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Small Wonders: Science Meets Art under the Lens [Slide Show]
Light microscopy reveals hidden marvels of the natural world
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A stained-glass spiral of cells from an aloe plant, an old-growth forest of neural cells in the retina of a mouse, a starry sea of leaf hairs on a garden shrub—organisms have a way of reinventing themselves rather spectacularly under the microscope, giving observers a new appreciation for what Charles Darwin termed nature's “endless forms most beautiful.” In these tiny worlds, beauty arises from both the brilliance of evolution's small-scale solutions to life's challenges and the techniques microscopists use to visualize biological structures and processes. To peer through the eyepiece is to discover a universe in an embryo, an organ, a cell. As Igor Siwanowicz of the Howard Hughes Medical Institute [see photographs on pages 61 and 63] puts it, “microscopy allows me to see beyond the cuticle, explore the baroque arrangement of muscle fibers or intricate fractal-like network of neurons, and appreciate that beauty (probably in the most subjective sense possible) isn't only skin deep.” Siwanowicz is among the winners of the 2012 Olympus BioScapes International Digital Imaging Competition, which welcomes entries from scientists and hobbyists alike. His images and other entries that caught Scientific American's eye grace the pages that follow. We hope you enjoy this armchair safari into miniature realms where science and art converge.
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For more information about the Olympus BioScapes competition, visit www.olympusbioscapes.com
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To see a slide show of additional images, go to ScientificAmerican.com/jan2013/bioscapes

Kate Wong is an award-winning science writer and senior editor at Scientific American focused on evolution, ecology, anthropology, archaeology, paleontology and animal behavior. She is fascinated by human origins, which she has covered for more than 25 years. Recently she has become obsessed with birds. Her reporting has taken her to caves in France and Croatia that Neandertals once called home, to the shores of Kenya's Lake Turkana in search of the oldest stone tools in the world, to Madagascar on an expedition to unearth ancient mammals and dinosaurs, to the icy waters of Antarctica, where humpback whales feast on krill, and on a "Big Day" race around the state of Connecticut to find as many bird species as possible in 24 hours. Kate is co-author, with Donald Johanson, of Lucy's Legacy: The Quest for Human Origins. She holds a bachelor of science degree in biological anthropology and zoology from the University of Michigan. Follow Wong on X (formerly Twitter) @katewong
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