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Fig. 1. "Congratulations, you are now capable of writing technicat impersonal and boring papers like myself and the other gentle-
men - welcome to Academia". Drawing bySverre Stein Nielsen.

,
If an author really wants to make sl,lre that the reader original ideas are being tested. Comparative science

looses interest, I recommend that he/she does not requires that particular measurements be repeated
introduce the ideas and main findings straightaway, but under different environmental and experimental condi-
instead hide them at the end of a lengthy narrative. The tions to reveal patterns and mechanisms. Therefore,
technique can be refined by putting the same emphasis results should be writren in a way that does not explain
on what is unimportant. or marginally important as on the experimental conditions. This will insure that.
what is really important to make certain that the writing repetitious experiments remain uninteresting and no
creates the proper hypnotic effect which will put the synthetic insight can be generated.
reader to sleep. I also recommend that these studies be reported with

no sense of excitement or enthusiasm. Nowhere in the
approach, anal~is and writing should there be any

2. Avoid originality and personality mention of the personal reflections leading to this

intensive study that robbed five years of the author's
" It has been shown numerous times that seagrasses are youth. This is beyond boring; it is truly sad.

very important to coastal productivity (Abe 1960, Bebe
1970). It was decided to examine whether this was also
the case in Atlantis" 3. Write Ion g contributions

Fictive Cebe

"A doctoral thesis is 300 pages reporting some-
Publications reporting experiments and observations thing really important and well reasoned-out - or

that have been ma~e 1 00 ti~es befo~e with the same 600 pages"
result are really mmd-numbmg, partIcularly when no Erik Ursin, fish biologist

Table 1. Top-10 list of recommendations fpr writing cons is- One should always avoid being inspired by short
tentlyboring publications. i .f . b faro N b 1'c papers, even I they are wrltren y ous 0 e
. Avoid focus laureates and are published in prestigious journals like
. Avoid origin3lity and personality Science and Nature. One should insist that the great
. Write I 0. n g.co~tributions concepts and discoveries in science can not be described. Remove ImplicatIons and speculatrons . 1. 1 £; d. Leave out illustrations m re ~rlV~ y ew wor s. . ,. Omit necessary steps of reasoning ScIentists know that long papers dIsplay one s great
. Use many abbreviations and terms scientific wisdom and deep insight. A short paper
. Suppress h.umor and fIo.w~ty language should,' therefore, be massively expanded from its
. Degrade bIology to statIstics. . original two pages to its final 16-page layout by. Quote numerous papers for mvl3l statements . cl d. d d 'I d al d . 1m u mg more an more etal s an ment rive.
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4. Remo~e most implications and every 2 :x 104 t
speculation "r'-~c"

~~l~-.~
"It has not escaped our notice that the specific pairing t~,
we have postulated immediately suggests a possible 2 103 ;/,~,copying mechanfsm for the genetic material" x (~: ,

James Watson and Francis Crick (1953) ,,~;r~This famous ~losi~g sentence suggested a perfect floC!:;':;
co~yingmechanism for DNA, !-lad rhe implication of 2.-102 If::' /~~, ..;('c c\';','
rh~1f DNA model not bee? mc~uded, Watson and .- ,..I..';j:.7~ :~f#!\,~:!C~~ '-.
CrIck could have prevented Its rapId acceptance, ,; ;1.':',;; ;,h~ 7.,',),

I? m,any ,ot~er inst:mces, reluctan,ce to state the "I;.",;;".'I ~(:! ;.,','-
ObVIOUS Imphcanons of Important findIngs has success- ".r. ~. .,
fully delayed the~r reco~nition, ~his has generated room" 20 L-11 ~;~:~ ~'il
for repeat~d redIscoverIes and Insured chat rhe p.er,son .-:~ );ftt:.} ~' ,~-finally beIng honored was often not the orIgInal . ~i

\ \,8;).", I\\~,Vd. .~ ",\ Iscoverer, , Thus, enjoyable speculations on possible relation- 2 '"

ships and mechanisms and presentation of interesting \. . :.
parallels to neighboring research areas should be ,.',i. ",00 .d. . d fi h ' d. , Th ' ' 11 .f! ."..J v :r

IsmIsse rom t e paper s IScussIon, IS WI Stl e '-, \)
the creative thought process and preven~ the opening of t
new avenues for research, there~y secu.n?g rhe researc~ ;2 dissd\!ed organic m3teti3'
field for chat author alone, while retaInIng rhe paper s
necessary boring tone. Fig. 2. A drawing can say more than a thousand word!'; the

marine plankton food web - including the microbial loop,
After Fenchel (1998).

5. Leave out illustrations, particularly good ones

Sentences chat are needed in an ordinary text to
Examiner: 'What can't you identifJ on this microscope gradually unfold the necessary steps of reasoning and
picture of a cell lying in front of you "? Resigned student: insure the logic of an argument should be omitted in
'~ tram car" rhe scientific writings by members of the chosen clerisy

Jens Borum, former student of a particular science discipline.
If restricted reasoning is practiced in textbooks, rhe

Poetry stimulates our imagination and generates authors are certain to educate only a very small but elite
pictures for the inner eye. ScIentific writing, on the group of students who may guess the meaning of rhese
other hand, should not be imaginative, and the words, while the majority of readers will be lost, The
immediate visual understanding should be prevented style will also effectively prevent communication wirh
by leaving out illustrations, ordinary people - a process which is far too time-

