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One of the biggest realizations almost 
every young biologist has is that the 
“intimidating,” senior researchers in the 
field are all here for the same reasons the 
students are: an indescribably strange 
and obsessive love for their study animal. 
Lillywhite’s book shines a shameless, 

bright beacon on this appreciation and fascination with snakes, 
reminding a wide audience (although I think it is more geared 
towards early career scientists) why we all pursued this field of 
study in the first place. While this book provides inspiring tales 
of adventure and thrilling encounters with snakes, it is clear 
that Lillywhite has written this memoir for those of us who have 
already got an itch for herping and field biology. 

The book is divided into 22 short chapters, each focusing 
on an adventure with a particular species or group of snakes, 
although a few chapters describe more general aspects of snake 
field research. There are more than 160 color photographs, 
most taken by the author, accompanying the stories to help 
an unfamiliar reader clearly visualize the chapter’s contents. 
Unfortunately, some of the pictures are bit washed out and 
pixelated. Given the time period these photos span and the fact 
that many were provided by family and friends, the grainy quality 
adds to the “family photo album” feel of the book and still allows 
them to complement the text and thus serve their purpose.

The first four chapters begin with the author describing life 
in southern California, USA, and the bountiful supply of snake 
species that inspired him to pursue this career. As the book 
progresses, we find ourselves whisked away to Central America, 
Africa, Australia, and Southeast Asia in search of legendary 
venomous, giant, and bizarre snakes of the world. Most chapters 
are constructed along a similar story line: first some background 
as to why Lillywhite pursued the species of interest, an anecdote 
about trying to find and capture the snake mixed with some 
thoughtful commentary on snake biology, and ending with a 
reflection on the experience.

Lillywhite spends an especially long time discussing his 
Tiger Snake work in Australia. At first, I was skeptical because 
by the time you get to this point in the book (Chapter 15), the 
reader has already heard much about chasing this species in the 
previous chapter. However, Lillywhite quickly roped me back 
into the story by tying in his Tiger Snake observations with the 
behavioral phenomenon of “hooding” in elapids, and a more 
in-depth discussion of how snakes use eyespots and hooding 
to signal to aerial predators. It’s hard to be anything more than 
superficially critical of the sometimes-repetitive writing, as these 
stories are laced with language describing snakes as “beautiful,” 
“handsome,” “smart,” and many other adjectives that snake 
biologists wish folks outside our immediate circles would use to 
describe these animals.

While the author often reminds us about his love for the 
“dangerous” and more-charismatic large species, I was delighted 
to see a chapter devoted entirely to the appreciation of small and 
secretive snakes. In a world where human-snake interactions 
are highly sensationalized, even among scientists, Chapter 9 is 
a nice reminder that snakes don’t have to be huge or venomous 
to be inspiring. I found Lillywhite’s discussion of ring-necked 
snakes to be particularly endearing in that this is a common, 
often “gateway,” species for many aspiring herpetologists across 
North America.

While I greatly enjoyed this collection of stories (even finding 
myself nodding along and chuckling out loud at several points), 
the writing was a bit redundant, and the chapters started to blend 
somewhat by the end. There were many repeated themes, which 
of course is expected given the subject matter, but I would have 
liked to read a bit less about chasing snakes through the habitat 
and more about the underlying science, especially if this book 
is intended to inspire early-career scientists. To be clear, there 
are a good number of general biology lessons, such as visual 
rarity does not equal scarcity (Chapter 13), and that bad field 
conditions for humans can be surprisingly good conditions for 
snakes (Chapter 16). However, I am certain that the author has a 
plethora of interesting stories regarding his lab work, navigating 
academia, and organizing a research program uniquely one’s 
own. As the title of the book suggests, the stories of passion and 
adventure are plentiful, but as an early-career biologist I found 
myself wanting to hear more about the science. What was his 
favorite project? What was the “best” and “worst” research and 
why? What other advice do you have for aspiring academics 
studying snakes?

There were also several stories that gave me pause and 
perhaps emphasize differences in the field of herpetology 
between the timing of the story and the present. One such 
example is in Chapter 12 where Lillywhite discusses the internal 
battle between the desire to stay on the boardwalk at a state park 
and chasing a threatened Eastern Indigo Snake off the trail to 
catch it (something I think park rangers now would crack down 
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on even harder). Sometimes, likely unintentionally, the author 
mixes his messages. Whereas in one paragraph he will talk about 
the importance of observing an animal undisturbed in nature, 
he will follow up with a story about accidently crushing a snake 
while moving boulders to catch it. However, this and similar 
examples are followed with some thoughts on the hard lessons 
learned and honest commentary about the folly of his past 
actions (something I think everyone can relate to).

