review of McDowell (1979). Hellce, much of the early
literature rcfers to Austta\an A. arof,urae as A. javanicus, ̂ nd the
particularly inappropdate common name of 'Javan File Snake' is
still widely appLied.

MORPHOLOGY AND PIIYSIOLOGY

External Characteristics
Aushalian acrochordids range in maximum body size from one
nlJ,tfte fot A, granulatus to two metres for A. 4rafurae.Theheadis
short and blunt, without enlarged head shields (Fig. 38.1). Colour
pattems are more distinct in neonates, fading Fadually with age.
Adults are mottled shades of brcwn dorsally, tending towards
lateral striping it A. arafurae (Pl. 7.6), and more distinct
grey-and-white banding in A, graruL]tus.

"I

Body WalI
The body bears small non-overlapping rugose scales and is unique
among snakes in having sensory, brisdg-bearing tubercles on the
interstitial skin, and sensory organs on the scales themselyes
(Schmidt 1918; McDowell 1979). The outer keratin layer of the
epidermis is shed regulady. Aspelts of the dorsal musculature of
A. grqnuletus arc described try Auffenberg (1966).

Skeletal System
McDowe[ (1979, 1987) described the osteology in detail.
Numerous distinctive features include the constant presence of
pamcotylar foramina on the vedebrae, the lack of well-defined
tubera costae on the ribs, and the division of the articular suface
of the rib into a hemispherical dorsal portion and a wider,
saddle-shaped ventral portion. Tbe ear region is also unusual,
primarily through retention of embryonic features.

Locomotion
Acrochordids are almost entircly aquatic, although both captive and
wild individuals of A. arafume have been seen moving short
distances overland (Shine & Harlow pers. obs.). Underwater,
filesnakes move about both by crawling on the bottom and by
swimming in open water. The loose skin flattens out in
fre€-swimming acrochordids to increase the latgral surfaca
available for aquatic propulsion, and the laterally compressed tail of
A, granulatus aids lr,swimming (Dowling 1960; Shine pen. obs.).

Feeding and Digestive System
Filesnakes are entirely piscivorous and the skull is highly
modified, with elongate quadratqs and an unusual
quadrate-columellar articulation that facilitates swallowing large
fishes (Savigky 1983). Relative cranial proportions differ
considerably betwe€n males and females in A. arafurue,
apparently reflecting the gofound dietary differences between the
sexes (Shine 1986c; Camilleri & Shine 1990; Houston & Shine
1993). The anatomy of the aqochordid digestive syslem is
unusual amolg snakgs in several respects, including the close
Foximity of the gall bladder to the livor, and the rcmarkable
degree of convolution of the intestine (Fig. 38.2; Bergman 1958).

Circulatory System and Respiration
The relatively posterior placament of tle heart (close to midbody),
may be an aquatic specialisatibn, be.cause sorne proteroglyphous
seasnakes show a sirnilar condition (McDowell 1979).
Acrochordus hu the most extensivgly vascular respiratory system
of arly known snake (fable 37.1). The roof of the hachea bea$
two rows of vascular sacs (BrongeEma 1952). The dght lung
bears vascular parcnchyma fot its total length, and extends to quite
near the cloaca (Bergman 1958). Significant cutaneous respiration

. also occurs Clable 37,1). Metabolic rates are unusually low
whereas blood volumes (and hence blood oxygen storcs) are much
higher than for other reptiles Clable 37.1). Tnically, acrochordids
remain underwater for long periods beforg moying to thg surface
!o take several breaths in succession, thus replenishing theil
oxygen stores to support another long p€riod of submersion (Glass
& Johansen 1976; Feder 1980; Seymour, Dobson & Baldwin
1981).

fi8ure 38.1 Heads of the two Austsalian s@ies ot Actochotdut. A,
A. tmnuktusiB, A. amJurue. (After McDowell 199) U. Coudenayl
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