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Book review of historic interest

Publication  history  of  the  Mission  scientifique  au  Mexique  et
dans l’Amérique  Centrale,  reptiles  and  amphibians

Historia de  la  publicación  de  la  Mission  scientifique  au  Mex-
ique et  dans  l’Amérique  Centrale,  reptiles  y  anfibios

The “Recherches zoologiques” of the “Mission scientifique
au Mexique et dans l’Amérique Centrale” (“Mission” here-
after), were published as “livraisons” (deliveries) over a period
of nearly half a century between 1870 and 1916. Henri Milne-
Edwards, head of the Laboratoire des Mammifères et Oiseaux,
was the editor of the whole publication; after his death, the
editorial work was continued by Alphonse Milne-Edwards,
his son, and Léon Louis Vaillant. “Recherches zoologiques”
were intended to include 7 parts (“parties”): Première partie:
“Anthropologie du Mexique”. Deuxième partie: not published.
Troisième partie: “Études sur les Reptiles”. Quatrième partie:
“Études zoologiques sur les Poissons.  . .”. Cinquième partie:
“Études sur Xiphosures et les Crustacés. .  .”. Sixième par-
tie: “Études sur les Insectes Orthoptères and Études sur les
Myriapodes”. Septième partie: “Études sur les Mollusques ter-
restres et fluviatiles”. See Crosnier and Clark (1998) for more
details. The “Recherches zoologiques” were themselves a divi-
sion of the more comprehensive “Mission” series including:
1 – “Les travaux préparatoires et le suivi des événements”
(1864–1877), 2 – “Géologie” (1868–1871), 3 – “Linguis-
tique” (1869–1885), 4 – “Recherches botaniques” (1872–1886),
5 – “Recherches historiques et archéologiques” (1885), 6 –
“Recherches zoologiques” (1870–1916). These divisions were
comparatively of very unequal importance, at least judging by
the number of published pages.

The “Reptiles and Amphibians” (the latter called “Batra-
ciens”), making up the third part, was originally subtitled
“Étude sur les Reptiles et Batraciens”, but later was split into
2 sections. Different sections of the third part are variously
attributed, according to different published references, to Henri
Milne-Edwards (1800–1885), Auguste Henri André Duméril
(1812–1870), Marie Firmin Bocourt (1819–1904), Paul Brocchi

(1838–1898), François Mocquard (1834–1917) and Léon Louis
Vaillant (1834–1914), with some authorities even adding Fer-
nand Angel (1881–1950) as author, e.g., Savage (2002: 39). In
this third part Milne-Edwards only authored the “Introduction”
to Brocchi’s contribution (1882); the name of his son, Alphonse
Milne-Edwards, is twice mentioned as author of amphibian
plates in the same contribution. Duméril “filius”, head of the
Laboratoire des Reptiles et Poissons since 1857, died on 12
November 1870, the very year of the publication of the first
pages, and his contribution was limited to the “Introduction”
to the whole herpetological part (cf. Milne-Edwards, 1882: 1),
although he doubtless also participated in the original organiza-
tion of the herpetological sections. By contrast, Firmin Bocourt,
who worked at the Museum since 1834 as an assistant of the 2
Dumérils and later of Vaillant, was by far the principal author of
the “Reptiles” section, for both text and illustrations. In 1881,
following Milne-Edwards’ ruling, Bocourt, at the age of 62 (he
was not then dead, as implied by Crosnier and Clark (1998: 95),
he died on 4 February 1904, at the age of nearly 85), had to give
up the “Amphibians” because he was so preoccupied with the
“Reptiles”, and forwarded all of his notes and illustrations to
Brocchi (1877a,b, 1881: 3) to write the “Batraciens” part. From
then on, part 3 was split into 2 sections, and after Bocourt’s
death the subtitle “Études sur les Reptiles et Batraciens” was
changed to “Études sur les Reptiles”. Léon Vaillant was the suc-
cessor of A. Duméril as the head of the Laboratoire, from 1875
to 1909, although Émile Blanchard held the post on an interim
basis from 1870 to 1875, and necessarily he had a role in the
long production of the herpetological parts of the “Mission”
project. Bocourt, Brocchi, Mocquard, and Angel were under
Vaillant’s direction, but Vaillant only authored the eight-page
“Avant-propos”, which was placed at the beginning of the Rep-
tiles section. Together with Bocourt, Vaillant was the author of
the fourth part, “Études zoologiques sur les Poissons.  .  .”, of
which the last “livraison” was published posthumously (1916).
François Mocquard was approximately the same age as Léon
Vaillant, but he began to work at the laboratory much later, from
1884, and was promoted to Assistant in 1891; he completed the
“Reptiles” section left from the death of Bocourt, and he wrote
some 110 pages to complete this section. Finally, the name of
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Fernand Angel appeared only as the artist for the last six plates
of “Reptiles” (1909); he began work at the Museum in 1905.