The author repeatedly reminds us that there is much we 
can learn just by sitting and carefully watching a snake. The 
payoff for resisting the urge to run up and capture it is a prize 
that all snake enthusiasts should keep in mind each time we 
go looking for these amazing animals. The idea of observation 
before disturbance comes full circle in the final chapter of the 
book. The author takes us to Seahorse Key, Florida, USA, a sort 
of snake Xanadu for Lillywhite and a very fitting place to end 
this series of stories given that this is the site of some of his most 
well-known research. I think that many snake biologists are very 
familiar with his work on Cottonmouth feeding and physiology, 
but the added photo diary at the end truly illustrates just how 
unique this study site really was. I very much enjoyed the figures 
of the Cottonmouths scavenging (Figures 22.10–22.13) as well as 
the photos of the surrounding habitat and wildlife that really sets 
the scene for the science described.

Overall, this book was a pleasant and fast read that I would 
recommend. Perhaps one of the most thought-provoking parts 
of this book is the number of “unquantifiable” and subjective 
observations Lillywhite mentions that can only be noticed by 
watching the same group of animals over long periods of time. 
Anyone who has worked on a group of organisms for an extended 
period knows that for every research question pursued, there 
are a million other phenomena noticed that aren’t necessarily 
documented in publications, but repeatedly occur nonetheless. 
One of these themes Lillywhite explores is the idea that individual 
snakes and snake species have distinct personalities (e.g., the 
idea that one snake can be especially “snappy” while another 
may just sit there while being handled). In each chapter, he 
provides us with a series of unpublished behavioral observations 
that can only be gleaned by someone who has worked in a given 
system as long as the author. Needless to say, there’s a lot of good 
food for thought if you’re looking for a grad school project. Even if 
you’re not an early-career scientist, the stories read as nostalgic, 
humorous, and relatable, and convey a deeply honest love for 
science and snakes that any biologist would find enjoyable.
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Angola is the seventh largest country in 
Africa and the second largest Portuguese-
speaking country in the world after Brazil. It 
has a diverse climate and topography, from 
the tropical rainforests in the northwest, 
through the marked dry-wet seasons of 
the cooler Central Plateau, to the intensely 
hot and dry Kalahari and Namib Deserts to 
the south and southwest. The territory encompasses 15 different 
ecoregions resulting in a very diverse herpetofauna. A previous 
book summarized the snakes of this large region (Marques et al. 
2018), but it was directed at the scientific community. Another 
book on venomous snakes was published in English and covered 
the entire continent (Spawls and Branch 2020). Serpentes 
Venenosas de Angola – Guia de Identificação e Primeiros Socorros 
was written in Portuguese, the most widely spoken language, for 
the people of Angola.

Serpentes Venenosas de Angola is a much-needed guide to 
the identification of venomous snakes and treatment for their 
bites. The book includes an introduction to the ecosystems of 
Angola, a section on how to use the book in connection with 
snakebite, pages on the evolution, diversity, and morphological 
characteristics of snakes (featuring excellent illustrations), 
photographs of the symptoms and effects of snakebite, an 
excellent section on making homes less attractive to snakes 
and how to generally avoid bites, and myths concerning snakes. 
Together, these topics cover the first 55 pages, and are followed 
by the most important section of the book – first aid treatment 
and immediate medical care for persons bitten by venomous 
snakes (pp. 56–71). The section on antivenins and the types of 
snakes they are used for is especially important for Angola with 
its diversity of venomous snakes. All of the preceding sections are 
accompanied by exceptional line drawings and clear, effective 
color photographs. 

Species accounts covering 12 viperids, 13 elapids, 3 venomous 
colubrids, and 6 atractaspids comprise the bulk of the book (pp. 
72–180). Species accounts include Portuguese, English, and 
Latin names, memes illustrating the extent of danger to humans 
and the type of treatment required (e.g., the danger to humans, 
whether hospitalization is required, whether antivenin is or is not 
recommended), morphological identification, descriptions of 
similar species, distribution in Angola, habitats and ecology, and 
the treatment required when bitten. Multiple color photographs 
and color illustrations of the species, illustrations of the head 
showing dorsal and lateral scale patterns, and a distribution 
map accompany each species account. The treatment section 
includes information both for persons treating snakebite victims 
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in the home or in the field, as well as for medical personnel 
in hospitals and clinics where victims are taken for further 
treatment. This makes the guide of exceptional value to a wide 
range of people that might encounter venomous snakes, from 
remote villages with rural clinics to commercial centers with 
access to more advanced treatment options.

Following the species accounts for the venomous snakes, 
there is a chapter on snakes that are moderately dangerous, such 
as Psammophis mossambicus and Pseudaspis cana (pp.181–188). 
These species are discussed within the text, often with a very 
good color photograph, but they are not broken up into separate 
species accounts. This chapter is followed by another covering 
common and inoffensive species (pp. 189–195), again with color 
photos. The book concludes with a relevant bibliography, a list of 
all snakes known to occur in Angola, including whether they are 
endemic, dangerous or inoffensive (pp. 200–210), and a glossary. 
There is no index at the end of the book, but the table of contents 
should be sufficient to find important topics and the species 
accounts.

