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Considered as one of the worldwide hotspots for
biodiversity conservation (Myers et al., 2001),
Vietnam has been the aim of recent expeditions of
several major European research institutes, such as
the Muséum national d’Histoire naturelle in Paris
(Ohler et al., 2000), the Russian Academy of
Sciences in St. Petersburg (e.g., Orlov et al., 2000),
or the National Museum Leiden (Anonymous, 2002).
The high zoological interest of Vietnam is exem-
plified by the recent discoveries of several new large
mammal species. Although one of these, the bovid
Pseudonovibos spiralis, is most probably non-ex-
isting but based on fake horns (Feiler et al., 2002;
Olson and Hassanin, 2003), the fact that three new
ungulate species could be added to Vietnam’s mega-
fauna in less than 10 years loses little of its impact
(Pseudoryx nghetinhensis, Megamuntiacus vuquan-
gensis, Muntiacus truongsonensis; Vu Van Dung
et al., 1993; Pham Mong Giao et al., 1998; Do Tuoc
et al., 1994).

Thomas Ziegler visited Vietnam during several
months in 1997 and 1998. He carried out fieldwork
in the lowland rainforests of the Ky Anh — Ke Go
nature reserve in southern North-Vietnam, with the
aim of gathering data for his PhD thesis on the
amphibians and reptiles of this region. The book
reviewed here is an expanded version of his PhD
thesis. On 342 pages, printed in small fonts, and
aided by 50 graphs and maps, 70 tables and 382

impressive and excellently reproduced colour photos,
the author provides a detailed and comprehensive
regional herpetofauna. Knowing Ziegler’s extreme
accurateness in investigating and writing, I did not
try to find typing errors or similar minor mistakes
(I'once proofread carefully the complete 210 pages
[!] of his Diplom thesis, only to find two [!!] ty-
pos). There is little doubt that the data in this book
are very reliable and that the bibliography is ex-
haustive and correctly cited.

The book’s main characteristic is being highly
descriptive. This is its strength but also sometimes
a shortcoming,. It is a strength because, in the chapters
devoted to each of the 31 amphibian and 58 reptile
species recorded from the study area, the author
does not simply quote general information from
other sources, but instead provides precise descrip-
tions of morphology, colouration, bioacoustics (for
the frogs) and ecology of the specimens observed.
These data are contrasted with reports from the
literature, but there never is any doubt which ob-
servations have been extracted from the references
and which are original. All of the descriptions are
very precise, and enriched by unexpected details
(such as the stomach content analyses of most amphi-
bians and some reptiles, or the determination of
tadpoles by means of DNA sequences). For each
species, the type locality is mentioned and the origi-
nal description cited. The collected material is listed
with locality information and collecting dates. Call
descriptions of frogs are illustrated by high-qual-
ity sonagrams and oscillograms. For several squa-
mates, the hemipenes are illustrated by photographs.
Altogether, the amount of information is impres-



322

sive and overwhelming.

The highly descriptive nature of the book, how-
ever, sometimes is also a weakness where more
general discussions are to be expected. In the dis-
cussion, Ziegler provides useful summaries of his
observations, but even this part is more synthetic
than analytical. Some of his observations are strik-
ing, such as the very high number of snakes in the
area (26 species — 57% of the reptiles, more than
doubling the number of lizards and even outnum-
bering the amphibians) or the high incidence of ant-
and termite-eating frogs. These findings claim for
future comprehensive comparisons with other world-
wide herpetofaunal communities, in order to de-
tect common patterns and differences. Also the report
on the local trade in protected and unprotected
amphibians and reptiles (and other animals) is very
useful and detailed. However, the author should be
encouraged to provide, in future contributions, a
more extensive discussion about the pros and contras
of alternative conservation strategies, i.e., legal
measures versus sustainable harvesting, under the
local Vietnamese conditions.

As exposed in the introduction, next to charac-
terizing the regional herpetofauna of the Ky Anh —
Ke Go reserve, one major aim of the book was to
provide an updated summary of recent Vietnam-
ese works on amphibians and reptiles. This “hid-
den literature” includes regional checklists as well
as determination keys which are written in Viet-
namese and therefore are virtually unavailable to
the international scientific community. Ziegler trans-
lated all these works and provides extensive sum-
maries, partly by reproducing complete tables. This
undertaking is very important and laudable; irohi-
cally, it is shadowed by the language of Ziegler’s
book, which is entirely in German, and thereby
leaves most of the painstaking translations inac-
cessible to a large part of worldwide herpetologists.
In summary, there is no doubt that this book de-
serves a prominent place on the bookshelf of every-
body interested in the herpetofauna of South-East
Asia, be it in terms of ecology, biogeography or
taxonomy. For those unfamiliar with German lan-
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guage, the excellent illustrations and graphs will
provide sufficient information on many aspects. A
wealth of original data is provided, and literature
is summarized for almost 100 amphibian and rep-
tile species. Ziegler’s work will certainly serve for
years to come as a valuable source, especially for
herpetologists in search of reliable regional accounts
from which bits of data can be extracted for com-
parative purposes.
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