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James Gleick wrote the international bestseller Chaos, which was nominated for the National Book Award; Genius, a biography of Richard Feynman; and, most recently, the bestselling Faster. He edited The Best American Science Writing 2000. He was the 1990 McGraw Distinguished Lecturer at Princeton University. He has been both a science writer and a metropolitan editor for the New York Times.

Eliot Porter (1901–1990) was an internationally acclaimed photographer. His books include In the Wilderness Is the Preservation of the World and Intimate Landscapes, the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s retrospective of Porter’s work. He was a Fellow of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences.
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Ferns in forest, Mt. Meru, Arusha National Park, Tanzania, Africa, 8 July 1970


Foreword

Ever since I became a photographer, my interest has been in the natural world. My sense of wonder was first aroused by the physical and biological mysteries of science, and when I became interested in photography the subjects that occupied my attention were those primarily connected with the natural scene. Nature became intimately associated with my perception of beauty.

To most people, I am sure, the beauty of nature means such features as the flowers of spring, autumn foliage, mountain landscapes, and other similar aspects. That they are beautiful is indisputable; yet they are not all that is beautiful about nature. They are the peaks and summits of nature’s greatest displays. But underlying and supporting these brilliant displays are slow, quiet processes that pass almost unnoticed from season to season—unnoticed, that is, by those who think that the beauty in nature is all in its gaudy displays. Yet, how much is missed if we have eyes only for the bright colors. Nature should be viewed without distinction. All her processes and evolutions are beautiful or ugly to the unbiased and undiscriminating observer. She makes no choice herself—everything that happens has equal significance. Withering follows blooming, death follows growth, decay follows death, and life follows decay in a wonderful, complicated, endless web the surface beauties of which are manifest to a point of view unattached to vulgar, restricting concepts of what constitutes beauty in nature.

When I gave up medicine for photography, I first photographed only landscapes, static subjects such as mountains and rivers that were always in the same place. Gradually I moved away from a preoccupation with views and became more and more engaged by the details. At first, I perceived the order of nature in an infinite variety of beautiful subjects. Later, however, I began to see that, in a deeper sense, individual parts of the scene were completely independent of one another in the field of living things. When I looked at nature as a whole, I realized that it had a random quality, that nothing remained as it had been, nothing could be seen as part of a unified whole. Although I was aware that it was possible to select and photograph fragments of nature that expressed the idea that nature was an orderly process, I began to realize that my photographs also emphasized the random chaos of the natural world—a world of endless variety where nothing was ever the same.

Then I read James Gleick’s book Chaos, and his distillation of the new science of chaos helped me to crystallize my own thoughts about how my photographs expressed disorder in nature. After reflecting on this idea, I suggested to Janet Russek that many of my pictures seemed to be about disorder in nature, and we started to select some images for a possible book on this topic. Soon afterward Janet Russek got in touch with James Gleick when he came to speak in Santa Fe. We proposed to him that we do a book together on the disorder of nature.

When I started selecting photographs for the book from the various places I have been, including Antarctica, the Galapagos Islands, Africa, Asia, and the United States, I discovered that I had many more photographs relevant to the concept than I had originally thought. In fact, there were so many appropriate images that it was difficult to reduce the selection to an acceptable number. With Janet Russek’s help, I made a preliminary selection of 250 photographs.
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