Serpentes Venenosas de Angola should be in every clinic, 
hospital, and government office throughout Angola. Further, 
I would suggest taking various sections and illustrations, 
particularly those involving measures to minimize contact 
with snakes and the treatment of snakebite, and making them 
into pamphlets or posters that can be distributed throughout 
the country. Although it might not be possible to distribute 
such booklets in all of Angola’s languages, perhaps sections of 
this important book could be translated into the most widely 
spoken indigenous languages, such as Umbundu, Kimbundu, 
and Kikongo. The layout and approach taken by the authors 
could serve as a model for similar books in adjacent countries 
inhabited by Africa’s many venomous species that frequently 
come into contact with people. The book will also be of interest 
to naturalists, researchers, and visitors to this herpetologically 
diverse but still poorly known country. The authors are to be 
congratulated for producing such an informative and vital book 
for the people of Angola and southwest Africa.
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Snakes of Iran (Latifi 1985) was a 
landmark volume that provided the first 
complete modern guide to the diverse 
snake fauna of Iran. This was followed by Ophiology (Farzanpay 
1989), another snake volume published in Persian. The Iranian 
snake fauna became more accessible to an international audience 
with the translation of Latifi’s work into English (Latifi 1991), and 
a revised Persian edition (Latifi 2000) updated the original work. 
In the 21st century, the study of herpetology in Iran has flourished 
and, along with many primary works of scholarship, several book 
length treatments have been published. Among these, A Field 
Guide for Reptiles and Amphibians of Iran (Kamali 2013) and The 
Atlas of Reptiles of Iran (Mozaffari et al. 2016)—the latter in both 
Persian and English—had, until recently, been the only titles to 
include Iranian snakes. Subsequent to these titles, an updated 
English language version of Kamali’s book (Kamali 2020), an 
excellent comprehensive guide to the herpetofauna, has been 
published, but snakes are covered in only 133 pages. The only 
recent volume devoted solely to the ophidiofauna of Iran is the 
Persian language Snakes of Iran (Rajabizadeh 2018). 

The book’s author, Mehdi Rajabizadeh, an established expert 
on the herpetofauna of Iran with a strong publication record, 
particularly on snakes, has produced a detailed and attractive 
volume. The book is printed on relatively thick glossy paper, with 
color throughout, sized at 14.5 × 21.5 cm, and has flexible covers. 
It includes three chapters: “Introduction” (pp. 20–73), “Snakes 
of Iran” (pp. 74–459), and “Appendix” (pp. 460–496). These are 
preceded by an initial section, including prefatory remarks by the 
publisher, the author, and several herpetologists, both Iranian and 
foreign, including comments on snake diversity in Iran, a guide to 
using the book, and a table of contents. The latter is color coded 
to match tabs in the upper corners of the main text corresponding 
to each of the seven families of snakes in the country. Families 
are organized by relationships (e.g., scolecophidians first, then 
erycid boas, then caenophidian families), but all less inclusive 
categories, from subfamilies to species, are arranged following the 
Roman alphabet.  

The “Introduction” starts with a good photo of the most spec-
tacular of the region’s snakes, the Iranian Spider Viper, Pseudoce-
rastes urarachnoides, and its text includes a series of main subjects 
(with bilingual titles), namely “snakes,” “taxonomy of snakes,” 
“evolution of snakes,” “biology of snakes” (including anatomy and 
physiology, coloration, and venom), “ecology of snakes” (feed-
ing, behavioral patterns), “importance and protection of snakes” 
(conservation), “study the snakes” (sex determination, biometry, 
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study of scales), and “snakes in culture.” This section of the book 
is illustrated by numerous informative photographs, figures, maps 
and charts, but their source (whether new or adapted from other 
works) has not been identified, they are not referenced by number 
in the text, and in some cases they are untitled.

The bulk of the book (386 pp.) is devoted to the snakes of 
Iran. The chapter begins with a large photo of the Tartar Sand 
Boa, Eryx tataricus, recognized here as a full species, as well as 
seven small photos, each depicting a representative species of the 
families of Iran’s snakes. Short sections on “History of Ophiology 
in Iran'' and “Snakes of Iran'' (the biodiversity, zoogeography 
and distribution of Iranian snakes displayed in maps, diagrams 
and tables), and illustrated keys to the families, subfamilies, and 
genera of snakes in Iran, set the stage for the taxonomic accounts. 
The description of each family (2–6 pages) begins with a full-page 
photo of a representative of that family on the right-hand page, 
along with the Persian and English names of that family and a box 
at the bottom of the page with a paragraph on the morphological 
characteristics diagnostic for the family. The following page(s) 
of the family account provides thumbnails (mostly of the head 
region) of each genus in that family and information on global 
distribution, biodiversity, biology, phylogeny, an identification key 
to genera and additional remarks (some families only).

After each family account, accounts of genera and their 
constituent species are provided. For each genus, a Persian and 
scientific name with a small photo of a species and a summary of 
the global distribution of that genus are presented at the top of the 
first page. Descriptions of morphological features of the genus, 
biodiversity, biology, phylogeny, a key to identification of species, 
and remarks are presented in the text that follows. Typically, two 
larger color photos of representatives of the genus illustrate the 
text.

