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The first edition of Jean-Philippe Chip-
paux’s Les serpents d’Afrique occidentale et 
centrale was published two decades ago 
in 1999, and was followed by two later edi-

tions, each bringing many additions and improvements, in 2001 
and 2006, respectively (Akani 2002; Pauwels and Branch 2003). To 
all herpetologists and field biologists dealing with snakes of West 
and Central Africa, the ‘Chippaux’ was no longer just a technical 
snake identification guide, it really became an ‘institution.’ Given 
the numerous publications on the systematics and distribution 
of African snakes during the last decade, it was definitely time 
for a new, revised edition. The main surprise element for the new 
‘Chippaux’ is, besides the shift to English, the addition of a second 
author, although the general scope of the book stays the same.

The binding of the book is solid and the paper is of good qual-
ity. Although not a pocket guide, its size and weight (more than 
one kg) allow bringing it in the field. The cover is nicely illustrated 
by a photograph of a Dipsadoboa viridis, a welcome change from 
the usual cobras or vipers on the cover of so many snake guides. 
The first chapter of the book is dedicated to snake identification 
(pp. 1–27) and presents the important diagnostic characters in 
detail with the help of numerous photographs and drawings, as 
well as keys to alethinophidian genera. It is followed by a chapter 
on snake evolution (pp. 28–39) and chapters on the biogeography 
of African snakes (pp. 40–48) and snakebite in sub-Saharan Africa 
(pp. 49–52). Some of the introductory chapters would have ben-
efitted from more development, such as the chapter on snakebite, 
because Chippaux is a leading authority in this domain. Of course, 
field guides impose length constraints, and the authors provide 
numerous references to publications for readers desiring to know 
more (note, however, that there are several unused pages at the 
beginning of the book and seven blank pages at the end of the 
book).

The fifth chapter introduces the scolecophidians within just 
a few pages (pp. 53–59). Similar to the former Chippauxs, scole-

cophidians receive a poor treatment relative to other snakes. The 
authors state ‘We will deal with them [Scolecophidia] in less detail 
than we devote to the alethinophidian snakes’ without justifica-
tion. The authors provide a key to the families and genera, a very 
brief introduction to each genus, and a list of species with an im-
precisely written description of their distribution. They indicate 
in their introduction on p. 53 that the scolecophidians are repre-
sented in the region by 49 species, but a few pages later they list 52 
species, representing thus about 17% of the regional snake diver-
sity. Only five species are illustrated by a color photograph, one of 
them not identified to the specific level. Knowing that this group 
includes many species still to be described, we regret this decision 
which helps to maintain a poor level of knowledge and popularity 
of these fascinating, ecologically specialized snakes.

The next chapters present the Boidae and Pythonidae (pp. 
60–71), viperids (pp. 72–103), elapids (pp. 104–135), lamprophiids 
(pp. 136–287) and colubrids (pp. 288–384). Each of the 247 alethi-
nophidian species treated in the book is presented through a spe-
cific account. Species accounts generally follow an introduction to 
the genus providing useful information and a key to the species. 
The species accounts include a clear and informative text with a 
general description of the geographic distribution, a morphologi-
cal description with emphasis on diagnostic characters, and occa-
sional taxonomic and other relevant comments. Maps are specific 
or combine the distributions of several species. The authors chose 
to use dotted maps, which would be very good if they included 
at least all reliable published localities. Unfortunately, this is not 
the case; in particular many recently published localities were not 
included. For example, the map for Atheris hirsuta shows a single 
dot in agreement with the species account that mentions that the 
species is endemic to the Taï Forest in Ivory Coast, but in fact it 
is more widely distributed (Penner et al. 2013). The map for Bitis 
arietans on p. 83 shows no dot for Ghana, but the species is illus-
trated by a photograph of an individual taken in Ghana; the same 
happens for Atractaspis aterrima on p. 143 and for Limaformosa 
crossi (cited under Gonionotophis crossi) on pp. 211–212 (see Table 
1). The map for Natriciteres variegata on p. 301 shows no dot for 
Liberia, but the species is illustrated by a photograph taken in that 
country; the only site in Liberia where the author of the photo-
graph, the late Bill Branch, worked is the Liberian part of Mount 
Nimba (Rödel, pers. comm.). The map for Polemon bocourti on p. 
176 shows a single dot for the Republic of Congo in the northern 
part of the country, although the species is illustrated by a pho-
tograph taken in a coastal locality of that country (Table 1). Di-
etary observations made by Pauwels et al. (2004) on Psammophis 
cf. phillipsii in Loango National Park, Gabon, were erroneously 
included in the account and as a dot on the map for P. sibilans, 
while the latter species does not occur in Gabon; the Gabonese 
population actually belongs to P. mossambicus (Trape et al. 2019). 
Additional localities for species of the northwestern part of the re-
gion covered by the book can be found in Trape and Mané (2006). 
Another issue with the maps is their large size, about half a page 
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each, and the fact that the geographic area covered by the book 
represents less than half of the surface of each map. Reducing the 
size of the maps and centering them on the region concerned by 
the book would have saved many pages and enabled the photo-
graphs of snakes, generally much smaller than the maps, to be 
enlarged.

In addition to the numerous excellent drawings illustrating the 
diagnostic morphological characters in the general introduction 
and in the introductions to various families, one finds 124 remark-
ably accurate snake head scalation drawings (each time a lateral, 
dorsal and ventral view), nearly all performed by the talented hand 
of Tuhin Giri who is to be congratulated. Each drawing caption 
specifies the museum collection number of the specimen used, 
which is precious information. It is therefore a pity that about 50 
of these beautiful drawings were improperly typeset, thus cutting 
off the bottom part of the illustration (e.g., Figs. 9.74, 10.21, 11.42).

The photographs are generally of good quality, although 
sometimes too dark and too small. In total, 94 of the species (50 
of them alethinophidians) and six of the genera treated were not 
represented by at least one photograph or drawing. More than 80 
of the photos were taken outside the region covered by the book or 
show captive individuals of unknown origin. The photos of live in-
dividuals mention only the country where they were taken, with-
out more geographical precision, a real pity for all cases where 
more detailed locality information was available, especially for 
the rarely illustrated species. In order to not lose this important 
information, we provide detailed localities for selected photos, 
obtained directly from their respective authors (Table 1).

