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KEY TO READING  
by Prof. Germano Federici 

(translation from the Italian) 

“Wild Flowers, the Culture of Biodiversity” 

WOW! Walk on the Wild Side! Here is a “strange” book. Therefore a book to read. In a world 
that tries to standardize and focus even our thinking around the same forms and content, a 
book that encourages us, instead, to widen our thoughts, deserves to be read. This is quite 
regardless of the soundness of argument, the linguistic abilities of the author and the 
aesthetics of the product, three characteristics that certainly do not lack in the work we are 
talking about: “Wild flowers: The Culture of Biodiversity”, Sestante Edizioni, by Edward Bent, 
botanist and researcher, English by birth, cosmopolitan by culture, Italian by adoption, 
member of FAB (Alpine Flora Group of Bergamo).  

Why strange - or "unusual" as it is written on the cover? For its holistic approach to the world 
of nature.  Let me explain.  
Traditional science, even in its more minute detail, illustrated for example by the collection of a 
plant for a herbarium in order to transmit information to future generations, always proceeds 
through simplification and abstraction. If I want to know what species of plant is growing in a 
field amongst thousands of the same, I pick just one that seems most complete in all its 
vegetative and reproductive parts, the most suitable for my herbarium.  Then I study it well 
comparing it with descriptions found in a specialized bibliography. As a result, here is its 
name: Bellis perennis L., the common daisy! I have gained a little knowledge - materially 
documented – on the natural world that surrounds me and which I convey unambiguously to 
those who are interested.  

In reality, by removing that plant from the field, I have at the same time made both a 
simplification and an abstraction.  A simplification because in deciding that this precise plant 
represents an entire population, I have ignored the complexity of the latter, made up of 
individuals that present a number of common features but also differ from each other in many 
aspects. An abstraction because, removed from its links with the rest of the ecosystem in 
which it lived, I have made a concept (Bellis perennis L.) from which to create an assertion 
useful to my understanding of the world around me. Doing this for every natural object, 
gradually accumulating knowledge, I am confident of getting to the bottom of the mysteries of 
the world in its completeness.  

From the seventeenth century, with the birth of scientific thought, this is what we believed, 
this is what we hoped for and practiced with outstanding results, in some cases also with the 
benediction of God, inviting us to take care of his-our garden and to name nature’s creatures, 
in some way becoming the owner. Too often, the relationship between human beings and 
things that surround us is reduced in possession. The consequences of this attitude have not 
been slow to make themselves felt and the instrumental use of nature is putting in jeopardy 
the very existence of humankind. 

Owners of nature? A nature that is put on a table for dissection and analysis with Galilean 
methodology to extract all of its mystery?  Edward Bent tells us that things are not exactly like 
this. That they are not so simple. Because in reality, this way of looking at things does not 
allow us to see them in the depth of their completeness. In the meantime, the approach to the 
natural world should not be motivated by the need to understand everything - at least not first 
off, not immediately. Nature asks, first and foremost, to be appreciated.  

So the right attitude with which to approach nature is not through the thirst for knowledge, at 
least not first and foremost, but the feeling of gratitude. Only the wonder and contemplation 
that is generated, really introduce the subject to the understanding of nature (Chapter 1). First 
then, nature is celebrated, walking amongst it (even for 15 miles a day!), admiring it, even 
using its beauty to create other beauty. The wish to understand something more will then arise 
spontaneously (Chapter 2). Especially to ‘see’ something further. Maybe that which the great 
architect Antoni Gaudì saw and did in Barcelona where nature becomes an architecture of 
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spaces in which it is beautiful to live, because beauty often resides in the most minute details 
(Chapter 3). Fresh eyes are needed to look at nature, to see that it is made up of 
relationships, so that a earthworm cannot be defined except in relation to the soil in which it 
lives (Chapter 4), so much so that even the shape of the plant, above ground (Chapter 5) or 
below (Chapter 6), is affected by the continuous interaction with sunlight (resonance of life 
and the universe, Chapter 7) and all other organisms with which plants are competing or co-
operating (Cpt. 8).  

In short, the book provides an integrated (“holistic”) vision of nature, not considered as the 
sum of the individual parts, because no organisms exist in themselves for themselves but only 
as part of a multiplicity of beings without which they would not be what they are.  So, to truly 
understand the world it is not enough to sum up the knowledge I have of each of its individual 
parts. It is not enough, because the whole is greater than the sum of its single parts, as each 
of us is not just the sum of our organs. I go further: try to see the world as a whole that has 
further, perhaps more important properties that cannot be deduced from the study of its 
individual parts, but captured only from a vision of the more complex whole. This is what is 
meant by a "holistic" vision. From the Greek word holos meaning "together, all together." 
There are no sealed compartments in the ecosystem!  

Science today has realized the importance of this approach for the very survival of human 
beings on the planet. We have acted as “apprentice magicians”, thinking that actions on small 
parts of the ecosystem would be absorbed without trauma, because we could not see the 
effects in the immediate future. Today every thoroughbred scientist seeks the big picture, 
perhaps after having laboured all their lives on detail.  

Certainly, the book does not treat these arguments extensively (it would then be a book of 
philosophy), it alludes to them, it makes them emerge here and there, with discretion, leaving 
the reader with his thoughts (those of the author and of the reader!). All life, as it is, promotes 
the search for equilibrium (Chapter 9), we cannot lose even a fragment, because with it we 
may lose a great opportunity (Chapter 10). Life is a dynamic process that needs to be left to 
deploy itself without acceleration, otherwise it leads to the chaos of global warming (Chapter 
11). Time should be given to nature for it to absorb our ignorance (Chapter 12), perhaps 
stopping occasionally to see its lessons in mathematics, its way of "measuring" things (Chapter 
13), the generation of order out of chaos and, together, beauty for humankind. 

Yes, human beings. That have always considered themselves  separate from and above 
nature, often with arrogance, must relearn the fundamentals, imitating them, as children do, 
(Chapter 14), using beauty to create other beauty, realizing artistic compositions (Chapters 
15, 16, 17), tempering in this activity our frenzied lives - Edward does not say this, but he 
probably thinks it – as a means to reconnect to a more natural state of being. Meanwhile, we 
can ask ourselves some more questions.  

Then we should return to the beginning, at page 13, with a fragment from the Indian 
philosopher, Osho, who can help us to see our loss when faced by beauty, with the appropriate 
question: "Why do we need to understand it all? Why cannot we just appreciate it?” And with a 
fragment of the poem by Tennyson to discover the deeper reasons for that loss:  “Small flower 
/ But if I could only understand: / Who you are, / root, and all / and all of everything, / I 
should know what God and man are”.   
 
And back to the beginning….  
 

(Professor for many years of Science, Chemistry and Astronomy at the Liceo Scientifico F. 
Lussana, Bergamo.  Currently scientific coordinator of FAB - Alpine Flora Group, Bergamo) 

 


