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Foreword

Australia’s reptiles don’t always get the positive publicity that some of our other wildlife 
receives. While poems are written to the colours and songs of Australian birds, and the 
wildlife documentary makers extol the evolutionary oddities of our monotreme and 
marsupial mammals, the Australian reptile fauna often fails to attract the same level of 
interest. Worse, some of Australia’s venomous snakes will sometimes bite humans in self-
defence, and attract entirely the wrong sort of publicity. This combination of neglect and 
occasional instances of bad press seems to predispose a lot of people to mistrust reptiles, and 
a minority find them truly frightening. Even so, reptiles do have enthusiastic supporters, 
and for good reason. Reptiles are beautiful, with colour schemes that include vivid hues 
on scales that may almost seem enamelled, with subtle camouflage schemes as effective as 
any in nature, and remarkable levels of diversity in shape, size and ornamentation. There 
are lots of them – across Australia there are now some 1000 species, and the process of 
discovery is not yet over: new species are being described every year. For those in other 
parts of the world, our reptiles are just as distinctive and evocative of Australia as are other 
members of our native animal life; an image of a bearded dragon or a stumpy-tailed lizard 
says ‘Australia’ just as emphatically as a kangaroo or emu.

The most fundamental bit of information that most people want to know about an 
animal is – what is it? With that one bit of information, the possibilities expand. Follow-
up activities, such as web searches for more illustrations and library searches for more 
information, all rely on having a name. New resources that enable people to make that 
first step of identification are always welcome, and that is especially the case for this book, 
a comprehensive coverage of the reptile fauna of Australia’s most densely populated state.

The book represents a partnership between two generations of herpetological study, 
starting with John Coventry from the early 1950s. John, in his position as Curator of Reptiles 
at the National Museum of Victoria (now Melbourne Museum), was a powerful influence 
and mentor to a generation of budding herpetologists during the 1960s and 1970s, among 
them the young University of Melbourne student Peter Robertson, who soon became an 
expert on Victorian reptiles in his own right. Aside from his developing knowledge of 
the animals, Peter also worked on photography, and his vivid and detailed images are an 
outstanding feature of the book. Their collaboration endured for over three decades, and 
Peter continues their joint legacy today as one of Australia’s foremost authorities on the 
habits, habitats and conservation of the reptiles of south-eastern Australia.

This book aims to be more than just an identification guide. It is an information-packed 
introduction to the natural history of these animals, their preferred habitat, where they 
hide, where and how they find food, reproductive habits and conservation. Other parts of 
Australia may have more than Victoria’s 117 species, but often with very little to be said 
about many of them. Victoria is in many ways a microcosm of Australia, with habitats 
ranging from relatively semi-arid mallee to temperate rainforest, to alpine moorland, all 
within a day’s drive of Melbourne. As a result, its reptile fauna can act as a ‘sampler’, tasty 
highlights that give a good idea of the whole fauna.
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The natural world is sometimes justified economically as a source of ecological 
economic ‘services’ to us, the dominant life form. A more intangible but, I think, profound 
service is the mental stimulation and sheer joy that comes from encountering the complex 
and astonishingly varied life forms that do their best to coexist with us. Humans must find 
a willingness to continue this coexistence and, for that to occur, understanding on our part 
is key. I have no doubt that this book will be a powerful means to enhance understanding, 
and I expect that for many people it will go further and make enthusiasts of them too.

Mark Hutchinson,
Head of Biological Sciences and Senior Researcher, Herpetology
South Australian Museum
Adelaide, May 2017
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