The first page of each of the 80 species accounts is packed with 
information. It usually bears a photo of the head or the front half 
of the body of that species. Persian and English names, an indica-
tion (“E”) for endemic species, scientific name, and a simplified 
synonymy with authority names and dates lead the accounts. Two 
maps also appear on the same page, a schematic spherical map of 
the earth with the overall species distribution and a larger point 
locality map of observed or reported localities plotted on a top-
ographic map of Iran showing provincial boundaries. The same 
map depicts an approximate blob map of the Iranian range of the 
species. Brief statements about the global distribution and distri-
bution in Iran are also provided. Finally, summary information is 
provided in a table using acronyms and icons. The data include 
conservation status (national, based on Department of the Envi-
ronment, IUCN threat categories, and CITES Appendices), habitat 
(nine categories), reproduction, nutrition (seven categories), ac-
tivity time, and species size. Body length of the snake is compared 
with a human foot (27 cm according to the book) and average and 
record length individuals are depicted as simple outlines against 
a scale in cm. A danger symbol indicating species toxicity is pro-
vided for venomous species at the top of the table. 

Each account is illustrated by a variable number of different 
sized photos, including at least one each of the snake in life and its 
habitat. The only exceptions are the leptotyphlopids Myriopholis 
blanfordi (p. 106), which lacks a live photo, and M. hamulirostris 
(p. 108), which lacks both live and habitat photos. Each species 
account occupies two or four pages, except for the five species 
Eirenis punctatolineatus (p. 192), Hemorrhois ravergieri (p. 218), 
Macrovipera lebetinus (p. 368, cited as M. lebetina), Montivipera 
latifii (p. 382), and Montivipera raddei (p. 388), each with six pages. 

Although many of the Iranian snake species are becoming more 
well-known and have been the subject of both systematic and 
ecological studies, this is not true of the sea snakes (Hydrophis). 
Despite their diversity (10 species), most are known from just a 
few reports along the Iranian coasts. As noted by the author in the 
preface, most of the information provided for Iranian sea snakes is 
based on the master’s thesis of Afshin (2010) and papers by Rezaie-
Atagholipour et al. (2012, 2016); comprehensive studies are sorely 
needed in this group. As for terrestrial snakes, the book provides 
point locality maps with estimates of the coastal distribution of 
each species. In contrast, Kamali (2013) provided no maps and 
both Mozaffari et al. (2016) and Kamali (2020) mapped all sea 
snake species as occupying the entire Persian Gulf and Sea of 
Oman, and all Iranian territorial waters, respectively.

In all, 81 species belonging to 34 genera and 7 families are in-
cluded in the book: Typhlopidae (Asiatyphlopinae) (2 genera, 3 
species), Leptotyphlopidae (1 genus, 3 species), Erycidae (1 genus, 
5 species), Colubridae including Colubrinae (14 genera, 40 spe-
cies) and Natricinae (1 genus, 2 species), Lamprophiidae (Psam-
mophiinae) (3 genera, 4 species), Viperidae including Crotalinae 
(1 genus, 1 species) and Viperinae (7 genera, 10 species), and Elap-
idae including Elapinae (3 genera, 3 species) and Hydrophiinae (1 
genus, 10 species). One species, Xerotyphlops wilsoni, known only 
from the unique holotype, now lost, does not have its own account 
and is mentioned in the remarks on the genus (p. 97). However, on 
p. 84, 83 species in 35 genera are mentioned as belonging to the 
Iranian ophidiofauna. Whether this is simply a typographical er-
ror or reflects some omission of taxa is unclear.

There is also some ambiguity regarding the number of 
endemic species. Gholamifard (2011) and Eskandarzadeh et al. 
(2018) recorded seven and 12 endemic species of snakes in Iran, 
respectively, the increase over time reflecting the description of 
new species and the resurrection of others from synonymy. The 
main text of the book indicates 10 endemic species in 8 genera 
and 3 families: Typhlopidae -- Iranian Worm Snake, Xerotyphlops 
wilsoni (p. 97); Colubridae -- Andrea’s Racer, Dolichophis 
andreanus (p. 154), Kerman Dwarf Snake, Eirenis kermanensis, 
Rechinger’s Dwarf Racer, Eirenis rechingeri (p. 198), Schmidtler’s 
Whip Snake, Platyceps schmidtleri (p. 260), Leviton’s Kukri Snake, 
Rhynchocalamus levitoni (p. 266), Zebra Snake, Spalerosophis 
microlepis (p. 278); Viperidae -- Kuhrang Mountain Viper, 
Montivipera kuhrangica, Latifi's Viper, Montivipera latifii (p. 382), 
and the Iranian Spider Viper, Pseudocerastes urarachnoides (p. 
400). However, in the table of contents, as well as in Appendices 5 
and 6, Myriopholis hamulirostris (Leptotyphlopidae) (p. 108) and 
the Dark-headed Dwarf Racer, Eirenis persicus (p. 188), are also 
identified as endemic.

