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David Quammen’s The Tangled Tree is an absolute delight. In many ways, it feels like 
a biography of Carl Woese, the microbiologist who defined the domain of Archaea in 
1977. Despite over 40 years having passed since then, Woese’s definition challenged 
our fundamental understanding of evolutionary biology. 
 
However, The Tangled Tree is more than just a biography—calling it that does an insult 
to the work and the writer—it’s more like a biographical history of evolutionary biology. 
Quammen declares in his introduction “this book is about a new method of telling that 

story [of life], a new method of deducing it, and certain unexpected insights that have flowed from the 
new method. The method has a name: molecular phylogenetics.” The line that follows illustrates the 
engaging tone Quammen takes throughout the book (and the wordiness): “Wrinkle your nose at that 
fancy phrase, if you will, and I’ll wrinkle with you, but, in fact, what it means is fairly simple: reading the 
deep history of life and the patterns of relatedness from the sequence of constituent units in certain long 
molecules, as those molecules exist today within living creatures.” 
 
In other words, “molecular phylogenetics” means using patterns in DNA, RNA, and certain proteins to 
determine how life evolved on Earth. This shouldn’t come as a surprise. The Human Genome project 
largely concluded in 2003, and researchers have been charting the genome of various species for quite 
some time now. Scientists have long known that the key to evolution lies in DNA—perhaps not only 
ours, but that of other organisms, namely single-celled nucleus-less ones, i.e. Archaea. 
 
The heart of Quammen’s book isn’t just science—it is scientists. He introduces Woese early on, along 
with numerous other key players in this history of the history of life, including Lynn Margulis (also known 
as the first wife of famed astrophysicist Carl Sagan) and Ford Doolittle, a biologist who published an 
essay called “Uprooting the Tree of Life”—that sought to do just that. 
 
Quammen starts the book, post-introduction, where you might suspect he would: with Charles Darwin. 
He gives a brief introduction to Darwin, his studies and his Origin of Species, but only enough to give 
quality context to the chapters ahead. Darwin occupies Part I of VII—only eight short chapters in a book 
of eighty-four. His work laid the foundation for modern evolutionary biology, and so it must be taken into 
consideration. 
 
From Darwin, Quammen moves quickly to Crick and others, before settling on Woese in Chapter 11, 
where he stays for quite some time, straying to others in the field like Margulis and Doolittle, but 
ultimately always tying the story back in to Woese. You’ll have to read the book to find out how—and I 
highly recommend it. 
 
Quammen’s prose is artistic and informative. His presentation and attention to detail flows naturally—it 
is easy to forget you are reading a work of nonfiction, because the characters and the story are so 
captivating. His chapters, though numerous, have a fairly short average length—a good metaphor for 
his storytelling style. Quammen has a lot to tell, and tells it well and concisely. Each chapter ties into the 
narrative neatly, pushing the reader further on. As a reader, you have the context and explanation you 
need to keep the story and the science moving forward. Should you want more, there is an extensive 
index at the end. 
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