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Beyond Buildings

Many a year ago, when | first came to work at DRCLAS, | hosted a summer intern from South
Carolina. She was even newer to Cambridge than | was.

On her first day at work, | sent her to mail a FedEx package, instructing her that the drop
box was in the lobby of the “really ugly building two blocks down the street.”

She came back defeated. “I looked all around, and I couldn’t find a FedEx box in the ugly
building,” she said.

| pressed her for more details. It turns out that her ugly building was the Swedenborg
Chapel, a stone gothic revival building that | happen to admire, while mine was across the
street: William James Hall, architect Minoru Yamasaki’s 1963 high-rise which Robert Bell Rettig
describes in Guide to Cambridge Architecture as “fourteen stories of pure white concrete.”

| should have known better than to describe a building in such a subjective way (even
though I still think it’s the ugliest building on campus). Buildings may be made of stone, con-
crete, glass, steel or bamboo. But in the end, they are architectural creations, acts of imagina-
tion, that are viewed in very different ways. Buildings are subjective.

Their very presence helps shape society. The way buildings are viewed, how they are built
and who builds them can become ideological battlefield. In my life as a foreign correspondent,
I’'ve witnessed many fierce debates that ultimately are debates about what buildings repre-
sent and how they create a concept of community: should a dictator’s house be torn down or
turned into a Culture Ministry? (Nicaragua); should a modern palace—replacing another that
was seen as a symbol of Prussian imperialism—be torn down to make way for a partial recon-
struction of the original baroque one? (Berlin); should public libraries be designed for poor
neighborhoods? (Bogota).

It was in Colombia that | first discovered how buildings shape the lived environment. The
buildings of Rogelio Salmona interweave with the fabric of the society, whether in social hous-
ing, public buildings or luxury dwellings. In Nicaragua, | discovered what it meant to have a
city literally disappear, its buildings tumbled by an earthquake and never rebuilt. | also learned
that solutions are not always easy. City dwellers with peasant roots did not like the Sandinis-
tas’ East German-influenced clean but sterile apartment dwellings that had no gardens and no
space for chickens.

It’s not just buildings that shape society, but the parks and playgrounds that surround
them, that carve out outdoor living space and centers for interaction, as both Flavio Janches
and Anita Berrizbeitia so eloquently explain in this issue.

In so many places where I’ve lived as a correspondent, war, revolution, social upheaval and
natural disasters have shaped the way cities are lived in and built. | was recently in the lovely
colonial city of Antigua in Guatemala, originally the capital city of the country. After a major
earthquake in 1776, the capital was moved to Guatemala City. A friend remarked, “I’m glad
there was an earthquake then, because as a capital city, Antigua would have lost its charm.” |
had never thought of that.

Major disasters like the recent earthquakes in Haiti and Chile give architects and urban
planners an unusual opportunity to think about the meaning of their buildings and green
spaces. Oscar Grauer draws on his extensive experience rebuilding Venezuela’s littoral to give
us some thoughts on Haiti; Pablo Allard gives us an incisive view on how a small town was
rebuilt in Chile after a volcanic eruption.

As | walk to work every day, | pass the Harvard Graduate School of Design. As | peeped into
a large glassed-in auditorium this morning, | saw that students were looking at slides of build-
ings. It’s not just buildings, | wanted to tell them; think about the way that all those buildings
have shaped all those lives.
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Lessons From Lizards

A REVIEW BY JAVIER A. RODRIGUEZ-ROBLES

Lizards in an Evolutionary
Tree: Ecology and Adap-
tive Radiation of Anoles, By
Jonathan B. Losos, Berkeley,
California: University of Cali-
fornia Press, 2009, 507 pp.