Rajabizadeh et al. (2015) split the Eirenis persicus complex 
into six species and restricted the distribution of E. persicus    
sensu stricto to southwest Iran. This interpretation has not 
been universally followed (e.g., Uetz et al. 2022), thus its status 
as an endemic is dependent on the taxonomy accepted. On the 
other hand, the Lorestan Blind Snake, Xerotyphlops luristanicus, 
considered as an Iranian endemic by its author, was treated by 
Rajabizadeh (2018) as a synonym of X. vermicularis. Although 
molecular data to support its distinctiveness are still lacking, 
species status has been accepted by some other authors, e.g., 
Eskandarzadeh et al. (2018) and Uetz et al. (2022). Spalerosophis 
microlepis was retained by Rajabizadeh (2018) as an endemic, 
although, like Leviton et al. (1992), he suspected its occurrence 
in neighboring Iraq. This has been confirmed (Afrasiab and 
Mohamad 2014), disqualifying this snake as a strict endemic.
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Other changes in the total number of snakes occurring in 
Iran and the number of endemics are the result of the fact that 
Snakes of Iran was published four years ago. In comparison, 
Kamali’s (2020) A Guide to the Reptiles and Amphibians of Iran 
recognizes 84 species of Iranian snakes. Several were described 
after the former book went to press and, as such, are necessarily 
lacking: Razi’s Viper, Macrovipera razii; Yassuj Dwarf Snake, 
Eirenis yassujicus; Fahimi’s Ground Snake, Persiophis fahimii; and 
Eirenis rafsanjanicus, all of which are endemic. The Sistan Sand 
Boa, Eryx sistanensis, likewise was described afterwards, but it 
replaces Eryx johni in Rajabizadeh’s (2018) book, thus adding one 
more endemic species, but not increasing the national total. Two 
other changes between the books are the recognition of Gloydius 
caucasicus at the specific level (treated as a synonym of Gloydius 
halys by Rajabizadeh (2018)), and the omission, without comment, 
of Xerotyphlops wilsoni from Kamali’s (2020) book. Neither book 
recognizes Bungarus persicus from Sistan and Baluchestan 
Province in southeastern Iran as an endemic full species (contra 
Uetz et al. 2022). 

The final chapter or “Appendix” of Snakes of Iran includes a 
series of discrete subsections: 1) Snakebite (snakebite and its 
treatment, 2 pp.), 2) Glossary (75 words in Persian and their 
equivalents in English, each with a short definition in Persian, 6 
pp.), 3) List of Snakes of Iran (by family, 1 p.), 4) Holotype Localities 
(alphabetically, 2 pp.), 5) List of Species by Provinces of Iran (list 
of species by each of the 31 provinces plus the Persian Gulf and 
the Sea of Oman, with endemic and toxic species indicated), 6) 
Persian Names of Snakes (95 names in Persian in alphabetical 
order, 1 p.), 7) English Names of Snakes (94 names and their 
related page numbers, 1 p.), 8) Scientific Names (217 scientific 
names of species and subspecies with page numbers, 2 pp.), 
9) List of Plants (45 Persian and scientific names of trees and 
plants mentioned in the text, mostly at the genus level, 1 p.), 10) 
References (314 citations, most in English, 12 pp.), and 11) Names 
of photographers (65 Iranian and foreign photographers and the 
pages on which their photos appear, 2 pp.).

Overall, the book seems to have relatively few errors. However, 
several species exhibit mismatches between the main text and 
the appendices. For example, Rhynchocalamus levitoni was 
originally described as Lytorhynchus levitoni by Torki (2017) based 
on morphology and later in the same year as Rhynchocalamus 
ilamensis by Fathinia et al. (2017) based on morphological and 
molecular studies of different individuals from the same province. 
Under the genus Rhynchocalamus, the author correctly lists L. 
levitoni with R. ilamensis as its synonym. However, in Appendix 3 
(p. 470), authorship is incorrectly attributed to the authors of the 
junior synonym: Rhynchocalamus levitoni (Fathinia et al. 2017). 
Appendix 3 also attributes authorship of Gloydius halys to Nikolsky 
(1916), who is actually the author of the subspecies occurring in 
Iran, G. h. caucasicus (Nikolsky 1916). The cladogram of living 
reptiles presented (p. 24) is incorrect, depicting amphisbaenians 
as the sister to other lizards + snakes. 

