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The Art and Politics of Science
Harold Varmus (W. W. Norton, 2010; $15.95)
In his memoir, nobel prize-winner Harold Varmus reflects on his work in cancer 
biology, his directorship of the us national Institutes of Health and the many political 
battles that he has fought over science. His ability to connect basic research and 
medical application is evident. “Varmus reveals a sharp, analytical intelligence as well 
as great enthusiasm for his work and profession”, wrote reviewer Iain Mattaj (Nature 
458, 32; 2009). 

n e u r o s c i e n c e

Learning to see
Steve Silberman is moved by Oliver Sacks’s poignant 
account of losing his vision through cancer. 

Eight days before Christmas Day 2005, 
neurologist Oliver Sacks — author of 
Awakenings (1973), The Man Who 

Mistook His Wife for a Hat (1985) and other 
popular collections of case histories — went 
to the movies. Sitting in the dark theatre, he 
noticed an incandescent flickering to his left, 
which he took to be the first signs of a migraine. 
But as a blind spot appeared and grew, the 
77-year-old physician started to panic.

When the floor lights pointing to the exit 
abruptly vanished, he burst out of the cinema 
and phoned a colleague, who urged him to see 
an ophthalmologist. The diagnosis was sober-
ing: Sacks had a melanoma in his left eye that 
would require prompt treatment. Thus the 
neurologist took his first steps on a harrow-
ing course of transformation, mirroring those 
of his patients. The Mind’s Eye is Sacks’s frank 
and moving account of that journey.

 Sacks has written about neurological dis-
orders — such as autism, colour blindness 

and synaesthesia — as 
a way of talking about 
the higher orders of the 
human mind since he 
published Migraine in 
1970. At a time when 
the brain’s plasticity 
was barely acknowl-
edged in medicine, 
Sacks saw its repara-
tive power in the lives 
of his patients, guiding 
them toward whole-
ness and vitality after a 
traumatic loss of abil-

ity. Defects, disorders and diseases, Sacks 
wrote in An Anthropologist on Mars (1995), 
can have a paradoxical role, “by bringing out 
latent powers, developments, evolutions, 
forms of life, that might never be seen, or 
even be imaginable, in their absence”. 

In The Mind’s Eye, Sacks probes visual 

dysfunctions — including alexia (an inability 
to make sense of words), prosopagnosia (a 
failure to recognize faces) and his own ocular 
melanoma — to examine the complex roles 
of sight in human life and the constitution of 
personal identity.

He considers the case of Lilian Kallir, a con-
cert pianist who became increasingly unable 
to make sense of her world visually. She lost 
the ability to read musical scores because of a 
rare degenerative condition called posterior 
cortical atrophy. Many elements of Kallir’s 
story will be familiar to readers of Sacks’s 
other books: her letter to the doctor seeking 
advice of last resort, the elusive diagnosis and 
the lofty cultural milieu of the patient. Also 
familiar are Sacks’s attempts to comprehend 
the scope of Kallir’s condition by visiting the 
vivacious 67-year-old musician at home.

Part of the appeal of Sacks’s books is his 
depiction of an idealized world of thoroughly 
personalized medicine. Few physicians have 
the time or inclination to make house calls 
any more. Fewer still would say to a visu-
ally impaired patient, as Sacks does, “Let’s go 
out, let’s wander” — and then dress in red so 
that the patient can spot him in the bustling 
crowds of Manhattan.

This is not merely Sacks showing off. 
One of his role models, the late French 
neuro psychiatrist Jean Lhermitte, advised 
accompanying patients to a bistro to observe 
how they were coping with their illness. After 
Sacks visits the apartment that Kallir shares 
with her devoted husband, he writes about 
the ad hoc methods that the couple devised 
to make the pianist’s illness less disabling. In 
the kitchen, for example: “Things were cat-
egorized not by meaning but by color, by size 
and shape, by position, by context, by associa-
tion, somewhat as an illiterate person might 
arrange the books in a library. Everything had 
its place, and she had memorized this.”

Like most of Sacks’s case studies, Kallir’s 
story does not come to any satisfying thera-
peutic resolution. There is no breakthrough, 
no wonder drug and no hope of lasting 
recovery. But the ability of the pianist and 
her husband to maintain a shared sense of 
continuity in increas-
i ng ly  d i s ord e re d 
circumstances is tes-
timony to the resil-
ience that is Sacks’s 
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overarching theme. Rather than being about 
disease, his tales are more about his patients’ 
astonishing capacities to adapt — and even 
thrive — in radically transformed worlds. 
His books resonate because they reveal as 
much about the force of character as they do 
about neurology.

The Mind’s Eye also relates how an Austral-
ian psychologist named Zoltan Torey, ren-
dered blind at 21 by a splash of acid, cultivates 
his photographic memory to the point that he 
shocks his neighbours by replacing the gut-
ters of his house alone at night. In another 
chapter, Canadian novelist Howard Engel 
discovers that his morning Globe and Mail 
has been rendered into Cyrillic or Korean; it 
is his brain, of course, that has been translated 
by a stroke. After years of exhausting effort to 
engage language in new ways — composing 
by dictation, learning to scan words by link-
ing adjacent letters — the novelist teaches 
himself to write books again.

