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The Art of Plant Evolution. W. John Kress and
Shirley Sherwood. 2009. ISBN 978-1-84246-
421-2. Pp 320. Kew Publishing.

This is a curious volume that merges botanical
illustration with modern science. The idea is
fantastic, trying to teach botanists a little about
art and artists a little about science. Such a
cross cultivation of ideas can go a long way,
although probably requires a more idiosyncratic
approach than was taken here.

impacts on ecosystems such as farming,
ranching, forestry, pollution, introduction of
invasives, habitat fragmentation and habitat
destruction. Each topic is presented with an
identification of important questions and a
review of the studies that have tried to answer
these questions. For example, what is the
consequence of wide-spread herbicide use?
The author looks at why herbicides are used in
agriculture then proceeds to look at herbicide
resistance, the speed with which resistance
develops and then the population
consequences of this resistance. Extensive
references are provided, permitting particularly
motivated readers to follow up on each topic.
The benefit of an authoritative review of a topic
is that the answers that have yet to be
satisfactorily resolved, as well as new
questions become readily visible. For this
reason, readers will be stimulated to pursue
new lines of research in these areas.

A common question upon the identification of
our ecological impact is: “What can we do
about it?” The question of how we can mitigate
and manage the human impact on ecosystems
is the subject of the final eight chapters.  Briggs
critically examines the role of ex- and in-situ
conservation, restoration, reintroduction and
reserves. Each subject is broken down into key
components. For example, on the topic of
reserves, the reader is introduced to the
concepts of fragmentation, edge effects, the
impact and role of corridors and reserve design.
What is refreshing about this treatment is that
these ideas are generally illustrated from plant
examples, not just charismatic mega-fauna,
although animal examples are certainly used
when necessary. The last three chapters of the
book look at climate change and its over-
arching influence on the microevolution and
conservation issues that are discussed in the
previous chapters. There are times when these
chapters feel heavy with quotes from IPCC
reports and that they are tacked onto an already
complete book, but there is no debate that
much uncertainty in our understanding of
conservation issues hinges on the fact that we
can not refer to any past experience when it
comes to the influences of climate change.

Plant Microevolution and Conservation in
Human-influenced Ecosystems is a book that
successfully offers broad and balanced

coverage of Darwinian ideas as they operate
today in plant populations. It could only be
written by a professional botanist. However, a
lasting impression of the text is that it is also a
personal oeuvre, a coalescence of contrasting
impressions formed from a young age in South
Yorkshire where industrial landscapes were
juxtaposed against natural beauty. The
questions and concerns introduced in this
book are complex and multi-disciplinary, and
to tackle them requires a historical and scientific
knowledge, as well as social and political
awareness. Most of us are not educated or
experienced with such breadth and depth, and
there is a distinct sense that the author is trying
to contribute to the training of such individuals
by sharing the personal knowledge and wisdom
acquired in a productive and ongoing career.
The fact that ecologists, evolutionists and
conservation biologists have huge and
separate international annual meetings attests
to enormity of each field. As a result, the shear
amount of information required to grasp the
collective and overlapping issues is daunting
at times and this is why, in an environment
where journal articles are the norm, a
comprehensive book is required to centralize
major ideas. If a hallmark of science is the
generation of some predictive ability, Briggs
reminds us it is necessary to further integrate
these fields to try to understand what the future
offers. The book is thought-provoking as
advertised; it is also quite humbling.

-Tan Bao, University of Alberta.
1 Briggs, D. and Walters, S.M. (1997).  Plant
variation and evolution (3rd ed.) Cambridge
University Press, Cambridge, UK. 256 pp.
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This book is organized around a modern
phylogenetic tree, largely generated by the
Angiosperm Phylogeny Group (APG), with a
few gymnosperms, pteridophytes, bryophytes,
and two out groups (a fungus and a brown
algae) thrown in. The authors, Shirley Sherwood,
an art collector, and John Kress, an evolutionary
botanist, cover over a hundred botanical
illustrations from Sherwood’s collection,
representing a wide swath of taxa, especially
angiosperms. They devote two pages per plant,
with both author’s contributing text in their areas
of expertise. Each pair of facing pages contains
one botanical work of art, plus occasionally a
zoom-in detail. Although a scala natura is no
longer fashionable, the authors present plants
in such a traditional order, albeit with an
unexpected interleaving of rosids between
several groups of non-rosid/non-asterid core
eudicots.

For each plant illustrated, Sherwood provides
a brief biography of the artist, while Kress
provides a summary of how molecular biology,
especially DNA sequencing, implies
phylogenetic placement. Occasionally, the
author’s provide other snippets, such as about
the artist’s style or about the plant’s
biogeography or pollination mode. Kress’s brief
insights into pollination were always nice. Often
there is a lot of white space on each page,
allowing us to really appreciate the illustrations.

Emphasis of the text is on sytematic placement,
so this book may have been better called “The
Art of Plant Systematics”. Both the main text and
the inside back cover provide a visually elegant
simplified phylogenetic tree. As a casual reader
or as an artist, this is much better than looking
at boring computer-generated output from a
phylogenetic computer program. But there is
much more to plant evolution than simply
phylogenetics and systematics. And these other
evolutionary aspects are unfortunately largely
missing from this book.

In rare instances, interesting evolutionary gems
are mentioned. For instance, with temperate
violets, “It is a curious fact that the same plants
also produce much reduced flowers hidden
under the soil that never open and are
consistently self-pollinated and inbred.” I would
have loved such pearls on most pages. That

would have really drawn non-biologists into
science, much more so than discussing
who is related to who. The botanical painting
of the violet is also lovely insofar as it is a rare
illustration of the entire root system. While
not as technical, another pearl is that
Heliconia was named after the Greek
mountain Helicon, home to the muses,
thereby signifying that Heliconia was and still
is thought to be related to Musa. Many non-
botanists would love reading that sort of
material from cover-to-cover…and Kress
probably has that knowledge at his fingertips.

The editing of this book was substandard,
with lots of redundancy, self-contradiction,
and other gaffes. For example, at the top of
one page Kress says, “This order [Arecales]
consists of a single family, the palms, with
2,000 species. Yet, near the bottom of that
same page Kress says, “Over 2,775 species
and 200 genera make up the palm family.” A
few assertions are blatantly wrong, yet could
have been very illuminating about plant
evolution. Kress says that Gingko biloba
gametes are wind dispersed, by which I
assume he means male gametes. However,
since the late 1800s, we have known that
gingko and cycad male gametes – i.e. sperm
– swim to the egg using numerous flagella.
While gingko pollen is dispersed by wind,
pollen is a gametophyte, not a gamete, thereby
missing an important evolutionary lesson
that could have been taught to non-scientists.
As a final example, we do not need to know
that “Vicki Thomas is an attractive and
energetic botanical artist.” Of course she is
a botanical artist and, more importantly, her
attractiveness is irrelevant.

Overall, I really like this book, but was
nonetheless hoping for better. The book
needs more quixotic observations,
remembering that, “Darwin admonished us
not to ignore the ‘oddities and peculiarities’
of life as we see it today. It is by the analysis
of such oddities that evolutionary history can
be reconstructed.” (Margulis & Sagan 1988:
26)

— Root Gorelick, Department of Biology,
Carleton University, Ottawa, ON Canada K1S
5B6
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