In comparison with the most recent book on the herpetofauna 
of Iran (Kamali 2020), Snakes of Iran provides some advantages. 
Species accounts are longer with, on average, more information 
and, critically, the distribution maps include point localities. 
Further, the 314-entry reference section, list of type localities, and 
synonymies (although abbreviated) are critical for professional 
users and are lacking entirely in A Guide to the Reptiles and 
Amphibians of Iran, as are generic level accounts. The short section 
on the history of herpetological study in Iran is also an asset, as is 
the use of a system of icons to convey basic biological data at a 

glance. On the other hand, the live photographs in Rajabizadeh 
(2018) are often “artistically” presented, with fading edges or 
backgrounds removed and are not as bright or as crisp as the more 
traditional and diagnostically useful images in Kamali (2020). 
In other aspects, including the provincial lists of taxa, glossary, 
Persian names list and others, the two books are very similar to 
one another, with the caveat of course that the book under review 
here treats only snakes. Realistically, the fact that Kamali (2020) is 
published in English certainly will give it a wider readership and 
will make the Iranian fauna more accessible to a greater range of 
herpetologists. However, for those who can read Persian, or those 
with a serious interest in the fauna of Southwest Asia, both books 
are necessities. 
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An updated field guide on Sri Lanka’s 
extensive amphibian fauna is long overdue. 
Sri Lanka (65,610 km2) is an island nation 
in South Asia, slightly larger than West 
Virginia, USA (62,754 km2). It is situated 
slightly above the equator, giving it a warm 
and wet tropical climate particularly in the 

highlands, although much of the north is located in a dry zone. 
There are three distinct elevational zones. The largest of these is 
a peneplane that reaches an elevation of 270 m above sea level 
and covers an area from the coast to the center of the island. 
The Central Highlands (>910 m) is the highest in elevation of 
the island’s three peneplanes and is located in the south-central 
region and includes Sri Lanka’s highest peak, Pidurutalagala, 
which reaches 2524 m. The third peneplane extends from 270–910 
m above sea level and occupies about one third of the island’s land 
area, mostly in the south-central portion of the island. Sri Lanka’s 
climatic conditions, topographic features, and its historically 
intermittent connection to the Indian subcontinental landmass 
has resulted in a large amount of endemic biodiversity. Thus, it is 
aptly classified as a biodiversity hotpot (Myers et al. 2000). 

Amphibians are particularly diverse on the island (117 frogs, 
3 caecilians), and as such, Sri Lanka is considered an amphibian 
hotspot (Meegaskumbura et al. 2002). New species delimitation 
techniques have revealed a number of cryptic species in Sri 
Lanka, boosting the number of currently recognized amphibians 
to ca. 120 species, 89% of which are endemic (Meegaskumbura 
et al. 2002; Meegaskumbura and Manamendra-Arachchi 2005; 
Ellepola et al. 2021; this book). Thus, A Photographic Field Guide 
to the Amphibians of Sri Lanka serves an important purpose by 
assembling knowledge of the current amphibian diversity in a 
single source.

The last English language guide to Sri Lankan amphibians 
was published 26 years ago (Dutta and Manamendra-Arachchi 
1996). Since then, the taxonomy of Sri Lankan amphibians 
has undergone major revisions. There has also been growth in 
enthusiasm surrounding these beautiful creatures, with many 
researchers studying various aspects of their ecology, behavior, 
reproduction, and diet. The primary habitat of most Sri Lankan 
amphibians is lowland and montane rainforests, which are under 
intense pressure from climate change, plantation agriculture, 
sand and gem mining, hydropower projects, timber acquisition, 
and other anthropogenic forces. Thus, this photographic field 
guide comes at an important time to further support interest in 
these charismatic organisms and encourage their conservation. 
The target audience for this guide is amphibian or wildlife 

enthusiasts who need a comprehensive yet easy-to-use resource 
to identify amphibians in the field. This book will benefit those 
who are already familiar with the amphibian fauna of Sri Lanka, as 
well as novice enthusiasts. 

The book starts with a general introduction to amphibians 
describing their ecology, reproductive traits, anatomy, and 
morphology. Following this, the book introduces us to the 
amphibians of Sri Lanka, giving us an overview of the amphibian 
diversity, with a table summarizing the orders, families, genera and 
number of species and endemic species in each. The authors cover 
their general habits, including reproductive strategies, foraging 
strategies, and ecology. The authors also provide an overview of 
the geoclimatic profile of Sri Lanka that covers the physiography, 
climatic zones, vegetation and natural forest cover and aquatic 
habitats. This section is extremely useful as many species occupy 
very specific climates and localities and understanding the islands’ 
geoclimatic profile is necessary to recognize species distributions. 

The next section addresses the identification of Sri Lanka’s 
amphibians. The authors include a comprehensive key to the 
main diagnostic features used in characterizing anurans and 
caecilians on the body, as well as on the forelimbs and hindlimbs. 
Thus, the authors do a wonderful job of equipping readers with 
important anatomical and morphological characteristics to 
differentiate among families, such as features of their skin, body, 
and head shape. A table provides basic anatomy, morphology, and 
distinguishing features of the 15 genera of amphibians that occur 
in Sri Lanka.