The separation of the keys to genera and to species is very 
handy. We tried the identification keys with fresh material from 
Gabon and the Democratic Republic of the Congo. The first speci-
men we used, an Aparallactus modestus, did not fit anywhere in 
the key to the genus, as it shows, similar to the individual illus-
trated on p. 165, a single supralabial (the 6th) in contact with the 
parietal, while the key gave only two options: ‘5th and 6th supralabi-
als both in contact with parietal,’ or ‘the 5th but not 6th supralabial 
in contact with parietal.’ We used other snakes, for which the keys 
led to the right species and proved to be easy and practical. We 
note that in the key to the genus Atheris on p. 74, A. hirsuta is said 
to be distinguishable from A. hispida by its possession of only one 
row of scales between the eye and the nasal, while in reality it has 
two rows, as can be seen in the original description of A. hirsuta 
and on the photos provided by Penner et al. (2013) and by Chip-
paux and Jackson themselves. In the same key, A. broadleyi is said 
to be distinguishable from A. squamigera by the presence in the 
former of a black stripe along the side of the head. Rather than a 
black stripe (not visible indeed on Fig. 7.2), it is a ‘darker triangle’ 
as correctly mentioned in the species account for A. broadleyi, of-
ten poorly contrasted. In the key to Bitis species on p. 82, ‘A group 
of several narrow, pointed scales between the two nostrils’ leads 
to B. nasicornis, while ‘A single scale between the nostrils’ leads 
to B. rhinoceros or B. gabonica, although it is impossible that the 
nostrils are separated by a single scale. This means that a reader 
with a poor knowledge of these snakes won’t identify a viper as 
any of the latter two species. There are discrepancies between the 
key and the species accounts for Polemon (p. 173). In the key, P. 
notatus is said to have a ‘dark band across neck’ while in the spe-
cies account it is said to show ‘a broad pale band across the nape’; 
in the key, P. gabonensis is said to have ‘no nuchal band’ but its 
species account says it has ‘a pale band across the nape.’ Among 
other discrepancies, it should be mentioned that in the key to Dip-
sadoboa, the character ‘subcaudals divided’ leads among others to 

D. duchesnii, while its species account erroneously mentions that 
it has single subcaudals. In the key to Telescopus on p. 362, ‘2 upper 
labials in contact with the eye’ (versus 3) leads among others to T. 
variegatus, while this species is illustrated by a drawing showing 
three supralabials in contact with the eye. The last couplet of this 
key gives an alternative between ‘19 dorsal scale rows’ for T. semi-
annulatus, whereas the species account says ‘19 (occasionally 17 
or 21) oblique rows.’ For T. obtusus, the key says there are ‘21 dorsal 
scale rows,’ whereas the species account says ‘23 (occasionally 21) 
oblique rows.’

The individual shown on p. 217 to depict Gonionotophis poen-
sis was already used by Broadley et al. (2018) to illustrate the ge-
nus Limaformosa (Greenbaum, pers. comm., August 2019), thus 
excluding an identification as Mehelya poensis; it rather seems 
to fit with Limaformosa savorgnani, as it was initially tentatively 
identified by Greenbaum (pers. comm.; Table 1). In the light of 
the recent revision by Trape et al. (2019), the two individuals of 
‘Psammophis phillipsii’ shown on Figs. 11.36 and 11.37 should be 
re-identified as P. mossambicus, and the ‘P. sibilans’ on Fig. 11.46 
as P. afroccidentalis. The ‘Philothamnus carinatus’ individual il-
lustrated by a photograph on p. 347 (see Table 1) was used in the 
phylogenetic study of Engelbrecht et al. (2019) where it came out 
as a P. heterodermus. Dipsadoboa underwoodi is illustrated by a 
photograph taken in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. The 
species account does not include this country in this species’ dis-
tribution, nor does the map. Based on the characters visible on 
the photograph, in particular two supralabials in contact with the 
orbit, and the color of the underside of the tail contrasting with the 
lighter color of the belly, we believe this individual to be a Dipsa-
doboa weileri, a species well known from the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo. The photograph of a juvenile ‘Grayia ornata’ shown 
on pp. 8 and 382 actually represents a juvenile G. smithii, recog-
nizable by its laterodorsal pattern made of yellowish pyramids on 
a dark brown background and its elongate posterior (7th) supra-
labial. This individual was sequenced and its identification as G. 
smithii has been confirmed (Greenbaum, pers. comm.).

The chapters presenting the snake families are followed by a 
bibliography (pp. 385–409) and an index (411–429), closing the 
opus. The literature cited includes 614 references, among them 
most of the original descriptions of the snakes of the region and 
many other important historic references, which is very valuable.

The incompleteness of some maps is explainable for the same 
reason for which recent revisions and species descriptions are not 
included—while the book was published in 2019, the manuscript 
was submitted for publication four years earlier, on 27 May 2015 
(Chippaux, pers. comm.). After that only some publications could 
be integrated (only six references published after 2015 are listed 
in the literature cited). It is a pity that the revision of the Naja 
melanoleuca complex by Wüster et al. (2018) leading to the rec-
ognition at species level of N. subfulva and to the description of N. 
guineensis and N. savannula, all occurring in the area covered by 
the book, could not be taken into account, as well as the descrip-
tion a year before of Naja peroescobari from São Tomé (Ceríaco et 
al. 2017). The revision of Gonionotophis by Broadley et al. (2018) 
led among other results to the description of two new genera 
found in the area covered by the book, the revalidation of Mehelya, 
and the confirmation of the validity of Limaformosa savorgnani 
as a separate species. Limaformosa chanleri, known among other 
countries from the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Rwanda 
and Burundi (Wallach et al. 2014), has been omitted in the book. 
Another major work that could not be included was the revision 
of Boaedon by Trape and Mediannikov (2016) that led to the de-
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table 1. Localities for selected photographs presented by Chippaux and Jackson (2019), provided by the respective photographers (pers. comm. to 
OSGP, 2019). Dept. = Department; DRC = Democratic Republic of the Congo; Prov. = Province; RC = Republic of the Congo.

Species Fig. numbers and Locality
 photographer

Leptotyphlops scutifrons 1.27 & 5.4, S. Spawls Otse, South-East District, Botswana

Myriopholis macrorhyncha 5.5, S. Spawls Resort on the Awash River, Sodere, Ethiopia

Tricheilostoma bicolor 5.6, S. Spawls Wa, Upper West Region, Ghana

Eryx colubrinus 6.6, S. Spawls Northern Tanzania

Python natalensis 6.11, S. Spawls Otse, South-East District, Botswana

Bitis arietans 7.15, M.-O. Rödel Comoé National Park, north-eastern Ivory Coast

Causus maculatus 7.30, S. Spawls Wa, Upper West Region, Ghana

Atractaspis dahomeyensis 9.19, M.-O. Rödel Ananda, eastern-central Ivory Coast

Polemon bocourti 9.61, M. Burger 2.5 km E of Lombo, about 9 km E of Hinda, Kouilou Dept., RC

Polemon collaris 9.66, M. Burger About 24 km SE of Tsinguidi, Niari Dept., RC

Polemon notatus 9.781, M. Burger 1 km SE of Tchitobo, Kouilou Dept., RC

Xenocalamus michelli 9.87, E. Greenbaum Near Manono airport (7°16’39.8”S, 27°23’23.2”E; alt. 627 m asl), Tanganyika 
  Prov., DRC (field nr ELI355)

Boaedon radfordi 10.9, E. Greenbaum Shatuma-Abis village (2°00’47.3”N, 30°50’26.4”E; alt. 2000 m asl), Lendu 
  Plateau, Ituri Prov., DRC (paratype UTEP 20996)

Bothrophthalmus brunneus2 10.17, M. Burger Near Banjoko village, about 3 km SSW of Mayoko Poste, Niari Dept., RC

Bothrophthalmus lineatus 10.18, M.-O. Rödel Forêt Classée de la Haute Dodo, south-western Ivory Coast

Bothrophthalmus brunneus2 10.19, M.-O. Rödel Near Dja Faunal Reserve, south-eastern Cameroon

Dendrolycus elapoides 10.26, K. Mebert Uma (0°32’4.75”N, 25°54’3.36”E), Tshopo Prov., DRC (individual registered as 
  RBINS 18729)