After it was published, the “Étude sur les Reptiles et Batra-
ciens” got few and rather negative reviews, notably from
Gray (1873), who was latter vindicated (Anonymous, 1874a),
and Cope (1884). Subsequently, however, it has been con-
sidered an important and even essential taxonomic work for
the region (Adler, 2007, 2014; Flores-Villela, 1993; Smith
& Smith, 1973), because dozens of new taxa from Mexico,
Central America and the West Indies are first named in this
book, with fine illustrations and detailed descriptions. In mod-
ern times this work has not been easy to access because it is
absent from many institutional libraries in Mexico and Cen-
tral America and because most herpetologists in that part of
the world do not read French. However, a facsimile reprint
of the entire herpetological section was published in 1978
(Arno Press, New York), and the text (Reptiles only, with-
out illustrations) is currently available on the Internet at
https://books.google.fr/books?id=oItuSppLGVAC.

During some work related to the type specimens of species
described by Alfredo Dugès and located in the Museo de His-
toria Natural Alfredo Dugès, of the University of Guanajuato
(Flores-Villela, Ríos-Muñoz, Magaña-Cota, & Quezadas-Tapia,
2016), one of us (OFV) encountered a problem with the author-
ship of one taxon. The difficulty and the confusion to assign a
proper author to such a taxon has led us to present the following

tables. A first attempt was a table partly adapted from Vaillant
(1909a: viii), who wrote the “Avant-propos”, as noted above.
This table was greatly enhanced thanks to published data and
our unpublished data.

In his table, Vaillant did not give details regarding authorship
for the different parts of the text or plates, but detailed the split-
ting of the work into “livraisons”. Much later, Smith and Smith
(1973: x), based on a personal communication from Edward H.
Taylor, published a list of the publication dates and authorship
of the different parts, but unfortunately it lacks the relation-
ship between “livraisons, feuilles” (printed leaves of paper) and
pages, and has some inaccuracies. More recently, Crosnier and
Clark (1998) wrote a very detailed study of the entire “Mis-
sion” publication and its 7 parts including their sections, which
is by far the most complete, and with data about authorships
and pagination. Crosnier & Clark correctly recognized part 3 as
including the “Reptiles” (1998: 88) but later (1998: 95) erro-
neously gave it the number 2. These authors outlined several
editorial blunders and odd changes which appeared during the
46 years of publication. They also minutely analyzed all the vol-
umes of the “Bibliographie de la France”, from 1873 to 1916,
noting all data in connection with the “Mission” series of works.
In the series “Catalogue général de la Librairie française” the
data are both incomplete and sometimes imprecise, see Table 3.
The only point to note is that the year of publication sug-
gested for the 10th “livraison”, 1885, disagrees with the date

Table 1
Data about the publication of the “Mission scientifique au Mexique et dans l’Amérique Centrale”, “Reptiles”. Years of publication based on the date printed on the
wrappers.

Livraison Year “Feuilles” (Sheets) Pages in one
feuille (quarto)

Pages of the
livraison

Authors Plates joined

1 1870 1–4 = 4 8 (1)–32 Duméril, Bocourt1 1–7, 9, 11, 12, includes map
(opposite p. xii in the
“Avant-propos”) and
explanations of plates 1–12

2 1873 5–14 = 10 8 33–112 Bocourt 8, 10, 13–15, includes
explanations of plates 13–15

32 1874 15–24 = 10 8 113–192 Bocourt 16–17, 17bis, 18, 18bis
4 1874 25–353 = 11 8 193–280 Bocourt 19, 20A–20C, 23
5 1878 36–45 = 10 8 281–360 Bocourt 20, 20D–20G, 21A–21C
6 1879 46–55 = 10 8 361–440 Bocourt 21–22, 22A–22D
7 1881 56–61 = 6 8 441–488 Bocourt 22E–22J
8 1882 62–66 = 5 8 489–528 Bocourt 27–30
9 1883 67–74 = 8 8 529–592 Bocourt 31–35

10 1886 75–82, 83 = 8 + ½ 8, 4 593–656 + 657–660 Bocourt 36–41
11 1888 83–87 = 5 8 657–696 Bocourt 42–47
12 1890 88–92 = 5 + ½ 8, 4 697–728 + 729–732 Bocourt 25–26, 48–51
13 1893 93–98 = 6 8 733–780 Bocourt 52–57
14 1895 99–104 = 6 8 781–828 Bocourt 24, 58–62
15 1897 (or 1898?)4 105–108 = 4 8 829–860 Bocourt 63–68
165 1908 109–117 = 9 8 861–932 Mocquard6 69–74
17 1909 118–127 = 10, A–B = 2 8 933–1012, (i)–xiv Mocquard, Vaillant 75–77

1 A. H. A. Duméril died on 12 November 1870. Although that the first “livraison” was already published, according to Vaillant (1909a: ix, xiii), Duméril, ill, only
authored the “Introduction” (1870: 1–7). See also H. Milne-Edwards in Brocchi (1882: 1). Bocourt’s opus begins on page 9.

2 Detailed in Anonymous, 1874b: 84.
3 The original wrapper is misprinted feuille 25–34.
4 See text and Table 3, note 10. The wrapper is clearly dated 1897.
5 Analyzed by Lécaillon (1909: 319).
6 Mocquard’s participation exactly began on the middle of page 863, with the chapter “Dipsadiens”, although the first pages were directly copied from Bocourt’s

manuscript notes.
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