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When John Maynard Smith and Eörs Szathmáry published The Major
Transitions in Evolution, it was seen as a major work in biology. Nature hailed it
as a book of "grand and daunting sweep...A splendid and rewarding tour de
force." And New Scientist wrote that it captured "the essence of modern biology,"
calling it "an extremely significant book which, as a bonus, is very readable."
Now, in The Origins of Life, Maynard Smith and Szathmáry have completely
rewritten Transitions to bring their ideas to a wider audience of general readers.
Here is a brilliant, original picture of how life evolved on earth, focusing
primarily on six major transitionsdramatic breakthroughs in the way that
information was passed between generations. The authors offer illuminating
explorations of the origin of life itself, the arrival of the first cells with nuclei, the
first reproduction by sexual means, the appearance of multicellular plants and
animals, the emergence of cooperative animal societies, and the birth of
language.

The Origins of Life represents the thinking of two leading scientists on questions
that engage us allhow life began and how it gradually evolved from tiny invisible
cells into whales and trees and human beings.
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Editorial Review

Amazon.com Review
Life is a long, strange trip, and in The Origins of Life, John Maynard Smith and Eörs Szathmáry blast you
through its three-and-a-half-billion-year history at breathtaking pace.

Life, we learn, is information, transmitted in ever more intricate ways across the generations. Self-replicating
chemicals walled themselves into cells, organized themselves into regimented communities of chromosomes,
swapped notes with other populations to become sexual, cloned themselves to form multicellular colonies
called organisms, got together with other colonies to form societies, and, eventually, in the case of one
particular ape, developed the ability to put this whole story down on paper.

For those evolutionists brought up on the theory of "red queens" and "self genes," Origins provides a
complementary crash course in the practical nuts-and-bolts biology behind the headlines. The authors
describe the technical problems involved in the transition from one stage to another, and explain the
ingenious and often fortuitous steps that natural selection took to overcome them. For example, the rigid
walls of the first cells gave way to more flexible membranes that could engulf food particles and incorporate
"little organs" such as mitochondria. A "cytoskeleton" of filaments and tubules was needed to maintain the
cell's integrity, and--presto!--this structure was the perfect motorway for intracellular traffic, ideal for
shearing the cell apart during cloning, and provided the earliest means of locomotion, such as the tail of
sperm.

With this attention to detail, the book requires careful reading--but it's worth it. Maynard Smith and
Szathmáry's book makes you realize just how lucky you are to be alive. --Oliver Curry, Amazon.co.uk

From Publishers Weekly
How did life on Earth go from individual molecules in hot carbon soup to viral spirals, to cells, to sex cells,
to us? Smith and Szathmary's The Major Transitions in Evolution (1995), addressed to other evolutionary
biologists, responded to this question by reviewing Darwinism through the lens of information theory. The
authors' new work brings nonexpert readers an "account of the evolution of complexity," of changes in the
ways "genetic information... is stored, transmitted and translated." Smith and Szathmary (professors,
respectively, at the University of Sussex, England, and the Collegium Budapest, Hungary) apply their model
to periods in the history of life, from the era of the first self-replicating molecules to the advent of
chromosomes and thence to cells and cell walls, sexual differentiation and mating, symbiosis between
species, animal societies and symbolic speech. Directing their interest in information transfer to biological
processes and epochs, they cover topics ranging from the definition of life (why do we not call fire "alive"?)
to the basis of tribal warfare. Moving speedily from epoch to epoch, fueled by a few important concepts
(such as the division of labor) and explaining all the genetics they use, Smith and Szathmary show "just how
difficult it has been to evolve complex organisms whose genes co-operate rather than compete." A chapter
on sex offers several theories of how it arose; a later chapter examines the origins of our built-in ways of
understanding and generating grammatical sentences in our native languages. Compact, dense, formidable
yet accessible, this book exposes readers to the cutting edge in theoretical evolutionary biology.
Copyright 1999 Reed Business Information, Inc.

From Scientific American
Maynard Smith and Szathmáry are intrigued by the complexity of organisms. "The more we know about
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them--their biochemistry, their anatomy, their behavior--the more astonishing are the detailed adaptations
that we discover. How could all this complexity have arisen?" Darwin's theory of evolution by natural
selection cannot alone account for it; that theory predicts only that organisms will get better at surviving and
reproducing in their current environment, not that they will become more complex. The answer, according to
the authors, is that organisms increase in complexity as a result of "a small number of major changes in the
way in which information is stored, transmitted, and translated." Maynard Smith (emeritus professor of
biology at the University of Sussex) and Szathmáry (at the Institute for Advanced Study in Budapest) call
these changes "the major transitions" and cite eight of them in evolutionary history, beginning with
replicating molecules and ending--at least for now--with the development of human language. In explaining
the transitions to a general readership, the authors provide a clear-eyed review of a large part of modern
biology.

Users Review

From reader reviews:

Paul Hardy:

Do you among people who can't read gratifying if the sentence chained from the straightway, hold on guys
this particular aren't like that. This The Origins of Life: From the Birth of Life to the Origin of Language
book is readable simply by you who hate those perfect word style. You will find the information here are
arrange for enjoyable studying experience without leaving possibly decrease the knowledge that want to
provide to you. The writer of The Origins of Life: From the Birth of Life to the Origin of Language content
conveys thinking easily to understand by most people. The printed and e-book are not different in the
information but it just different available as it. So , do you nevertheless thinking The Origins of Life: From
the Birth of Life to the Origin of Language is not loveable to be your top collection reading book?

David Perrin:

This The Origins of Life: From the Birth of Life to the Origin of Language are usually reliable for you who
want to certainly be a successful person, why. The reason of this The Origins of Life: From the Birth of Life
to the Origin of Language can be one of several great books you must have is definitely giving you more
than just simple reading food but feed a person with information that perhaps will shock your prior
knowledge. This book is usually handy, you can bring it almost everywhere and whenever your conditions at
e-book and printed versions. Beside that this The Origins of Life: From the Birth of Life to the Origin of
Language giving you an enormous of experience like rich vocabulary, giving you trial of critical thinking
that we all know it useful in your day pastime. So , let's have it appreciate reading.

Bradley Cox:

This book untitled The Origins of Life: From the Birth of Life to the Origin of Language to be one of several
books that will best seller in this year, that's because when you read this book you can get a lot of benefit on
it. You will easily to buy this book in the book retail store or you can order it via online. The publisher on
this book sells the e-book too. It makes you quickly to read this book, since you can read this book in your
Touch screen phone. So there is no reason to your account to past this book from your list.
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Sheri Williams:

Do you like reading a publication? Confuse to looking for your selected book? Or your book ended up being
rare? Why so many query for the book? But virtually any people feel that they enjoy to get reading. Some
people likes studying, not only science book but also novel and The Origins of Life: From the Birth of Life
to the Origin of Language or maybe others sources were given expertise for you. After you know how the
truly great a book, you feel want to read more and more. Science e-book was created for teacher as well as
students especially. Those publications are helping them to increase their knowledge. In different case,
beside science publication, any other book likes The Origins of Life: From the Birth of Life to the Origin of
Language to make your spare time considerably more colorful. Many types of book like here.
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