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The Curious Psychedelic World of Alphonse Trémeau de 
Rochebrune

I have always wondered why zoo herpetologists have not 
more often used historical images in their graphics and lec-
tures. Some are so striking and beautiful that they could hang 
in art museums (Fig. 2). My lectures always include an array of 
these spectacular images since they form the basis for under-
standing early herpetology. On the other hand, one other, poor-
ly known, is so weird with colors so bizarre that the images can 
be barely be identified by species—and so I present the work of 
Alphonse Trémeau de Rochebrune (Fig. 1).  

Alphonse Trémeau de Rochebrune was a French botanist, 
malacologist and a zoologist, publishing a four-part work 
called Faune de la Sénégambie (1883–1885 [–1887]). The son of 
a curator of the Museum of Angoulême, he became a military 
surgeon. After obtaining his doctorate in 1874, he travelled to 
Saint-Louis in Senegal to practice medicine and collect speci-
mens during free moments. At that time, Sénégambie covered 
most of French West Africa along the coast from Mauritania, 
south to Sierra Leone, and inland to western Mali.

Four years later, he joined the Muséum national d’histoire 
naturelle until retirement in 1911. He wrote 150 publications 
on a variety of subjects—geology, paleontology, botany, mala-
cology, and zoology. These include his catalogue of flowering 
plants that grow wild in the Department of Charente (1860), co-
written with Savatier Alexander (1824–1886). From the begin-
ning, his museum colleagues were most unimpressed with the 
value and importance of his work and his boss sought his ter-
mination; however, he successfully remained until retirement 
on 1 January 1911.

In the Faune, two herpetological parts were issued in 1884—
with hand-colored lithographed plates by Jules Terrier (10 am-
phibians, 20 reptiles) (Figs. 3, 4). Kraig Adler was not impressed 
with the quality of his output (Contributions to the History of 
Herpetology, Volume 2, pp. 106–107, 2007): “Unfortunately his 
scope was too broad to make significant contributions to all of 
them… The text itself was once described as ‘The most unre-
liable work on African herpetology’…the drawings are gener-
ally excellent but the coloring can be characterized as gaudy 
or even outrageous… He even included some Australian and 
Madagascan endemics in the book and gave West African local-
ities for them. Some of his new forms are unrecognizable and 
have never been allocated to species…Although he claimed in 
the preface to the Faune that his types were placed at the mu-
seum in Paris, none of them can be identified in the collection 
today. Indeed one of the criticisms leveled at Rochebrune was 
that he did not recognize the importance of designating type 
specimens.”

Most of his taxa in the Faune have not been recognized but 
one has stood the test of time—Agama bocourti ROCHEBRUNE, 
1884. The only turtle in the family Trionychidae in the region is 
the Nile Soft-shell Turtle, Trionyx triunguis (FORSKÅL, 1775). 
In Rochebrune’s turtle drawings, the carapace has a peculiar 
raised section remindful of a scaled shield. In another paper, 
he described Allodactylus de l’Islei LATASTE & ROCHEBRUNE 
(1876: 238), now Chalcides delislei (LATASTE & ROCHEBRUNE, 
1876). The Cape Verde Skink (Macroscincus coctei) is almost 
certainly extinct as the lizard has not been seen since 1898.

Rochebrune took part in a scientific expedition to the 
Southern Ocean and Cape Horn (from 1882–1883) with the 
malacologist Jules François Mabille, and later described many 
new species of molluscs. In 1889, Rochebrune published reports 
on his extensive research. Much of Rochebrune’s subsequent 
research was on the growth of shellfish. 

He was born on 18 September 1836 in Saint-Savin, and died 
on 23 April 1912 in Paris.
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fig. 1. Rochebrune portrait and signature. In the 
Faune, two herpetological parts were issued in 
1884—with hand-colored lithographed plates by 
Jules Terrier—10 amphibians and 20 reptiles. 
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fig. 2. A) John Anderson published “Zoology of Egypt” in 1898. Some of the finest color drawings of reptiles ever produced were by P. J. 

Smit and John Green. This image depicts a Veiled Chameleon (Chamaeleo calyptratus). B) Albert Günther was hired at the British Museum 

in 1857. He was the founder of “Zoological Record.” This illustration of a Beaded Lizard (Heloderma horridum) is from Biologia Centrali 

Americana: Reptilia and Bathrachia (1885–1902). C) Madagascan Big-headed Side-necked Turtle (Erymnochelys madagascariensis) is 

one of the rarest turtles in the world. Image from Histoire physique, naturelle, et politique de Madagascar by Léon Vaillant & Guillaume 

Grandidier (1910). D) Female Burmese Roofed Turtle (Batagur trivittata = Kachuga trivittata). All of these rare and beautiful plates are 

the result of two expeditions to western Yunnan in 1868 and 1875. Illustration from “Anatomical and zoological researches: comprising an 

account of the zoological results of the two expeditions to western Yunnan in 1868 and 1875; and a monograph of the two cetacean genera, 

Platanista and Orcella” by John Anderson (1878). Most of these chelonians from that region are now endangered. E) Surinam Toad (Pipa 

pipa) from Maria Sibyalla Merian (1717). Hand-colored etching from “Dissertation sur la generation et les transformations des insectes de 

Surinam.” Eggs nestled in the frog’s dorsum are shown hatching.
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fig. 3. A) Heptathyra aubryi; B) Gymnopus Ægyptiacus; C) Agama colonorum; D) Bitis rhinoceros; E) Temsacus intermedius; F) Agama 
savatieri and A. bocourti.
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fig. 4. A) Gerrhosaurus bibroni and G. dulignoni; B) Macroscincus cocteaui; C) Bufo pantherinus and B. amœnus; D) Bufo regularis and B. 
mosaicus; E) Hyperolius marmoratus1, H. viridiflavus2, H. insignis3, H. huillensis4, H. fuscigula5, H. steindachneri6. 