After establishing the extensive amphibian diversity of Sri 
Lanka, the authors address the myriad threats that impact 
these species. The authors provide a comprehensive treatment 
of how globally recognized threats such as habitat loss and 
fragmentation, pollution, invasive species, pathogens and 
disease, road traffic fatalities, and climate change uniquely 
affect Sri Lankan amphibians, with a great example of how 
agrochemicals and pesticides can lead to developmental 
abnormalities and increased parasitic infections. This section 
summarizes the threat status of Sri Lankan species and provides 
some general conservation recommendations. It is also a call to 
action for better measures to protect these unique creatures.

A non-traditional, yet beneficial addition to this field guide is 
the section on amphibians in Sri Lankan archeology, history, and 
traditional medicine. Here, the authors describe how amphibi-
ans were part of Sri Lanka’s history, referring to artefacts such as an 
ancient bronze cast of a frog from the ancient capital of Anuradha-
pura, ancient coins depicting frogs, and interpretations of ancient 
scriptures such as the Mahawamsa. The authors also give a brief 
overview of the history of amphibian studies in Sri Lanka, cover-
ing the first mention of a Sri Lankan amphibian in the scientific 
literature and the contributions of the notable Edward Frederick 
Kelaart and Parakrama Kirtisinghe. The section on amphibians in 
traditional medicine is particularly interesting, going into depth 
about how ancient literature mentions the symptoms experi-
enced if poisoned by a toad, and the traditional medicinal treat-
ments. This section also adds relatable information for Sri Lankan 
readers who are familiar with the rich culture of this island nation. 
The authors promote interest in these peculiar organisms by ad-
dressing amphibians in traditional folklore and folktales. Also in-
cluded are familiar superstitions regarding amphibians, which are 
interpreted in light of amphibian ecology and behavior.

Another informative section covers how to search for amphib-
ians in Sri Lanka. The authors provide useful recommendations, 
such as where you can start looking for amphibians for beginning 
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enthusiasts, the best time of day and season to find them, the hab-
itats where they are most abundant, necessary equipment, and 
best practices in the field to avoid accident and injury. Following 
this, a glossary of technical terms prepares readers for the species-
specific descriptions. 

Of the many strengths, the guide particularly shines when dis-
tinguishing among cryptic species. The amphibian fauna of Sri 
Lanka includes many cryptic species, the identification of which 
can be intimidating and challenging for those first entering the 
field. Often, cryptic species can only be differentiated by subtle 
morphological differences, making field identification difficult. 
The species descriptions in this guide alert readers to species that 
appear similar and highlight features to use for discrimination, 
such as canthal ridges or cutaneous and dermal fringes (these 
are highlighted in the key to main diagnostic features). Each spe-
cies description (except for extinct species) is also accompanied 
by at least one color photograph of the species taken in natural 
conditions and positioned to display its diagnostic features. The 
photographs are clear and sharp, and sufficiently large such that 
diagnostic features such as the toes and snout shape are visible. 
Species accounts include dot maps, as well as information on size, 
color, habits, habitat and distribution, status, and IUCN Red List 
category.

The next edition of the book would benefit from including the 
Tamil common names of each species (both English and Sinhala 
common names are included). Overall, I found the guide to be 

relatively free of typos and other publication errors, but I did 
note that a photograph of Duttaphrynus noellerti was mistakenly 
placed where the image for Pseudophilautus femoralis belonged. 
In summary, the authors have done a fantastic job of creating a 
delightful and useful field guide that should be in the backpack 
of every Sri Lankan amphibian enthusiast and professional 
herpetologist who lives on or visits the island. 
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China’s Red List of Biodiversity: Vertebrates. 
Volume III, Reptiles (I, II)
Yuezhao Wang, Bo Cai, and Jiatang Li (eds). 2021. Science Press, Beijing 
(available from China Scientific Book Services, www.hceis.com). xliii + 
1,055 pp. Hardcover. US $378.00. ISBN:978-7-030-68399-1.

In the last half century, China has 
become increasingly recognized as a 
megadiverse country. The country is 
physiographically diverse, from cold 
deserts in the north to the tropical forests 
of the south, and from sea level to the 
high Himalayas. This vast region contains 
many endemics originating from varied 
biogeographic realms. At the same time, 
China’s huge human population has taken 
a devastating toll on much of the country’s 
fauna. In order to better conserve China’s 
fauna, Chinese biologists have undertaken 

a concerted effort to examine the status of its vertebrate fauna. 
Volume III, Reptiles (I, II) provides a scientific assessment of 
475 reptile species of an estimated 527 species thought to occur 
within China’s borders. There are two volumes in the reptile 
assessment, the first (pp. 1–322) covering critically endangered, 