In the natural and social sci-
ences, as in any other scholarly
discipline, certain researchers
become intimately associated
with the study of particular
topics. Think about Walter
Alvarez and the impact the-
ory that a comet or asteroid
struck the Earth 65 million of
years and caused the extinc-
tion of countless marine and
terrestrial species, including
the most famous organisms
of all, the dinosaurs. Or about
Jared Diamond and the rise
and collapse of human soci-
eties; Thomas Eisner and the
chemical ecology of insects;
Harry W. Greene and Rich-
ard Shine and the biology
of snakes; James Lovelock
and the Gaia hypothesis that
Earth is a living organism;
and Ian Thornton and the
post-eruption ecology of the
Indonesian volcanic island
of Krakatau. These research-
ers’ books on their preferred
subjects are eagerly anticipat-
ed—at least by some of us—
and carefully read, not only
because the tomes summarize
a wealth of painstaking data
and observations collected by
the authors and their collabo-
rators and colleagues, but also
because the volumes almost
invariably present novel and
exciting insights, syntheses

and hypotheses.

Jonathan B. Losos has
been studying lizards of the
genus Anolis since 1982. He
began working with these
animals as an undergraduate
student at Harvard Univer-
sity, and after spending 21
years catching and observing
them throughout the West
Indies and Central and South
America while at three other
prestigious institutions, has
continued his investigations
of Anolis back at Harvard
since 2006, this time as
Professor of Organismic and
Evolutionary Biology and
Curator in Herpetology at
the Museum of Comparative
Zoology. Since 1985, Losos
has published 90 journal ar-
ticles and book chapters (as
of January 2010) that specifi-
cally address various aspects
of the biology of Anolis. This
integrative and influential
body of work has made him
the leading researcher on
these largely small liz-
ards, and in the process a
world-renowned ecologist
and evolutionary biologist.
The publication of Losos’
Lizards in an Evolutionary
Tree: Ecology and Adaptive
Radiation of Anoles was thus
a noteworthy event, and
those who were expecting an
authoritative contribution
will not be disappointed.
(My goal in the following
paragraphs is not to offer a
detailed critique of the bio-
logical concepts discussed in
the book—reviews published

BOOK TALK

LIZARDS

IN AN EVOLUTIONARY TREE

ANOLES

in scientific journals will
likely do that—but to provide
a more general perspective
for the readers of ReVista.)
Anolis lizards are the

most conspicuous, abundant
and diverse diurnal verte-
brates inhabiting terrestrial
ecosystems on islands of the
West Indies. These charac-
teristics make these reptiles
ideal organisms to test and
generate hypotheses about
the ecology and evolution
of biological communities.
Indeed, anoles have figured
prominently in investigations
of several fundamental topics
in the life sciences, includ-
ing interspecific competi-
tion, adaptation, geographic
differentiation, evolutionary
diversification, the dynamics
of the establishment of popu-
lations in new habitats, and
the principles that govern the
assemblage and organiza-
tion of communities. Having
played a major role in many
of these findings, Losos is in
an exceptional position to
synthesize the lessons that
we have learned from anoles.
The thesis of Lizards in
an Evolutionary Tree is that
interactions among species
of Anolis significantly affect
the ecology of these lizards,
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and that these interactions
are the main force that has
driven and continues to affect
the evolutionary dynamics of
anoles. Two specific themes
permeate the volume. First,
that despite the remarkable
diversity exhibited by the
nearly 400 Anolis species, the
same set of habitat specialists
that share similarities in mor-
phology, ecology and behavior
(“ecomorphs”) independently
evolved and co-occurs in
communities throughout
each of the four main islands
of the Greater Antilles. Sec-
ond, that this repeated evolu-
tion (convergence) of entire
communities is the best docu-
mented case of this phenom-
enon. The strong emphasis
on species from islands of the
Caribbean Sea is a function
of the voluminous number of
studies on these West Indian
animals, compared to their
counterparts in Central and
South America, where Anolis
are conspicuously less com-
mon and much more difficult
to observe. Losos’ lengthy and
detailed—but not dogmatic—
arguments in support of his
contentions are persuasive.
The book is very well writ-
ten. The arguments are pre-
cisely laid out and the para-
graphs and sections flow and
are logically arranged. Most of
the nonessential information
is relegated to 477 footnotes,
a practice that enhances the
cohesiveness of the text. In
particular, the discussions
of life history and popula-
tion biology, social behavior
and sexual selection, habitat
use, and community ecology
(Chapters 8-11) represent suc-
cinct and lucid syntheses of
the available information.
Lizards in an Evolution-

