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Books
Perhaps the intended readers are,
after all, botanists. I confess to having
been delighted to learn that Welwitschia is the eponym of a nineteenthcentury botanist, and I am grateful
to be reminded of Isoetes and other
wonders of cryptogamic botany that I
once studied and had long forgotten.
But, alas, for a botanist, the text is too
much textbook. Most of the treatment is standard, if not cliché, as the
author guides us, branch by branch,
to the crowning glory of ﬂowers. I
am tired of hearing early-diverged
organisms called “primitive.” Maybe
their longevity testiﬁes to their perfection. Maybe lineages that branch and
branch again are the backward ones,
continually getting it wrong and needing a do-over? If the book were written
for experts, here and there, the author
should have smacked me with an idea.
A reader may ask, “With all those
striking photographs, why does this
reviewer natter on about the text? Botanist and nonbotanist alike will enjoy
the images.” This is true, but also,
sadly, a little mindless—rather like the
swimsuit issue of a sports magazine,
where the quality of articles on the
mechanical properties of spandex is
beside the point. The photographs
in Green Universe could have been
more than pretty; they could have
been revelatory. Instead of offering a
disconnected botanical trudge, the text
could have concisely annotated and
explained the images, perhaps with
the occasional companion diagram.
Conceivably, Blakemore feels that the
images should speak for themselves.
Fine—let them: Replace the thick text
with short passages, just a few pages
in length, interspersed among major
groupings of images.
In summary, Green Universe comprises two ﬁne books, forced to marry.
One is a textbook on botany, an
authoritative account of the major
groups of plants, written from an evolutionary perspective. The other is an
album of remarkable images. Each
book on its own could be splendid;
joined, they throw pots at each other.
A chance was missed here to introduce
readers to the plant panoply. The need

for such an introduction is pressing
as humans abandon strolling in the
woods in favor of scrolling down Web
pages. The photographs in this book
do invite the reader to admire the
plant kingdom. However, we need to
learn something about those cells with
their bright colors and intricate shapes;
otherwise, we can only ogle.
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