
Charles Darwin did not merely open a new chapter in the story 
of biology; he opened a new book. The publication of On the 
Origin of Species in 1859 was an event without any parallel, 

the sudden and powerful exposition of a new view of life as mutable, 
competitive and shaped by its environment laid out in the form of 
one long argument. 

As we enter the year of Darwin’s 200th anniversary, this week’s 
Nature celebrates the impact of On the Origin of Species by looking back and looking for-
ward. Janet Browne offers a guide to how the 50th and 100th anniversaries of its publica-
tion were marked, and Marek Kohn looks at the long-running debate over how, and to 
what extent, selection can work on groups rather than individuals. Nature readers tell us 
of their ambitions for the coming year of Darwin celebrations, and we provide a guide to 
when and where some of those celebrations are taking place. 

We also look forward to the promise of new research into how natural selection shapes 
not just the forms creatures take but also the remarkably diverse ways they reach those 
forms. And we ask what stands in the way of re-originating species by looking at the tech-
nology and know-how that would be needed to turn the genome of the woolly mammoth 
into a living thing.

The ways that evolutionary biology has developed, and the range of areas into which 
it offers insight, are now almost as diverse as the unending carnival of natural forms that 
Darwin sought to explain. But they can all be traced back to a single place: the origin. ■
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