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Although represented strongly in bird and mammal field 
guides, hand-drawn illustration is not quite as commonly seen in 
herpetological literature. This could be because birds and mammals 
require less work to render accurately, because more artists are 
attracted to furry and fluffy things, or simply that a lot of artists shy 
away from the rather tricky and time-consuming process of drawing 
all those perfectly symmetrical scales. The use of illustration though, 
especially in series, such as field guides for example, means that 
the angle of view, scale, lighting, and position of the subject can be 
manipulated exactly, and thus standardized for easy comparison. 
Emphasis can be drawn on certain key aspects of an illustration by 
means of shading, highlighting, or simplified line diagrams, and rare 
or difficult to obtain species can be drawn without having to rely on 
the chance of someone having an appropriate photo. 

Wet specimens are the traditional source material for many 
scientific illustrators but are often damaged and distorted by their 
time spent in jars (or by the manner in which they were killed!). 
Colors and patterns, whether in alcohol or formaldehyde, fade over 
time, resulting in specimens  often not appearing anything like the 
animal would have in life. The illustrator in this scenario has the job 
of examining, photographing, measuring, and cross-referencing the 
wet material with other sources to produce a realistic reproduction 
of the species in question. This is an enriching part of the job, almost 
akin to a forensic investigation of sorts. Technical illustration of this 
kind denies the illustrator any artistic license as his or her job is the 
discipline of accurate reproduction. It almost needn’t be said, but a 
sound knowledge of formal reptile and amphibian diagnosis and a 
propensity for research are massive advantages in the field. There is 
a reason that most Victorian natural history illustrations, although 
wonderful to behold, are largely inaccurate, romanticized, and 
fanciful—the artists were usually not zoologists, nor were zoologists 
necessarily artistically inclined! In fairness to those artists, many of 
them had only a description, skin, and a pile of bones from which to 
recreate a hitherto never seen creature.

Illustrated here is a sample of a field guide color-plate depicting 
two sympatric Iranian species of horned viper: Field’s Horned Viper, 
Pseudocerastes fieldi (rendered in two common color phases) and 
the Spider-tailed Horned Viper, P. urarachnoides. The snakes are 
illustrated in a simplified, open position to most effectively display 
body proportions and pattern. Most photographs would include a 

snake in typically coiled posture, making it challenging to ascertain 
said proportions. Comparative line diagrams of the head profiles 
and tails complete the quick visual diagnosis. In other words, if you 
were wandering around in the Zagros Mountains and happened 
upon a viper, you’d need to look at very little else to get an accurate 
identification.

Damien Egan is an author, herpetologist, fine artist, and natural 
history illustrator. He was born to Scottish parents but was fortunate 
enough to have grown up in Africa.   During a colorful career, Damien 
held the title of curator at Swadini Reptile Park, and later as Curator of 
Reptiles at Transvaal Snake Park. In 2000 he joined the Environment 
and Protected Areas Authority of Sharjah, UAE, and remained there, 
as the head of Herpetology and Freshwater Fishes, for nine years. 
He went on to work as senior aquarist at Dubai Aquarium and 
supervisor of reptiles at Al Ain Zoo. His work has taken him to some 
of the most remote regions in the Middle East, conducting surveys, 
collecting specimens, and assisting film teams, giving talks and 
training courses, and a myriad other activities. He currently lives with 
his wife in Malaysia where illustrating, painting, and writing take up 
most of his time. When time permits, however, he can still be found 
chasing herps across the landscape.

In the realm of fine art, most of his paintings are rendered in 
oils on linen canvas. He undertakes commissions and has held 
two exhibitions of his work in Malaysia, highlighting the plight of 
endangered mammal and bird species. His illustrations have been 
published in dozens of popular and technical publications globally. 
The technical illustrations are started with numerous sketches and 
line drawings, which are scanned and completed digitally, unless 
the client wishes to have original artwork for framing. He can be 
contacted at: d.egan.reptiles@gmail.com  or  https://www.facebook.
com/DamienEganIllustration/ 

In 2007 he authored and illustrated Snakes of Arabia – A Field 
Guide to the Snakes of the Arabian Peninsula and its Shores (Motivate 
Publishing). As the taxonomy of many species in the region has been 
revised several times since then, another field guide is currently 
in progress and covers the whole of the Middle East. This will be 
available in 2021. It covers 190 or so species and contains more 
than 500 individual illustrations. At the same time, Damien is co-
authoring and illustrating a bilingual (Arabic and English) field guide 
to the snakes of Jordan.
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