Gonionotophis brussauxi 10.30, M. Burger 3.4 km SSW of village Bandjoko, 8.5 km SSW of Mayoko Poste, Niari Dept., RC

Limaformosa crossi3 10.35, S. Spawls Wa, Upper West Region, Ghana

Limaformosa cf. savorgnani4 10.43, E. Greenbaum Mayimbili (1°23’48.8”N 28°35’09.2”E; alt. 742 m asl), Ituri Prov., DRC (field nr 
  EBG 2637)

Mehelya stenophthalmus3 10.44, M. Burger 2 km SE of Chiboula village, about 10 km NW of Mandingo-Kayes, Kouilou 
  Dept., RC

Hydraethiops melanogaster 12.12, E. Greenbaum Near Epulu River (1°23’49.0”N 28°35’09.1”E; alt. 753 m asl), Ituri Prov., DRC 
  (field nr EBG 2612)

Dasypeltis palmarum 13.19, M. Burger 6 km W of Hinda, Kouilou Dept., RC

Philothamnus heterodermus5 13.64, M. Burger 5 km NE of Mengo, about 16 km SW of Hinda, Kouilou Dept., RC

Philothamnus dorsalis 13.66, M. Burger 1 km E of Carriere Mambanziba, 14 km E of Hinda, Kouilou Dept., RC

Thelotornis kirtlandii 13.95, M.-O. Rödel Forêt Classée de la Haute Dodo, south-western Ivory Coast

Grayia ornata 13.113, M. Burger About 5 km NE of Tchiboula village, Kouilou Dept., RC

Grayia ornata 13.114, M. Burger Vemba River, 1 km SW of Youbi village, Kouilou Dept., RC

Grayia smithii6 13.115, E. Greenbaum Vicinity of Epulu (1°24’05.0”N 28°34’12.0”E; alt. 747 m asl), Ituri Prov., DRC 
  (field nr EBG 2634)

Grayia smithii 13.117, M. Burger 2.8 km E of Hinda, Kouilou Dept., RC

1 The captions for figures 9.78 and 9.79 are inadvertently switched in the book. 2 Treated as ‘B. lineatus, unicolored form’ by Chippaux and Jackson. 3 Included in Goni-
onotophis by Chippaux and Jackson. 4 Erroneously identified as Gonionotophis poensis. 5 Erroneously identified as P. carinatus. 6 Erroneously identified as G. ornata.
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scription of five species occurring in the area under consideration: 
B. littoralis, B. longilineatus, B. paralineatus, B. perisilvestris and 
B. subflavus. Snakes described in 2018 but not integrated in the 
book also include Letheobia akagerae Dehling et al. (Typhlopidae) 
from Rwanda, and Echis romani Trape (Viperidae) from Nigeria to 
the Central African Republic. Inevitably, several snakes described 
in 2019 could not be included: Myriopholis occipitalis Trape and 
Chirio from the Central African Republic and Chad, Tricheilosto-
ma kongoensis Trape from the Democratic Republic of the Congo, 
Afrotyphlops chirioi Trape from the Central African Republic, A. 
rouxestevae Trape from Cameroon, Letheobia logonensis Trape 
from Chad, Atractaspis branchi Rödel et al. from Guinea and Li-
beria, Polemon ater Portillo et al. from the Democratic Republic 
of Congo, and Psammophis afroccidentalis Trape et al. from West 
Africa. This renders the Naja, Boaedon, Psammophis and Goni-
onotophis sections of the book already obsolete.

French is an official language in 17 of the 23 countries covered 
by the book. Some researchers will find the use of English chal-
lenging, but this new book will be a most useful tool for the nu-
merous non-French speaking persons interested in the snakes of 
the region. The price of the book is much beyond what most re-
searchers from the area covered by the book (and beyond) can af-
ford. However, thanks to the useful identification keys, the numer-
ous photographs and high-quality drawings, the information-rich 
text, and the abundant and pertinent literature cited, it remains an 
excellent guide, and we strongly encourage local and internation-
al scientific libraries and all naturalists and herpetologists working 
on African snakes to purchase this important new tool.

Acknowledgments.—We thank Jean-Philippe Chippaux for use-
ful discussions, and Marius Burger, Eli Greenbaum, Konrad Mebert, 
Mark-Oliver Rödel, and Steve Spawls for information on photographs 
they took.
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For many of us, our first forays into 
nature involved picking up and admiring 
a salamander, snake, or frog, and staring 
in wonder at its bright yellow spots, 
feeling the roughness of its keeled scales, 
or smelling the pungent twinge of musk. 
Amphibians and reptiles appeal to young 
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and old and have drawn many a budding naturalist in. Unlike 
their avian relatives, the ability to get up close and personal with 
herps, to admire and photograph them, is what appeals to many. 

A growing community has turned these treasure hunts into 
their chosen form of recreation. In their new book, The Field 
Herping Guide: Finding Amphibians and Reptiles in the Wild, 
Mike Pingleton and Joshua Holbrook describe ‘herping’ as the 
observation of amphibians and reptiles for recreation or for 
the production of citizen science. The book details the dos, and 
importantly, the don’ts of field herping in an effort to provide 
guidance to this burgeoning group of amateur herpetologists. 
Concise and portable, and loaded with personal anecdotes 
and beautiful color photos, this book is likely to appeal to both 
amateur and professional herpetologists alike. 

What is field herping, and how does one get started? This is 
where the book begins. Chapter 1 provides information about 
where to start and lists the essential tools of herping (namely, 
field guides, a camera and notebook). Most of the advice in this 
chapter would apply to anyone spending a considerable amount 
of time outdoors (e.g., be aware of public land boundaries, 
always carry water and insect repellent), but much of this is 
also tailored to the herper (e.g., most private landowners are 
amenable to respectful herpers when asked for permission, be 
aware of the toxic effect of insect repellent on amphibians). A 
quick anecdote describes the mistake many of us have made – 
assuming ectothermic herps like it as hot as can be! Anyone who’s 
spent hours searching for them on a scorching summer day and 
found nothing can attest to the fact that herps definitely have 
their preferred temperatures! Learning preferred temperatures 
and habitat conditions is part of the challenge. 

In order to find a herp, you must think like a herp. By providing 
a description of the Herp Activity Model, Chapter 2 aims to 
educate the reader about basic herp behavior so they know when 
and where to look. Included is great, basic information on topics 
like thermoregulation (the end all, be all for ectothermic herps), 
brumation and aestivation, conserving resources, finding food, 
avoiding predation, and reproduction. Important distinctions 
are made between specialist and generalist diets and active 
and passive foragers. Special reference is made to every snake 
enthusiast’s favorite month of the year, “Hogtober,” which 
coincides with the annual emergence of baby hognose snakes 
(Heterodon spp.) in the Southeastern U.S. 

After understanding the basics of herp behavior, the book 
then moves into how to find and how to capture and handle 
herps. Effective methods for finding herps and associated 
jargon are provided including “hiking them up,” “flipping tin,” 
and “road cruising,” with the latter being geared toward finding 
things like an “AOR atrox” (in non-herper speak, an ‘alive on the 
road Western Diamondback Rattlesnake (Crotalus atrox)’). Much 
practical advice is given in this section for the reader to avoid 
the inevitable pitfalls of field herping (e.g., “When stopping for a 
herp, always put your car in park”). Chapter 3 includes a number 
of descriptions and excellent photo examples of different types 
of habitat with herps in situ.  

