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CORN SNAKE
Pantherophis guttatus  ·  Linnaeus, 1766
Family Colubridae  ·  Red Rat Snake

EXPERIENCE

Beginner

VENOM

Non-Venomous

TEMPERAMENT

Docile

LIFESPAN

15–20 Years
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QUICK FACTS

ATTRIBUTE DETAIL

Scientific Name Pantherophis guttatus (Linnaeus, 1766)

Common Names Corn Snake, Red Rat Snake

Family Colubridae

Origin / Range Southeastern & central United States; New Jersey to Florida Keys

Habitat Open woodlands, overgrown fields, palmetto flatwoods, rocky hillsides

Adult Length 4–5 ft (120–150 cm); occasionally to 6 ft

Adult Weight ~200–800 g depending on sex and age

Lifespan (Captivity) 15–20 years; some individuals reach 25+

Experience Level Beginner — one of the most forgiving pet snakes

Temperament Docile; tolerates handling well; rarely bites

Venom Non-venomous — harmless to humans

Conservation Status Least Concern (IUCN)

NATURAL HISTORY

The corn snake is a medium-sized rat snake native to the southeastern and central United States, with a natural

range stretching from southern New Jersey south through the Florida Keys and west into Nebraska and Louisiana.

The name most likely traces back to the species' historic association with grain storage buildings, where they

hunted the rodents that fed on harvested corn — though some believe the name also refers to the checkerboard

pattern on the belly, which resembles the kernels of Indian corn.

In the wild, corn snakes occupy a remarkably diverse set of habitats: overgrown pasture edges, pine flatwoods,

forest clearings, rocky hillsides, abandoned farmsteads, and even suburban yards. They are capable climbers and

will ascend trees, stone walls, and barn rafters in pursuit of prey, though young snakes generally remain terrestrial

for the first several months of life. Adults are largely crepuscular — most active at dawn and dusk — and spend

daylight hours sheltering under logs, bark slabs, or within the loose topsoil of overgrown fields.

Corn snakes are non-venomous constrictors that feed primarily on small mammals, birds, and lizards in the wild.

They have long been confused with the venomous copperhead due to superficially similar patterning, but corn

snakes lack the heat-sensing facial pits and hourglass dorsal markings of pit vipers. Populations are considered

stable throughout their range. Captive breeding has produced over 800 documented color and pattern morphs,

making the corn snake one of the most extensively line-bred snakes in the hobby.
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HOUSING

Enclosure Type & Size

Corn snakes are terrestrial to semi-arboreal and use both floor space and height. Glass terrariums with secure

screen lids, PVC enclosures, and sealed wooden vivariums all work well — escape security is critical, as corn

snakes are determined and capable escape artists that will exploit any gap or unsecured lid.

LIFE STAGE MINIMUM FOOTPRINT NOTES

Hatchling (0–6 months) 10 gal / 20" × 10" × 12" Smaller space reduces feeding anxiety

Juvenile (6–18 months) 20 gal / 30" × 12" × 12" Upgrade as the snake fills the space

Young Adult (18+ months) 40 gal breeder / 36" × 18" × 16" Minimum for a single adult

Large Adult Female 48" × 24" × 24" or larger Active foragers benefit from extra length

■ Always size-up the enclosure to the snake, not to your preference. A corn snake that cannot fully stretch and explore will
show increased stress behaviors. Longer is always better than taller.

Substrate

Corn snakes appreciate a loose substrate that allows them to burrow and partially conceal themselves — this is a

natural behavior that reduces stress. The following substrates are all suitable:

SUBSTRATE PROS CONS

Aspen shavings Excellent for burrowing; holds tunnels well; widely availableCan mold if wet; avoid cedar/pine

Cypress mulch Holds humidity well; naturalistic More expensive; harder to spot-clean

Coconut fiber / Eco Earth Moisture-retentive; good for humid hides Can be messy; less burrow-stable

Organic topsoil mix Most naturalistic; supports enrichment Heavier; requires more maintenance

Paper towel / newspaper Easiest to clean; good for quarantine No burrowing enrichment

Maintain substrate depth at a minimum of 3–4 inches to allow burrowing. Spot-clean waste as it appears and

perform a full substrate replacement every 1–2 months depending on soiling and odor.