For Sacks, disorders of vision, including his 
own, open a window on the brain’s surpris-
ingly active role in the authoring of experi-
ence. While under treatment for the ocular 
melanoma, the neurologist undertook a series 
of fascinating self-experiments. In one exer-
cise, for example, he tested the limits of his 
brain’s ability to fill in temporary gaps in his 
visual field caused by radiation treatment. 
Sacks found that repetitive patterns such as 
brickwork, and even clouds and trees, readily 
appeared to preserve the illusion of a seam-
less panorama around him. Faces, however, 
were beyond the conjuring ability of his visual 
cortex. “I’ve learned that the brain is always 
busy,” he told me in an interview last summer.

Thankfully, Sacks’s tumour has not 
returned, but he is still learning to cope with 
the aftermath, including a possibly perma-
nent loss of three-dimensional vision — a 
poignant turn of events for a proud member 
of the New York Stereoscopic Society.

To maintain his own sense of continuity in 
the face of these challenges, Sacks will have 
to draw inspiration from the patients he has 
written about for 40 years. “The problems 
never went away,” he quotes Engel as saying, 
“but I became cleverer at solving them”. ■

Steve Silberman is a writer based in 
San Francisco, California. 
e-mail: digaman@sonic.net

B o TA n y

Hitchers, outcasts and 
wasteland beauties
Sandra Knapp revels in a portrait of weeds as resilient 
rebels shaped by our meddling with the wild. 

Like humans, weeds are pervasive, 
domineering and badly behaved. But 
they adopt these traits only in order 

to reproduce. As naturalist Richard Mabey 
explains in Weeds, they are an in-your-face 
example of evolution by natural selection: 
weeding benefits weeds by allowing those 
that evade the hoe to produce seeds that 
inherit the very characteristics that allowed 
escape; using herbicide causes weeds to 
become more resistant to such poisons. 

Mabey weaves social history, psychology, 
literature and art into his clear rendering of 
plant biology. Explanations of evolution sit 
alongside explorations of flower symbol-
ism in Shakespeare. This blend, familiar 
to fans of his earlier reflections on nature 
in the wild, broadens the book’s scope to 
human attitudes to plants in general. 

Indeed, the concept of a weed makes sense 
only in relation to people — they are plants 
that cause us trouble by growing where we 
don’t want them. Most of the social conno-
tations of weeds are negative: unruly, weak 
or aggressive. Yet these designations are 
fluid. Some plants, such as St John’s wort 
(Hypericum perforatum) or hemp (Canna-
bis sativa), have passed from love to hate and 
back again. Others, such as autumn ladies’ 
tresses (Spiranthes spiralis), are a rampant 
but admired invader of our lawns. 

Some weeds considered ubiquitous today 
were once rare: rosebay willowherb (Epilo-
bium angustifolium), depicted among the 
fine flora on the ceiling of the Natural His-
tory Museum in London, was described 
by some nineteenth-century botanists as a 
woodland plant ‘not often met with in the 
wild state’. This magenta-flowered perennial 
carpeted the bombed areas of 1940s London, 
earning it the common name of fireweed. Its 

tiny seeds, carried on 
downy plumes, were 
dispersed by turbu-
lence along railways; 
it now colonizes cit-
ies across Europe and 
North America. It is a 
good example of how 
weeds are a human 
construct, promoted 
by our tendency to 
disturb land. 

Naturally invasive 
or easily transported 
species are also trou-
blesome, particularly 
on islands with rare 
flora such as Hawaii, 

the Galapagos and Australia. For example, 
the velvet tree (Miconia calvescens) has 
taken over rainforest areas in Tahiti and is 
spreading on Hawaii; it chokes off native 
vegetation, preventing natural forest regen-
eration in these fragile habitats. But these 
plants arrived with people. Homo sapiens is 
the ultimate invasive species — coming out 
of Africa to colonize the globe, altering the 
planet beyond recognition. 

Weeds highlights our ambivalence about 
naturalness and artificiality. We often think 
of pristine nature as the landscape we, or 
our grandparents, grew up with. Yet nature 
changes all the time. In the Pleistocene, 
much of northern Europe was covered with 
ice: no plants grew. Our entire flora is inva-
sive, but that hasn’t stopped us loving it. ■

Sandra Knapp is a botanist at 
The Natural History Museum, London 
SW7 5BD, UK. 
e-mail: s.knapp@nhm.ac.uk

Weeds: How 
Vagabond Plants 
Gatecrashed 
Civilisation and 
Changed the Way 
We Think About 
Nature
RIcHaRd Mabey
Profile Books: 2010. 
288 pp. £15.99

An Orchard Invisible: A Natural History of Seeds
Jonathan Silvertown (Univ. Chicago Press, 2010; $17)
seeds harbour essential aspects of the story of 
evolution, reveals ecologist Jonathan silvertown. 
looking beyond the familiar seeds and grains 
cultivated over centuries by humans for food, the 
book notes the unusual solutions taken by seeds 
to overcome survival challenges.

Autism’s False Prophets
Paul A. Offit (Columbia Univ. Press, 2010; $16.95)
Vaccine expert Paul offit digs beneath the 
unproven claims of links between autism and 
the measles–mumps–rubella vaccination, writing 
with “passion, authority, bluntness and literary 
skill”, noted reviewer Jeff thomas (Nature 455, 
594–595; 2008). 
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