One aspect that draws many to field herping and differentiates 
it from other wildlife interactions, like bird watching, is that 
amphibians and reptiles can easily be handled in the field. As 
improper handling can be highly detrimental to the animal and 
the handler, the advice provided on how to properly handle 
herps (Chapter 4) and how to be safe in the field (Chapter 5) 
is essential. The authors stress safety for both the animal and 
the herper. They emphasize using terms like ‘picked up’ rather 

than ‘grabbed’ when discussing handling harmless snakes, and 
avoiding handling snakes with obvious food bulges (many of 
us have experienced the almost immediate response when this 
advice is ignored!). Venomous snakes are the subject of much of 
Chapters 4 and 5, with excellent advice provided about the danger 
of complacency, and how to deal with a venomous snakebite, on 
the unfortunate off chance that it does occur. Again, beautiful 
color photos accompany the capture and handling descriptions. 
Professional herpers would also benefit from the descriptions 
and photos of capture techniques outlined in Chapter 4 and 
Appendix 3 (Aquatic Traps).  

Reptiles and amphibians are still routinely poached and 
illegally traded across the globe. An argument could be made 
that a book on field herping provides the perfect guide for 
would-be poachers. Conversely, Pingleton and Holbrook do an 
excellent job explicitly addressing these unfortunate realities 
in Chapter 6, which covers herping ethics, etiquette, rights, 
and responsibilities. The authors describe the “good guys” and 
“bad guys” of field herping—the latter representing collectors 
with a wanton disregard for protection of the animals and their 
habitats, which is clearly not the audience for which this book 
is written. This chapter emphasizes protected species and social 
media etiquette that discourages sharing inappropriate photos 
(e.g., free-handling venomous snakes) or location information 
for sensitive species or habitats.  

The ambiguities of herp taxonomy and identification are 
revisited in Chapter 7. After a brief discussion of the basics of 
classification and taxonomy and taxonomic syntax, the authors 
provide a great discussion of the challenges of identifying herps 
based on morphology alone. Holbrook uses Saltmarsh Snakes 
(Nerodia clarkii) as an example of the extreme phenotypic 
variation and taxonomic confusion that can occur within a 
single species. Again, a brilliant, and very effective, photographic 
plate of various Saltmarsh Snakes accompanies this section (my 
favorite illustration in the book!).

Amateur naturalists have become important sources of 
data, and field herpers are no exception. Chapter 8 provides 
guidance on the ways in which citizen scientists can contribute 
to data collection and sharing. From bioblitzes to databases 
like HerpMapper, the authors encourage herpers to contribute 
their observations. Field herpers are often on the front lines of 
new observations (e.g., range expansions, introduced species, 
disease outbreaks), so the authors provide useful tips for sharing 
their information with the broader scientific community. 

Following a brief chapter on photographing herps (at this 
point the reader will likely be convinced that the authors have 
some expertise here!), the book concludes with brief appendices 
that delve into more detail on specific topics. I especially 
appreciated the discussion of herp diseases, as field herpers can 
be important surveillants of disease if they know what to look 
for. In the appendices, readers will also find a veritable bucket 
list of herping locales, ranging from perhaps close-to-home 
(Southern Appalachians) to more far-flung places of pilgrimage 
(Paraguayan Chaco). If your bags aren’t packed by the end of 
Appendix 4, you might not be a field herper! 

Drawing on many years of personal herping experience, 
Pingleton and Holbrook provide much useful information 
and advice that will make this book appeal to hobbyists and 
professionals alike. The beautiful photography and inset 
anecdotes make this book a pleasure to read. The overall tone 
of the book is positive and good-natured, with bits of humor 
interspersed (see Appendix 3 “You might be a herper if”) among 



Herpetological Review 51(1), 2020

166166     BOOK REVIEWS

the useful, educational, and practical guidance for field herpers. 
Light and durable enough to toss in your backpack, this is the 
perfect book to bring along on your next herping adventure.
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Many herpetologists have now written personal memoirs, 
including accounts of the animals that they study and their 
life’s work, and Bill Magnusson is among the small number of 
this group who specialize in the study of dangerous animals 
in remote regions. He tells his “story” in three recent books, all 
available online, but also in softcover: The Eye of the Crocodile, 
The Fishes and the Frogs, and Snakes and Other Lizards. All are 
available in hardcover but not priced on the publisher’s website.

Bill dedicates The Eye of the Crocodile to three people: his 
father Ern Magnusson, PhD advisor Graeme Caughley, and 
aboriginal elder Dick Nuggarboi (deceased). The book traces 
the beginning of his career to a Sydney University seminar in 
his senior year (1973), which gave him the chance to participate 
in a study of the Saltwater Crocodile (Crocodylus porosus) in 

Australia’s Northern Territory. Bill started with this and never 
looked back. The book includes 20 chapters that summarize Bill’s 
career in chronological order, followed by a notes section listing 
by chapter 111 citations. The Acknowledgments section names 
27 friends and colleagues who played key roles in the long arc 
of his career and a Foreword by University of Sydney Emeritus 
Professor Harry Messel.

This book is packed with “high adventure” stories that began 
(Chapters 1 and 2) with Bill’s first trip (1973) as an undergraduate 
to Saltwater Crocodile study sites near the aboriginal community 
of Maningrida (east of Darwin in the Northern Territory). These 
early studies included field work with aboriginal assistants 
who showed Bill what plant products he could safely eat while 
traveling in the bush, as well as white clay that could be eaten 
as filling to hold off hunger; Bill could eat the plant fruits but 
he never acquired the taste for the clay. He also worked with a 
conservation officer to stretch a net across one end of a billabong 
(an oxbow lake); this net was held in place by a person at each 
end while Bill and another waded the length of the billabong 
with sticks to flush crocs toward the net. At one point he and a 
colleague see bubbles and then a large croc surfacing just a few 
meters away; both men stare at the croc’s eye “frozen with fear.” 
Luckily the croc has no interest in them; it submerges and moves 
off under a trail of bubbles. 

Bill’s later PhD work focused on the nesting ecology of salties 
over several field seasons and spending time with aboriginal 
assistants who, when traveling along rivers in a motorboat, could 
spot croc nests while looking straight ahead. Bill could not see 
these nests even as he scanned the banks at slow speeds. These 
experiences set him on a high adventure career focused on 
studies of potentially dangerous animals in remote parts of the 
world, for which he would be rewarded many times over.

Chapter 3 describes Bill’s post-PhD move to Manaus to take 
a job as a researcher with the Instituto Nacional de Pesquisa 
da Amazonia (INPA). He arrived knowing no Portuguese, but 
notes that his social incompetence did not matter here—young 
people were a mix of cultures and races, and accepted him as he 
was. Here he and students would devote careers over decades 
to studies of the four native crocodilians: Caiman crocodilus, 
Melanosuchus niger, Paleosuchus trigonatus, and P. palpebrosus, 
as well as several species of turtles, snakes and lizards, freshwater 
fishes, and frogs.