Hides & Decor

Provide at least two hides — one on the warm side and one on the cool side. Hides should fit the snake snugly; a

hide that is too large offers little sense of security. Cork bark rounds, half-logs, commercial reptile caves, and

food-safe plastic containers with a cut entrance all work well. A third "humid hide" packed with damp sphagnum

moss should be available at all times, and is especially critical during shed cycles. Additional enrichment items —
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branches for climbing, artificial or live plants, and cork tubes — are strongly encouraged for active foragers like

corn snakes.

TEMPERATURE & HUMIDITY

Temperature

Corn snakes are ectotherms and require a temperature gradient to self-regulate. Always place the heat source on

one side only so the snake can move between warm and cool zones. Overhead radiant heat sources — halogen

flood bulbs or ceramic heat emitters — are preferred over under-tank heaters, which can cause burns through

substrate. All heat sources must be connected to a thermostat.

ZONE TARGET (°F) TARGET (°C)

Basking spot (surface) 85–90°F 29–32°C

Warm side ambient 80–85°F 27–29°C

Cool side ambient 72–78°F 22–26°C

Night drop (all areas) 65–72°F minimum 18–22°C minimum

Humidity

Corn snakes do best at moderate ambient humidity. Too high for extended periods promotes scale rot and

respiratory infections; too low leads to dehydration and retained shed. The humid hide addresses the snake's need

for high local humidity without saturating the entire enclosure.

CONDITION TARGET RH% METHOD

Ambient (normal) 40–60% Appropriate substrate; room airflow

During shed cycle 60–70%+ Add humid hide with damp sphagnum; light misting

Humid hide interior 80–90% Damp (not soaked) sphagnum moss; refresh weekly

Lighting

Corn snakes are crepuscular and do not strictly require UVB lighting to survive. However, current evidence

suggests low-level UVB exposure (around 1 UVI) supports vitamin D synthesis, immune function, and more

naturalistic activity patterns. A 12-hour light/12-hour dark photoperiod should be maintained year-round to provide

a consistent day-night rhythm. Any basking lamp used for heat provides adequate ambient light.

FEEDING



GrimSerpents.com  ·  Corn Snake Care Guide Page 5

Prey & Sizing

Corn snakes are dietary specialists in captivity — commercially produced, frozen-thawed mice and rats are the

staple of their diet and provide complete nutrition. Prey should be thawed in warm water until it reaches close to

body temperature (around 95–100°F) before offering. Use soft-tipped feeding tongs to reduce the risk of a feeding

response bite. Never offer prey that is larger than the widest part of the snake's body; aim for a prey item that

creates a modest, visible lump — roughly 1 to 1.25 times the snake's girth at midbody.

Always recommend frozen-thawed prey over live. Live rodents can bite and cause serious injury to the snake, and
frozen-thawed feeding is safer for both the keeper and the animal.

LIFE STAGE APPROX. AGE PREY SIZE FREQUENCY

Hatchling 0–4 months Pinky mouse Every 5–7 days

Juvenile 4–12 months Fuzzy to hopper mouse Every 7–10 days

Young adult 1–2 years Adult mouse Every 7–10 days

Adult 2+ years Adult mouse or small rat Every 10–14 days

Large adult female 3+ years Adult mouse or medium rat Every 14–21 days

Feeding Refusal & Fasting

Food refusal is common and often normal. The most frequent triggers are an approaching shed cycle (look for dull,

milky coloration and blue-tinted eye caps), seasonal temperature changes, recent handling or environmental

stress, and the first few weeks in a new enclosure. Do not force-feed a healthy snake that has refused fewer than

four to six consecutive meals — adults can safely fast for weeks. If a snake refuses for an extended period

alongside weight loss, lethargy, or other concerning symptoms, consult a reptile veterinarian. Always wait 48 hours

after feeding before handling to prevent regurgitation.

WATER

Provide a clean, heavy-bottomed water dish at all times. The dish should be large enough for the snake to coil

inside for an occasional soak — corn snakes use water for thermoregulation and will soak more frequently before a

shed or when experiencing low ambient humidity. Change the water daily or whenever soiled. Rinse and disinfect

the dish weekly. Using a dish too small to allow soaking is one of the most common and easily corrected

husbandry oversights.

HANDLING

Corn snakes are among the most handleable pet snakes available. Most individuals tolerate regular interaction

well, though some hatchlings may musk or strike defensively — this typically improves quickly with calm,

consistent handling. Allow a newly acquired snake at least two weeks to settle into its enclosure before handling
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begins. Start with short sessions of 5–10 minutes and work up gradually. Always support the snake's full body

length; never dangle or restrain by the head.

