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Book reviews

Mollusca: the southern synthesis. Fauna of
Australia, Volume 5. Edited by Pam Beesley,
Graham Ross, and Alice Wells. Published in
1998 by CSIRO Publishing, Melbourne, Aus-
tralia. 2 volumes (Parts A and B), 1234 p. ISBN:
0-643-05754-0. Price: A$295, available from:
CSIRO Publishing, P. O. Box 1139, Collingwood,
Vic 3066, Australia; sales@publish.csiro.au (in
New Zealand: Manaaki Whenua Press, P. O. Box
40, Lincoln, Canterbury; comfortg@landcare.crinz).

Let me state categorically from the outset that “Mol-
lusca: the southern synthesis” is quite simply an
amazing, marvellous book, much the best reference
work ever published on the Mollusca as a whole,
world-wide. The scope is vastly wider than the Fauna
of Australia title would seem to suggest, as not only
do most of the species occur widely in the Indo-
Pacific or in Australasia that are used as examples,
illustrated in the plates, etc., but also virtually all the
text consists of family-level and higher accounts that
apply world-wide.

The 10-year gestation period, the huge number of
authors, and the question of who could be coerced
into writing the many “orphan” groups with no ob-
vious experts meant that all of us who knew the book
was under way had little idea of what to expect. The
final result has greatly surpassed anyone’s wildest
dreams. This is the only complete summary ever
published of all the anatomical, ecological, and di-
versity data available on the entire molluscan fauna
of a large part of the earth’s surface, and it will serve
as the major world reference book on the Mollusca
for many years to come. The 72 authors (five of
whom died before the book appeared) and the 15
artists who provided the more than 2500 drawings
throughout of representative shells, anatomy,
protoconchs, and radulae all have provided excellent
material, arranged in a remarkably uniform text and
attractive layout, no doubt as a result of much hard
work by the editors. Everyone involved is to be con-
gratulated on an enormous, painstaking labour over
a long period.
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Knowing a little of the background to this book,
I feel a special acknowledgment is due to the efforts
of Winston Ponder (Australian Museum, Sydney).
Much of the worrying of manuscripts out of the
horde of authors, the overview of content and clas-
sification, and the writing of many contributions fell
on him; the book would have been much less useful
without his encyclopaedic knowledge of the Mol-
lusca.

The introductory material in Part A is very full
and informative, and (with references) occupies 144
p- It covers: definition of the phylum; classification;
history of discovery; morphology and physiology;
life histories; ecology, within several subdivisions;
economic significance; distribution and affinities;
the fossil record (an excellent, illustrated account);
methods of study; and conservation. This is followed
by an introductory chapter on each major taxonomic
division, and then in turn by several to many indi-
vidual sections on the superfamilies, with individual
species used as examples, but classification and di-
versity discussed only to the subfamily level. It is
these superfamily contributions that have been writ-
ten by the many different authors, in most instances
the most appropriate world expert. The very exten-
sive references are gathered together at the ends of
the major chapters (Subclass Heterodonta, etc.),
avoiding duplication; c. 7700 references are cited in
all. Part B closes with a glossary and an extensive
index (4 columns on 88 p.).

Clearly, relatively well studied groups such as the
marine prosobranch gastropods contribute a large
part to the book, and it is no surprise that the Gas-
tropoda takes up all of Part B (pp. 565-1125). What
was a real eye-opener to me, though, was all the
brilliant contributions on the less popular groups. I
was really “knocked out” by the sections on chitons,
scaphopods, land pulmonates, and in particular, the
coleoid cephalopods, which are illustrated with a
large number of new drawings, making this a very
full and original account of Australian squids and
octopods (what a terrible loss C. C. Lu is to Australia!).
At last all the “lesser” molluscs get equal treatment
here with the bivalves and prosobranch gastropods.