The remaining chapters alternately summarize Crocodile 
Specialist Group (CSG) meetings in different parts of the world, 
including: (1) Gainesville, Florida, where Bill sees American 
Alligators (Alligator mississippiensis) and American Crocodiles 
(C. acutus) in the field (Ch. 4); and (2) Victoria Falls, Africa, Bill 
sees Nile crocs (C. niloticus) feasting on a dead hippo in Kruger 
National Park, and doing so in a strict hierarchy (Ch. 6). The 
remaining even-numbered chapters describe successive CSG 
meetings in Venezuela (Ch. 8), Ecuador (Ch. 10), Mexico (Ch. 12), 
Papua New Guinea (Ch. 14), Argentina (Ch. 16), and Thailand 
(Ch. 18). At all of these meetings, Bill notes the tendency for CSG 
to focus on farming/ranching, apparently based in part because 
population viability analyses were spitting out results suggesting 
that only captive propagation would save species. 

Chapters 7 and 9 return to Brazil and describe studies 
showing that small forest streams are inhabited by the dwarf 
caimans (Paleosuchus), whereas Black and Spectacled Caimans 
(M. niger, C. crocodilus) occupied lakes and larger rivers. Chapters 
11 and 13 describe studies of Broad-snouted Caimans (C. 
latirostris) in heavily farmed/urbanized environments of Brazil’s 
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southernmost state (Rio Grande do Sul) and Spectacled Caimans 
(C. crocodilus) in small isolated lakes separated from rivers 
in the dry season. Chapters 15 and 19 introduce the extensive 
Pantanal wetlands, where graduate students completed studies 
on the Pantanal Caiman (C. crocodilus yacare) and the smaller 
P. palpebrosus; the latter spent dry seasons in small cavities 
beneath banks. 

Chapter 17 describes the floating Mamirauá Field Station on 
the Rio Solimões (the main channel of the Amazon upstream from 
Manus) and highlights an example of the rare but life-threatening 
risks faced by croc researchers in remote locations. Here a young 
woman studied Amazon river dolphins in 2009 and, while cleaning 
a fish on a doc, a 4-m Black Caiman grabbed her leg, pulled her in, 
and began to spin. She quickly jabbed fingers into “two holes”—
she wasn’t sure if they were eyes or nostrils—and was released, but 
the caiman had spun off her leg! She pulled herself up, radioed for 
help, and a boat took her downstream and got her to a hospital in 
Tefé within an hour of the attack. Fortunately, as the caiman rolled 
and spun her leg free, it wrapped the skin tightly enough to block 
arterial blood flow! 

Chapter 20 ends near Manaus at a small (100 km2) protected 
forest (Reserva Ducke; RD); Bill and his wife Albertina Lima 
conducted long-term studies of both the Dwarf Caiman P. 
trigonatus and the Amazon Pink Turtle (Phrynops rufipes) via 
mark-recapture along gridded streams. Bill describes often 
seeing these small caimans at night, but rarely in daylight, and 
suspecting that they hide and live in the small submerged tunnels 
along the streams. He decides to explore one of these submerged 
caiman tunnels—which he can just fit into—by pacing from the 
entrance a short distance up the bank, digging a hole into the 
tunnel from above, and inserting a snorkel. Upon returning to 
the entrance, he took a deep breath, entered the tunnel, pushed 
and dragged himself forward, and stopped at the snorkel to 
breathe. He submerged again, pushed forward another half-
meter, surfaced in a small cave, and saw a small caiman perched 
on a ledge. He rested as he took a few more breaths, backtracked 
from the tunnel legs first—at a slower pace—and found that 
he had dislodged his “breather” hole snorkel on the way in! 
The rest of his retreat was desperate; he lost focus beyond the 
point of gasping as he finally emerged, but breathed normally as 
unconsciousness set in. He recovered after a few minutes, and 
from then on put snares at tunnel entrances to catch caimans.

Bill dedicates The Fishes and the Frogs to his wife Albertina, 
and acknowledges 47 others. The Foreword by Richard J. 
Wassersug is followed by 20 chapters and a notes section with 
88 citations. Chapters 1–6 chronicle Bill’s youth in Sydney (early 
1950s). Chapter 1 includes descriptions of ponds in his yard that 
attracted local birds, frogs, and dragonflies, all of which captivated 
him. Chapters 2 and 3 describe his teenaged spear fishing/
snorkeling experiences along the coast, and river and estuary 
fishing in New South Wales. Chapter 4 describes frog species he 
collected with fellow University of Sydney students while night-
driving in New South Wales, and Chapter 5 again returns to his 
undergraduate days at Maningrida, but now with a major focus on 
his work setting nets to catch sharks, which were used to bait the 
croc traps. The high point here describes his crew snagging a giant 
sawfish in a shark net. This fish was longer than the boat that Bill 
and his two co-workers used to check the net, and they found it 
“suspended from the tangled net by its four-foot saw.” They spent 
an hour getting a rope around the fish’s tail, then dragged it up 
and tied it to back of the boat. They sawed through the base of 
the fish’s “saw,” severing the cartilaginous base and letting the now 

truncated fish sink back into the depths while tied to the boat by 
its tail. The fish then swam for the bottom, dragging the bow of 
the 17-ft boat downward enough to raise the motor and stern out 
of the water, thereby spilling Bill and his two fellow undergrads 
down into the bow of the boat. They had no way to get the fish 
into the boat, so they pulled up the net with the amputated saw, 
pulled and dragged it to the beach, and waited for the tide to drop. 
When the fish was exposed, the crew held the saw back in place to 
measure the fish; the “saw” was 27.3 cm, and the body of the fish 
ca. 5.5 m; this was by far the largest animal Bill had ever handled 
in the wild. Bill earned SCUBA certification and describes some of 
his dives off the Sydney Coast in Ch. 6; many of the fish species he 
encountered are illustrated with his color photos.  

Chapter 7 notes some Amazon superlatives: it holds 1/5 of all 
freshwater on earth; harbors > 2000 fish species in 40 families; 
and wet season floods raise rivers 7–10 m and invade forests, 
then retreat back to their channels in the dry seasons. The human 
Caboclo cultures living along the rivers are of mixed Indian/
European descent. Chapters 8 and 9 describe Bill‐’s 1979 chance 
encounter with 21-yr old Albertina Lima and her 2-yr old daughter 
on the Tapajós River; these two became his family, and they 
studied frogs here for the next 30 yrs. Chapter 10 notes Bill’s work 
with biologist Lyn Branch in Amazon National Park, and his first 
visits to the US with her (Ch. 11 and 13); the leafless deciduous 
trees he sees in the winter season convey “forest death” to him, 
and his first impression of a salamander: “. . one of the weirdest 
creatures I had seen.” Chapters 12 and 14 describe Albertina’s and 
Bill’s joint frog studies at RD, a frog paradise; Albertina earned 
MS and PhD degrees, published extensively and advanced to a 
high-ranking scholar in the Brazilian National Research Council. 
Chapter 15 describes RD studies of tadpoles. Out in a light rain, 
Bill sees “crickets jumping up on the road and I kneeled to get a 
better look;” these were small fish (Rivulus) “flipping themselves 
up the hill;” they colonize pools up to 60 m upslope from the 
nearest stream! 

