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Herpetologist Robert L. Bezy has produced a fascinating 
memoir of his life and the lives of night lizards.  When 
reading about or researching night lizards, Bezy’s name 
comes up often. When Bezy began his career there were 
only a few night lizards known to science; now there are 
35 living species in the family Xantusiidae. The book 
begins with a brief autobiography, detailing what mo-
tivated Bezy to pursue herpetology and what became a 
long and winding road full of exciting discoveries and 
working with some of the best herpetologists in the field. 
Some of my favorite sections are where Bezy divides his 
narrative into “locational highlights” and tells stories of 
some experiences that had significant impacts on his life. 
These stories are rich in landscape descriptions, wildlife 
encounters, and how the adventure—planned or not—in-
fluenced the way he views life. These sorts of reflections 
are priceless and allow the reader to reflect on his or her 
own life. As I read through these stories I found myself 
frequently reminiscing about my various encounters with 
night lizards and other wildlife.

Following the autobiography and locational high-
lights, Bezy delves into the historical perspectives re-
garding night lizards. A “must read” is the account of 
János Xántus and Spencer Fullerton Baird. Baird named 
the night lizard genus (Xantusia) and family (Xantusi-
idae) after Xántus and interesting enough Xántus later 
wrote to Baird that he didn’t even remember collecting 
the small lizard. Other important perspectives include 
those of John Van Denburgh, Edward H. Taylor, Hobart 
M. Smith, Jay M. Savage, Robert G. Webb, Richard G. 
Zweifel, and Charles H. Lowe.  All of these men contrib-
uted to the natural history of the night lizards and Bezy 
does a splendid job recapping their contributions. 
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The last half of the book provides a detailed discussion 
about the night lizard family, Xantusiidae, followed by 
the night lizard species accounts. Originally, the family 
only had one species, Xantusia vigilis (Fig. 1), the small 
lizard János Xántus collected at Fort Tejon, California. 
But, eventually two other genera were added, Cricosaura 
(Cuban night lizards), and Lepidophyma (tropical night 
lizards). Bezy provides a detailed map that shows the dis-
tribution of the three genera and a diagram showing the 
phylogenetic relationships. From there, each species has 
its own detailed account, which generally includes these 
sections: identification; chromosomes; size; distribution 
and habitat; life history; sex ratio; etymology; conserva-
tion status; and discussion. Each account has a color pho-
to of the lizard, a colored distribution map, and photos 
of representative habitat.  With nearly 250 total figures 
and photos throughout the book, the reader is treated to 
a photo library that is unbeatable. Following the species 
accounts is a night lizard species key—complete with 
diagrams and photos. Also included are scale features for 
differentiating night lizard species. The book ends with a 
literature cited section which likely includes all the key 
papers ever written on night lizards.

Overall, Bezy’s book is a must read for anyone inter-
ested in the story behind the night lizard, or in tales of 
herpetological discovery and adventure in general. The 
storytelling alone is reason enough to buy the book; the 
photos, species accounts, range maps, etc., are a super 
bonus and make the book the best resource currently on 
this topic.

Another highlight of the book is the “questions” sec-
tion.  Here, Bezy addresses a variety of natural history 
aspects of the night lizard— undoubtedly questions that 
he had over the years and now the reader has the oppor-
tunity to read the answers with Bezy as the messenger.  
Topics include rock crevice ecology of the Xantusia and 
Lepidophyma; night lizards in caves; island gigantism; 
the species concept; the idea of unisexuals; night lizard 
ecology; are night lizards nocturnal?; reproduction; so-
ciobiology; diet and predators; helminth parasites; ther-
mal and water ecology; movement, home range, and 
population density; and conservation status. 
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Fig. 1. Xantusia vigilis from the Mojave Desert, Los Angeles 
County, California. Photo by Howard O. Clark, Jr.