Avoid handling for 48 hours after feeding. Do not handle during active shed (from the point the eyes turn blue until

the shed is complete). Watch for signs of stress — rapid, constant movement, musking, and persistent

defensiveness — and return the snake to its enclosure if these occur. Handling carries inherent risk for both keeper

and animal, and is always done at the keeper's own discretion.
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SHEDDING (ECDYSIS)

Signs of an Approaching Shed

Hatchlings and juveniles shed frequently — sometimes every 3–4 weeks during peak growth. Adults typically shed

every 6–12 weeks depending on growth rate and season. Signs that a shed is imminent include dull, opaque

coloration across the body, blue-gray cloudiness over the eye caps (the "blue phase"), reduced appetite, increased

time spent in the humid hide, and general lethargy. Do not disturb a snake in active shed preparation; provide extra

access to the humid hide and confirm the water dish is full.

During and After the Shed

A healthy shed should come off in one continuous piece, including the eye caps. After the shed is complete,

inspect the shed skin carefully. Missing eye caps are the most serious retained shed issue — do not attempt to

remove retained eye caps yourself, as this can damage the underlying tissue. This is a veterinary procedure.

Retained shed on the tail tip, if not addressed, can restrict circulation and lead to tail loss.

If shed is partial or fragmented: place the snake in a warm, shallow container of water for 15–20 minutes. Most retained shed
will loosen and release on its own. If the eye caps are retained after soaking, consult a reptile veterinarian.

HEALTH & COMMON ISSUES

CONDITION SIGNS PRIMARY CAUSE ACTION

Respiratory Infection Wheezing, mucus at mouth/nose, open-mouth breathingLow temps, high humidity, or bacterial infectionVeterinary treatment required

Scale Rot Discolored, raised, or blistered scalesExcessive moisture on substrate or in enclosureCorrect husbandry; vet exam if infection present

Snake Mites Visible tiny dots on skin or in water dish; excessive soakingIntroduced via new animals, substrate, or décorFull enclosure strip-down; reptile-safe mite treatment

Dysecdysis (Poor Shed) Fragmented shed, retained eye caps, skin still attachedLow humidity, dehydration, or ill-healthSoak in warm water; see vet for retained eye caps

Regurgitation Food vomited 1–2 days after feedingHandling too soon; prey too large; too coldFast 10–14 days; reassess temperature and prey size

Mouth Rot (Stomatitis) Swelling, discoloration, cheese-like deposits around mouthInjury, stress, or secondary infectionVeterinary treatment; antibiotic course

Obesity Overly rounded, boxy body shape; fat rolls at jawFeeding too frequently or prey too largeReduce meal size and/or feeding frequency

Snakes are experts at masking illness. Weigh your corn snake regularly — weekly for young animals, monthly for

adults — and maintain a log of feeding, shedding, and behavior. Any combination of rapid weight loss, persistent

lethargy, labored breathing, or behavioral changes that do not resolve within a few days warrants a visit to a

reptile-experienced veterinarian.

BRUMATION
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In the wild, corn snakes in cooler northern areas enter brumation — a reptilian dormancy similar to hibernation —

during winter months, triggered by declining temperatures and photoperiod. Captive corn snakes do not require

brumation to remain healthy, and non-breeding animals kept under stable conditions year-round will do fine without

it. However, brumation is generally recommended for keepers who want to breed, as the cooling period is often

necessary to trigger reproductive cycling.

A basic brumation protocol for breeding purposes involves gradually reducing temperatures over 4–6 weeks to a

cool range of 50–60°F, fasting the snake beforehand to clear the digestive tract, and maintaining this cool period

for 8–12 weeks before slowly warming back to normal. Never brumate a snake that is underweight, recently sick,

or in shed. Brumation carries a degree of physiological stress and should only be attempted by keepers who are

prepared to monitor the animal closely throughout the process.

SOURCES & DISCLAIMER

This guide was compiled using commonly accepted husbandry practices from experienced keepers and industry-standard
reptile care resources. Care parameters reflect consensus across the keeper community as of June 2026 and are intended as
starting points — individual snakes may require adjustments based on their specific needs and environment. Always consult a
qualified reptile veterinarian for health concerns.
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