Chapters 16–17 describe more frog ecology research at RD 
and observations on rainforest frogs on a short trip to Papua New 
Guinea (CSG meeting). Chapter 18 describes Bill’s crew leaving a 
festival in an open-bed truck, the drunk driver missing a curve and 
catapulting everyone either over the cab and into the bank, or “…
into the rails behind the cab.” All hitting the bank suffered non-
life-threatening injuries, but Marc Hero hit the railing. Bill’s crew 
later found him in a hospital with a ruptured spleen and internal 
bleeding. Surgery saved him, but an electric scalpel severely 
burned his back. Bill recovered from ruptured knee cartilage and 
a broken arm; Marc improved with blood transfusions, Albertina’s 
help, and facial reconstructive surgery in Australia.

Chapter 19 describes a farm Bill and Albertina bought 
bordering the RD, and as Albertina works on a book, she sees a 
digital photo of a live Pristimantis fenestratus; she then rejects all of 
Bill’s 35mm color slides and re-shoots digital images for all species 
in Guide to the Frogs of Reserva Adolpho Ducke, Amazonia Central 
(Lima et al. 2006). In Ch. 20, Bill participates in a field course in 
the Kayapó Indigenous Territory. Landing on a dirt airstrip he “…
traveled upriver with anthropologist Barbara Zimmerman and 
six Kayapó hunters...they waded streams at night, finding fish, 
snakes, crustaceans, and snails; Bill notes that a number of fish 
were unknown to science. He ends the book (p. 347) noting that 
appreciation and conservation of fish and frogs will require that 
more people “…be able to see them…fanatical bird lovers…travel 
the world…contribute…time and money to conserving them. 
What if we started clubs to photograph freshwater fish and frogs? 
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Maybe one day …these beautiful creatures will get the admiration 
they deserve. You don’t have to start big to change other people’s 
lives—my Dad just made a fish pond!” 

Bill dedicates Snakes and Other Lizards to his mother Dorothy 
Magnusson. The book includes 18 chapters that summarize Bill’s 
career in chronological order, followed by a notes section listing 
by chapter 111 citations. Bill notes in the Preface his encounter 
with academic hero Eric Pianka at the First World Congress of 
Herpetology (1989, Canterbury, UK). He describes Eric’s book The 
Lizard Man Speaks and Harry Greene’s Snakes: The Evolution of 
Mystery in Nature and Tracks and Shadows as delightful reading. 
He further notes the high value of these and similar books 
because scientific papers “…do not tell of…people or events.” 
Non-scientist family and friends help and support all of us along 
the way, and this book attempts to “… fill some…gaps.” The 
Acknowledgments section names 37 friends and colleagues who 
played key roles in his career, as well as Open Science editors who 
assisted with content and organization. The Foreword is written 
by Sam Noble Museum Emeritus Curator and George Lynn Cross 
Research Professor Laurie J. Vitt who notes “A small subset of 
children becomes completely fascinated with snakes, lizards, 
…a…smaller subset effectively never ‘grow up.’ Like virtually all 
of us, childhood fascination with lizards and snakes develops in a 
vacuum of the workings of science, but Bill followed his childhood 
into a science career and this book describes his journey.” 

Chapter 1 summarizes snake vs. lizard species diversity at 
the RD (66 vs. 35 species), but Bill sees 10 lizards for every one 
snake, as if “snakes occupy a parallel universe.” He further notes 
the differences between an “ecologist” vs. a “quantitative natural 
historian;” he considers himself very happy to be the latter! 
Chapters 2–4 provide examples of Bill’s youth with squamates. 
In his first scientific paper on a captive file snake (Acrochorus 
arafurae) that died at 7 yrs, his autopsy revealed 9 undeveloped 
eggs and one fully formed embryo; he attributes this observation 
to either long-term sperm storage or parthenogenesis.

Chapter 5 returns to Australia (Arnhem Land) and Bill’s first 
encounter with hypothesis-driven research as an undergraduate. 
He and ecologist Grahame Webb studied thermoregulation by 
placing Frillnecks (Chlamydosaurus kingi) under heat lamps, 
with and without the frill covering the body. Thermo-couplers 
registered re-directed blood flow to avoid overheating, and 
arteries and veins were visualized by injecting red and blue dyes 
into different heart chambers. This experience impacted some of 
Bill's later studies in Amazonia.

Chapters 6–7 focus on Bill’s frustration with his inability to 
convince the general public that few snakes are dangerous, and 
that most are beneficial, a sentiment that many of us engaged 
with public education have experienced. He also summarizes a 
bit of Mayan snake culture on a family visit to Mexico. Chapter 8 
describes an early INPA experience in which he and Albertina find 
five tiny whiptails (Kentropyx calcarata) in a rotting stump, and 
then dig 779 egg shells and 21 whole eggs out of the cavity. They 
replaced egg shells in this communal nest, and noted another six 
clutches (23 eggs) deposited over the next 7 months. Bill describes 
more of his Amazon firsts: seeing two Slevin’s Worm Lizards 
(Amphisbaenia slevini) after a heavy rain, then no more over the 
next 40 yrs, and photographing 6 adult Pigmy Geckos (Chatogekko 
amazonicus) on a human thumb. 

Chapters 9–12 describe Bill’s meeting Dr. Paulo Vanzolini, 
Curator of Herpetology at the University of Sao Paulo’s Museum 
of Natural History, and summarize 35 yrs of studies of savanna 
lizard diets and foraging modes at the small town of Alter do Chão 

(near the confluence of the Rio Tapajós with the main channel 
of the Amazon River), with a focus on three teiids and an anole. 
Compared to African and Australian lizards, Brazilian lizards are 
more active and at higher body temperatures, eat more termites 
and fewer active insects, and have smaller relative clutch masses. 
Bill and Albertina continue to study reproduction, growth, 
population dynamics, thermoregulation, diet, energy flux, and 
taxonomy in Ameiva and Cnemidophorus finding that these teiids 
are strongly seasonal reproducers, probably annuals, and the 
ameivas are active up to 42°C. Bill‐’s manuscripts were rejected 
by US journals but published in European journals. His message: 
persistance pays off if science is solid.

Chapters 13 and 14 shift to hypothesis-driven ecosystem 
studies based on stable isotope-based identification of carbon 
sources in lizard tissues: tropical grasses (C4) vs. bushes/trees 
(C3). These studies revealed different lizard food chains derived 
from prey from two different sets of primary producers; grass-fed 
(juvenile lizards) vs. bush/tree-fed insects (adults). 

Chapter 15 notes Bill’s bare-footed walks in the forest and 
his avoidance of stepping on lance-heads (Bothrops) via his 
“unconscious brain” (UCB). The UCB processes millions of bits 
per second, while our conscious brains (CB) only dozens per 
second. We use our CB when and where we walk, but the UCB 
directs the act of walking. Experiments on blind people in which 
the CB vision area is lost but the UCB is intact reveal that they 
could walk corridors which they were told were obstacle free, 
but nevertheless could avoid objects placed in their path! This is 
interpreted as evidence of the UCB making decisions about which 
it does not “tell us.” 

Chapter 16 summarizes further observations on sexual 
selection in lizard species with conspicuous sexual dimorphism 
versus those in which both species are aposematic. Factors 
favoring colors operate only on animals that move a lot or are 
toxic or distasteful. Bill’s lifetime of disparate observations seems 
now to coalesce on a “coherent story: hot males, psychedelic 
colors, sex and death—makings of a nice soap opera!”