endangered, and vulnerable species (using IUCN categories), 
and the second including near threatened, least concern, 
recently extirpated, and data deficient species (pp. 323–1,035). 
A list of references (pp. 1,036–1,043) and an index concludes the 
second volume. Both volumes provide an introduction to the 
vertebrate fauna series and background information on how the 
assessment was carried out. Most of the volumes are occupied 
by species accounts. Each species account includes information 
on taxonomic status, assessment information (e.g., when the 
species was assessed, by whom, and a list of reviewers and other 
contributors), geographical distribution, population, habitats 
and ecosystems, threats, protection category and conservation 
actions, and relevant references. Accounts are accompanied 
by a dot distribution map. Color photographs are provided for 
many of the species at the end of the category assessment, but 
not within individual species accounts. These volumes provide 
a wealth of information on China’s reptiles. The text is written 
in both Chinese and English, including all references, making 
the information widely available to an international community. 
Although very hefty (printed on heavy high-quality paper) and 
expensive, they will likely be an important source of information 
for years to come.
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China’s Red List of Biodiversity: Vertebrates. 
Volume IV, Amphibians (I, II)
Shi Jingsong (ed.). 2021. Science Press, Beijing (available from China 
Scientific Book Services, www.hceis.com). xli + 1,052 pp. Hardcover. 
US $378.00. ISBN:978-7-030-69236-8.

Within the last decades, an 
understanding of China’s amphibian 
diversity has increased dramatically. China 
contains 10.4 % of the world’s salamanders 
and 5.5 % of the world’s frogs. Many 
of these are endemic with very narrow 
distributions, reflecting a high degree of 
local adaptation to China’s topography and 
varied microclimates spread across seven 
zoogeographic regions. Not surprisingly, 
China’s huge human population has 
taken a devastating toll on much of the 
country’s fauna, with threats from habitat 

loss, pollution, invasive species, the international pet trade, 
and domestic overutilization for varied purposes. In order 
to better understand China’s biodiversity, Chinese biologists 
have undertaken a concerted effort to examine the status of 
its vertebrate fauna. Volume IV, Amphibians (I, II) provides a 
scientific assessment of 475 amphibian species (1 caecilian, 79 
salamanders, and 395 frogs in 3 orders, 14 families, and 88 genera) 
known to occur within China’s borders. There are two volumes in 
the amphibian assessment, the first (pp. 1–413) covering critically 
endangered, endangered, and vulnerable species (using IUCN 
categories), and the second including near threatened, least 
concern, recently extirpated, extinct, and data deficient species 
(pp. 414–1013). The first volume (pp. 1–59) includes a general 
introduction to the amphibians and environments of China, 
including background information on how the assessment 
was conducted and the threats identified. A list of references 
(pp. 1014–1031), an appendix listing new species and records 
within China from 2019–2020 (pp. 1032–1038, with Latin and 
Chinese names and species authority), and indexes in Chinese 
and Latin nomenclature conclude the second volume. Most of 
these volumes are occupied by species accounts. Each species 
account includes information on taxonomic status, assessment 
information (e.g., when the species was assessed, by whom, 
and a list of reviewers and other contributors), geographical 
distribution, population, habitats and ecosystems, threats, 
protection category and conservation actions, and relevant 
references. Accounts are accompanied by a dot distribution map. 

Unlike the Reptile assessment, color photographs are provided 
within individual species accounts. These volumes provide a 
wealth of information on China’s amphibians. The text is written 
in both Chinese and English, including all references, making 
the information widely available to an international community. 
Although very hefty (printed on heavy high-quality paper) and 
expensive, they, like the two-volume Reptile assessment, will 
likely be an important source of information for years to come.

Amphibians and Reptiles of Myanmar: 
Checklist and Keys. I. Amphibians, 
Crocodilians, and Turtles
George R. Zug. 2022. Smithsonian Contributions to Zoology No: 
653. x + 113 pp. 43 figures, 4 plates, 3 tables, 6 appendixes. PDF 
free download (https://smithsonian.figshare.com/articles /book/
Amphibians_and_Reptiles_of_Myanmar_Checklists_and_Keys_I_
Amphibians_Crocodilians_and_Turtles/19098995/1). ISSN: 1943-6696 
(online); 0081-0282 (print).

From the Abstract. –– “Myanmar (formerly Burma) has 150 
species of formally described amphibians (five salamanders, two 
caecilians, and 143 frogs) and more than 
200 species of reptiles (two crocodilians, 
20 turtles, 100+ lizards, and 100+ snakes). 
This herpetofauna was never the focus of a 
countrywide survey and study until recent-
ly, from 1997 through 2010. This treatise is 
the beginning of an overview of this fauna 
through sets of generic identification keys 
and checklists for adult amphibians, croc-
odilians, and turtles of Myanmar. It offers 
a partial summary of the biological find-
ings of the Myanmar Herpetology Survey 
from 1997 through 2010, together with rapid assessment surveys 
during 2014−2017 for Fauna & Flora International’s Myanmar 
Programme and recent herpetological research and surveys of 
other zoologists.” The book contains numerous black and white 
illustrations accompanying the keys and checklist, with four full 
color plates of many of the species. An Appendix includes com-
ments on Burmese geography and geographic names, occur-
rence matrices for the amphibians, crocodilians, and turtles of 
Myanmar, a list of type localities for the amphibians and turtles, 
extensive literature and a list of references, and an index of sci-
entific names.