72 ReVista SPRING | SUMMER 2010

ary Tree is an educational
text. Although I am some-
what familiar with various
aspects of anole biology, I
benefited from reading the
book. In a few instances, I
even revised my lecture notes
to use Anolis case studies to
illustrate important biologi-
cal concepts in my courses.
Further, the chapters on
phylogenetics and evolution-
ary inference, speciation and
geographic differentiation,
and evolution of an adaptive
radiation are excellent exam-
ples of the interplay between
theory and data. I would not
be surprised if these chap-
ters become recommended
reading for graduate students
and others interested in these
topics, irrespective of whether
or not they study anoles,
for Losos’ presentation is a
primer on the advantages and
shortcomings of various ana-
lytical approaches, as well as
on the importance of taking
into consideration method-
ological limitations when
phrasing research questions.
I appreciate the “honest
writing” style that character-
izes the book. We sometimes
dismiss alternative perspec-
tives without adequate con-
sideration, or, through clever
word choice, sidestep argu-
ments that do not support
our opinions, perhaps in part
because of the understand-
able concern that discussing
dissenting views may weaken
our theses, and thus increase
the likelihood that a journal
or book editor will deem our
work as too inconclusive and
decline to publish it. Losos
does not force the readers
to accept his points of view.
He states his favored inter-
pretations of ecological and

evolutionary patterns and
processes, but does not shy
away from presenting lengthy
contrasting explanations,
providing the reader with
the opportunity to determine
whether or not she agrees
with the author’s position.
Losos also clearly indicates
when he believes that the pre-
ponderance of the evidence
supports his contentions and
when his preferences repre-
sent his educated guess.

The extensive literature
review conducted during
the preparation of the book
constitutes yet another strong
point of the volume. The
74 pages of references list
approximately 1,400 publica-
tions that include seminal,
recent, comprehensive and
little known works. This
intimate familiarity with the
literature allows Losos to
assess the state of the current
knowledge of the topics he
addresses, to place them in
an appropriate context, and
to suggest promising avenues
for future research.

Reviewers feel compelled
to find fault with the works
they are asked to assess, and
I am no exception. Occasion-
ally, the reader needs to be fa-
miliar with various technical
terms to fully understand the
arguments being developed
(T had to look up a couple of
terms myself). Other reserva-
tions involve aspects of the
book’s design. The color
scheme of some graphs actu-
ally decreases the effective-
ness of the illustrations by
making the patterns depicted
by the data more difficult to
distinguish. In several cases
simpler, black and white
figures would have been more
effective. Further, graphs

sometimes have unnecessary
features such as shading that
do not enhance the informa-
tion content of the figure,
and therefore violate a basic
principle of graphic design: to
maximize the data/ink ratio.
Additional criticisms include
the lack of coordinates in all
maps and the uneven quality
of the photographs, which
vary from exceptional to ac-
ceptable. Yet, none of these
complaints constitutes a
major distraction.
Approximately ten years
ago, Losos remarked that
he wanted to write a book
about Anolis, but that he
did not feel that he knew
enough about these lizards to
warrant such an effort at the
time. Evidently, he eventu-
ally reached his self-defined
knowledge threshold, and
Lizards in an Evolutionary
Tree is a scholarly treatise
by a respected researcher
who succeeded in his goal
“to make this book the first
place people look when they
have a question about anoles.”
Of broader significance,
we can now become better
acquainted with animals
whose study has significantly
increased our understanding
of fundamental ecological
and evolutionary principles.

Javier A. Rodriguexz-Robles
is an Associate Professor and
the Associate Director of the
School of Life Sciences, Uni-
versity of Nevada, Las Vegas,
where he teaches undergradu-
ate and graduate biology
courses and conducts research
on the evolution, ecology, and
behavior of squamate reptiles
and of amphibians from the
West Indies and southwestern
North America.