Chapter 17 notes Bill’s assessment of books on Amazonian 
reptiles and others on Surinam and Costa Rica; these summaries 
are excellent but there is nothing for the non-scientist. He 
decides to “publish beautiful books that would inspire young 
people,” but also allow for credible identifications. Twenty-five 
years later, he co-authored Guia de Lagartos de Reserva Adolpho 
Ducke (Vitt et al. 2008). A similar snake book—the most intensive 
snake study done anywhere in the tropics—was published in 
2013 (De Fraga et al. 2013).

Chapter 18 considers conservation issues, noting that 
squamates differ from other terrestrial vertebrate clades via the 
former’s ability to thrive in low productivity areas less suitable 
to “profligate energy users” (birds and mammals). Animal 
conservation normally focuses on birds and mammals because 
we value what we see—most people do not have a trained eye for 
squamates—a deficit that must be corrected in schools. 

All of these books are remarkably error-free. Those I found 
included in Eye of the Crocodile, a few spelling errors (“preists” 
should be “priests” [p. 316]; “guage” should be “gauge” [p. 398]). 
Early in the book, a map of the Northern Territory showing croc 
study sites would have been helpful. In The Fishes and the Frogs, 
I found two spelling errors: “sort” after should be “sought” after 
(p. 98); “Dinamics” should be “Dynamics” (p. 284). Here too, a 
map of Manaus and surrounding regions of Amazonia would 
have been useful. I did not find any spelling errors in Snakes and 
Other Lizards. 
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Most photos in all three books are in color and based either on 
scanned 35mm color slides or, more recently, digital images; the 
few black and white images generally pre-date the widespread 
collection of color images in field work, and the photo of Laurie 
Vitt with his rock band (12.7, p. 181, taken in the 1960s) should 
not be missed! Contributors of all photos are acknowledged 
when known. My short summaries above do not do these books 
justice; all have many great story lines, clear explanations of 
the basic premises of major research projects, along with the 
people and institutions involved. Given the study taxa and the 
remote locations of the research, all three books convey a high 
adventure atmosphere. Errors are few, and all are clearly written 
and immensely readable. 
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Maryland (https://www.press.jhu.edu). xi + 385 pp. Hardcover. US 
$84.95. ISBN 978-1-42142-867-3.
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The reptilian fauna of today includes 
a highly diverse assemblage of vertebrates 
that exhibit a remarkable range of 
adaptations to a broad set of marine to 
continental habitats across most climate 
zones. The phylogenetic relationships, 

morphology, and ecology of these animals are the subject of the 
field of herpetology and the results of this field of research are 
regularly summarized in introductory textbooks addressed to a 
general audience. 

Two centuries of paleontological investigations have revealed 
that extant reptiles are the somewhat pitiful remnants of an 
astounding adaptive radiation that spans at least 300 million years. 
Among others, this radiation yielded animals that ecologically 
dominated continental habitats for most of the Mesozoic (e.g., 
archosaurs), lineages that proved to be particularly resilient 
during mass extinction events (e.g., turtles at the K/T boundary 
event), numerous invasions of marine habitats (e.g., mesosaurs, 
sauropterygians, mosasaurs, multiple lineages of turtles), 
numerous acquisitions of herbivorous diets (e.g., pareiasaurs, 

sauropods, ornithopods), and at least two successful attempts at 
powered flight (pterosaurs and birds).

It has always proven difficult to summarize the known diversity 
of fossil reptiles, as the phylogenetic relationships of many fossils 
remain uncertain due to the episodic and fragmentary nature 
of the fossil record. The use of more explicit tools for inferring 
phylogenetic patterns has helped to resolve the interrelationships 
of many groups, but the remaining uncertainty, combined with an 
ever-expanding rate of new discoveries, still make it daunting to 
summarize the group. Notable summarizes from the second half 
of the last century include Romer’s (1956) Osteology of the Reptilia, 
Orlov’s (1964) Fundamentals in Paleontology, and Carroll’s (1987) 
Vertebrate Paleontology and Evolution. These contributions 
typically include introductory sections regarding the anatomy of 
the group, followed by treatise-like taxonomic summaries. 

In The Rise of Reptiles, Hans Dieter Sues provides the first 
synthetic summary of the taxonomy of fossil reptiles in more 
than three decades. The full-sized book of 385 pages consists of 
15 chapters. The introductory chapter (Chapter 1) provides the 
reader with all background information that is needed to better 
understand the main body of the book, in particular fossils and 
the process of fossilization, the geological time scale and fossil 
dating, phylogeny, classification, and the reptilian skeleton. Given 
the intensity with which anatomy is discussed in the main body of 
the text, some additional details regarding the anatomy of reptiles 
may have been useful, but a true discourse on the anatomy of 
reptiles, naturally, would demand an entire book to itself, another 
enterprise that has not be attempted in decades.  

The following chapters are dedicated to 11 tractable sections 
of the reptilian tree, in particular basal amniotes and reptiles 
(Chapter 2), parareptiles (Chapter 3), basal eureptiles and diapsids 
(Chapter 4), turtles and their kin (Chapter 5), marine reptiles 
(Chapter 6), lepidosaurs and their kin (Chapter 7), stem archosaurs 
(Chapter 8), crocodiles and their kin (Chapter 9), and three 
sections regarding the bird/dinosaur lineage (Chapters 10, 11, and 
12). Each chapter provides an initial summary of the group that 
addresses the internal and external phylogenetic relationships, 
major evolutionary trends, and notable morphological features. 
Although Sues concisely summarizes ongoing phylogenetic 
controversies, he selects and/or assembles a phylogenetic 
hypothesis for each group, without providing further justification. 
The main body of each chapter is then a description of all major 
clades and terminals that makeup said cladogram. 

The final chapters of the book provide a brief history of reptile 
evolution (Chapter 13) and an outlook on the future of reptiles in 
the light of recent extinction (Chapter 14). The former chapter is 
a brief summary of the evolution of reptiles through time in the 
broader context of global change caused by shifting landmasses, 
fluctuating climate, changing ecosystems, and repeated extinction 
crises, while the latter highlights the current extinction crisis 
caused by humans.

A notable feature of the book is its strong emphasis on 
phylogeny, including the consistent use of phylogenetic 
nomenclature instead of traditional, rank-based nomenclature, 
the use of cladograms to guide the reader and the flow of the 
chapters, and the exhaustive listing of characters that support 
each clade. This emphasis on phylogeny, however, does not 
provide for particularly compelling prose, as the endless 
listing of phylogenetic definitions and characters is somewhat 
tiresome. However, as Sues’s command of the recent literature is 
outstanding, all chapters provide highly succinct summaries of all 
phylogenetic information pertaining to a certain clade. 
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The extensive use of color photographs that depict actual 
fossils is highly notable, as previous books on reptile evolution 
only provided idealized black and white illustrations. These 
images are consistently stunning and depict some of the best 
fossils for each group. 

All in all, The Rise of Reptiles is an excellent summary of the 
fossil record of reptiles. The focus on phylogeny and characters, 
in combination with the extensive photo atlas and bibliography, 
renders this a highly useful go-to-source for students and 
professionals interested in deep time reptilian evolution.
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Anfibi & Rettili d’Italia
Matteo R. Di Nicola, Luca Cavigioli, Luca Luiselli, Franco Andreone. 
2019. Edizioni Belvedere, Latina, Italy (www.edizionibelvedere.it). 568 
pp. Hardcover. € 48.00 (ca. US $54.00). ISBN: 978-88-89504-61-1.

This new book (text in Italian) covers 106 
species of Italian herps (44 amphibians, 62 
reptiles) and has been prepared by Italian 
herpetologists with broad experience and 
expertise. Sections include brief overviews 
of amphibian and reptile classification, 
conservation, photography, a detailed 
guide to external morphology, and a 
short section on how to use the book. All 
of this is followed by 458 pages of species 
accounts. Each account covers four pages 
with topics including taxonomic notes, 
distribution, morphological description, 
habitat and ecology, reproduction, similar 

species, and conservation status. Photos of amphibian larvae 
are not included in the species accounts (but see below). Each 
account includes a small shaded distribution map together with 
an elevation chart and a size-reference diagram.

Species accounts are followed by a section concerning 
species not yet confirmed in Italy and non-native species whose 
status is uncertain. Next comes a section of superb illustrations 
by Andrea Ambrogio of amphibian larvae and egg masses, each 
set against a white background.

As if the photos in each species account were not enough, 
there is another section (Schede comparative) that groups photos 
of similar species next to one another to facilitate identification. 
These include closeups of eyes, throats, head scales, gecko foot 
structures, tortoise shells, etc. A glossary, a 13-page bibliography, 
and an index of scientific and common names round out the 
book. Aside from the convenience of having all species of Italian 
herps treated in a single volume, Matteo Di Nicola’s photography 
by itself should justify the purchase of this book by anyone with 
an interest in European herpetology.

The Amphibians of Kenya
Stephen Spawls, Dominick V. Wasonga, and Robert C. Drewes. 2019. 
Privately published (available from Natural History Book Service: 
https://www.nhbs.com/the-amphibians-of-kenya-book). 55 pp. 
Paperback. £6.99 (ca. US $9.00). No ISBN. Available for free download 
at: www.kenyareptileatlas.com.

East Africa has a diverse amphibian 
fauna due to a variety of habitat types and 
its many mountainous “islands in the sky” 
isolated by often dry lowlands. The fauna 
is still not well-known, and many species 
have extremely small geographic ranges 
or are known from few specimens. At the 
same time, Kenya’s amphibians face the 
same problems that amphibians face 
throughout the world, particularly from 
emerging infectious disease and habitat 
loss. In order to generate conservation 
action, the public needs to be aware of 
the diverse amphibian fauna of this relatively small nation. 
To that end, Stephen Spawls and coauthors have produced a 
non-technical color guide to Kenya’s more than 100 frogs and 
seven known species of caecilians. The book has a very brief 
introduction to amphibian biology and the terminology of the 
external features of a frog. Most of the book is devoted to very 
brief species accounts, 2–3 to a page, that include up to five 
full-color photos (illustrating variation), scientific and common 
name, brief description, distribution in Kenya, description of the 
call, and a natural history tidbit. Species accounts contain a color 
map of the distribution in Kenya. The book ends with a list of 
resources where additional information can be found, including 
books, internet sites, and museums. The booklet is small enough 
to be carried into the field, and a downloadable version is freely 
available. Though meant for the general public, naturalists, game 
wardens, ecotour guides, and even professional herpetologists 
will find it handy for the identification of most of Kenya’s known 
frogs.
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A Tribute to the Reptiles and Amphibians of 
Australia and New Zealand
Chris Williams and Chelsea Maier (editors). 2019. Reed New Holland 
Publishers, Sydney, New South Wales, Australia (available from the 
Australian Herpetological Society, https://www.ahs.org.au). 272 pp. 
Hardcover. AU $55.00 (ca. US $37.25). ISBN: 978-1-92554-659-0.

Issued under the auspices of the 
Australian Herpetological Society, A 
Tribute to the Reptiles and Amphibians 
of Australia and New Zealand is 
primarily a photographic snapshot of 
the diverse herpetofauna of Australia 
and New Zealand by 25 outstanding 
photographers. The book covers 15 frogs, 
2 crocodilians, the tuatara, 12 turtles, 21 

geckos, 2 flap-footed lizards, 16 skinks, 12 dragons (agamids), 
8 monitors, 7 pythons, 1 file snake (Acrochordus), 3 colubrids, 
1 freshwater snake (Pseudoferania), and 23 venomous snakes. 
Each species account includes a full-page color photograph 
with an accompanying page giving information on the species, 
IUCN Red List status, photographer, location, notes on the life 
history of the species, the story behind the photograph, and the 
photographic equipment used in the shot. A range map shows 
the overall distribution of the species. The story behind the 
photograph is most interesting, as it provides insight into the 
photographer’s methods, encounters with his or her subjects, 
and what inspired the particular photograph. The book has 
a brief introduction to photographing herpetofauna and 
background information on the 25 contributors and 2 editors, 
and concludes with an index, a notice of a second volume in 
progress, acknowledgments, and a brief reference list. Although 
by no means a field guide, professional and amateur naturalists 
will appreciate the beauty of the subjects and the composition of 
the outstanding photographs. 

Komodo: In Pursuit of the Living Legends
Volker Kess. 2019. Seirama Alam Publishing, Jakarta, Indonesia 
(available from Volker Kess at https://komodo.de/komodo-book). 264 
pp. Hardcover. €48.00 (ca. US $53.00). ISBN: 978-602-52926-0-6.

The Komodo Dragon, the world’s largest 
living lizard, has fascinated scientists since 
its “discovery” by westerners. Its large size, 
fearlessness, and predatory nature make 
it a formidable icon in popular culture, 
and its many unique attributes (e.g., 
group hunting behavior, anticoagulant 

producing glands, toxic proteins in saliva, chemosensory 
abilities) make it of great interest to researchers. There have 
been a number of long-term scientific studies on the species, 
but few individuals have spent nearly 20 years photographing 
and studying the Komodo as has Volker Kess. Komodo: In 
Pursuit of the Living Legends is a stunning compilation of 
superb photographs coupled with detailed observations on the 
behavior and ecology of these lizards. In 20 themed chapters 
(e.g., Of Pigs and Snappers, The Bay of Swimming Dragons) in 
a 31.5 cm x 22 cm format, the text combines personal memoirs 
and observations of the lizards in their natural habitats with 
reflections on the local peoples’ perceptions of the lizards in 

culture and contacts in daily life. To local islanders, the dragon 
is important in ancestor mythology, and the complex interplay 
between daily life and cultural beliefs combine to generate a 
respect for the land and its inhabitants, rather than a desire to 
exterminate what is obviously a dangerous neighbor. The book 
features hundreds of high-quality photos of dragons going about 
their business, from hunting to mating to interacting with local 
peoples. It also includes extensive photos of the land, other 
animals, and particularly the local inhabitants, telling their 
stories as well as that of the dragons. The book is a monumental 
achievement in both nature photography and writing and could 
be a model for a conservation-based approach to telling the 
stories of animals and those that live with them. It certainly will 
appeal greatly to professional scientists and amateur naturalists, 
regardless of whether they will ever see a Komodo Dragon on 
remote Komodo or Flores.