Scientific papers and books can be made impressively consuming.
dull by including few and only bad illustration in an
otherwise good text. Because illustrations, which are . . .
fundamentally engaging and beautiful, can often portray 7. Use many abbreviations and technical terms
very complex ideas in forms chat are easy to visualize but
impossible to explain in rhousands of words (Fig. 2), "When I started my geology studies in 1962 what we
boring science writing should not use them. learned above the level of minerals and fossils was

absolutelj nonsense, The poor teachers did not under-
stand what they were lecturing, but hid their ignorance

6. Omit necessary steps of reasoning behind an enormous terminology, Alt.this changed with

the theory of plate tectonics"
"I once knew a man from New Zealand who did Finn Surlyk, geologist (2006)
not have a single tooth left in his mouth, Nonetheless, I
have never met anyone like him that could play the Scientists train for many years to master a plethora
drums" of technical words, abbreviations and acronyms and a

Freely after Mark Twain, journalist very complex terminology which make up rhe "secret
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language" of theit specialized scientific discipline. I futther examination, these models are often indistin-
recommend this approach for all scientific writing, guishable from each other, and many have no biological
because it tends to enhance the author's apparent meaning. Hence, writing about them will inevitably
wisdom and hide his/her lack of understanding. The produce dry, humorless, uninspired text.
approach makes the field of study inaccessible to
outsiders who are unfamiliar with the terminology.
After all, since we went through all the trouble to learn 10. Quote numerous papers for self-evident
this "secret language"" we must make sure that the next statements
generations of students suffer as well.

This practice w_ill also prevent breakthroughs and When all else is lost, and one's scientific paper is
interdisciplinary understanding without a massive in- beginning to make too much sense, read too clearly,
vestment in cooperative translations betWeen jargon- and display too much insight and enthusiasm, I have
ridden scie?tific disciplines. It must remain mentally one last recommendation that can help the author to
o:er:v~elmlng for. readers to cross the borders betWeen maintain the essential boring tone. My advice is to
dlsclpltnes on their own. make sure that all written statements, even trivial ones,

must be supported by one or more references. It does
not marter that these statements are self-evident or that

8. Suppress humor and flowery language they comply with well-established knowledge, add a

reference, or preferable 3-5, anyhow.
"Wt found a nt'W sptcits of ciliatt during a marint Excessive quotation can be developed to perfection
fitld courst in R,nbt'rg and namtd it Caftttria such that the meaning "Of whole paragraphs is veiled in
rotnbtrgmsis btcaust of its voracious and indiscriminatt the limited space betWeen references. This technique
appttitt afttr many dinntr discussions in tht local maintains the boring quality of scientific publications
caftttria" by slowing down the reader, hiding any interesting

Tom Fenchel, marine biologist information, and taking up valuable space. When
. " authors are unsure of which paper to cite, they should

Naming a new species Caftttrza, or for that matter always resort to citing their own work regardless of its
calling a delicate, transparent medusa Lizzia blondina, relevance.
shows lack of respect and will prevent us from ever
forgetting the names. I highly discourage creating these
kin~ of clev~r n.ames, ~ecausescience writing. should Alternative writing style and variable
remain a puritanical, serious and reputable business.

Fortunately, scientists that do not have English as outlets

their mother tongue are reluctant to use this wordy . - .
I f - t . fu d/ t al There are movements amon g SClenrlsts and editors
anguage 0 science 0 write nny an or na ur . .. . . . .
flowery narratives. Furthermore, many Englishmen :.vhlch are In direct OppOSlrlon to the. disgraceful advlces
who enjoy this precise and flexible language as their I~ Table.!. They have t~e altern~tlv~ goal of pro_du-
native tongue also regard it as bad taste to use fully in Cln~ excIting and attractive publtcatlons for a wider
their professional writing the language's potential for audience. . .. . .
poetic imagery and play-on-words humor. Many Journals do In fact inSiSt that articles must be

original, focused, brief and well motivated, and that
technical terms and concepts are fully explained. Very

9. Degrade species and biology to statistical few journals and editors, however, endorse the idea that
elements flowery language and poetic description promote read-

ability or that thoughtful speculations advance the
A very special beech forest, located 120 km away, science.
houses numerous rare plant species. There is no reason While the original article continues to be the most
to make a fuss about this particular forest because the standardized and efficient (albeit puritanical) outlet of
number of common species in a nearby forest is not all science contributions, books can, in contrast, provide
significantly different.. an alternative venue that encourages personal and

Our scientific writing in biQlogy should reduce all entertaining styles of scientific writing that may include
species to numbers and statistical elements without humor, poetry and speculations. For example, zoologist
considering any interesting biological aspects of adapta- Steven Vogel (1994) has combined humor and clear
tion, behavior and evolution. The primary goal of explanations in his books on the application of fluid
ecological study should be the statistical testing of dynamics to biology. Other exceptional books have
different models. This is especially true because, on played a similar catalytic role in the education of new
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generations of students and ~e development of ecology Acknowledgements - Thanks to Henning Adsersen, Jens
(Warming 1896, Qdum 1971). Borum, C~rlos Duarte, Tom Fenchd= Micha~1 Kemp and

Over ten years, ecologist John Lawton's (1990- Ca~sten Kiaer for help and suggestions. ,Michael Kemp
1999) informal essays entertained numerous readers. polished the language and strengthened the Irony.

The basic idea of essays is that they should have few
restrictions to their form, but be brief, personal and
humoristic. Es.says have the addition.ai a~vanta~~ th~t References
they (JQfi treat Important aspects of scientific actiVity In
the fields.. between sci~nce and politics, science and Fenchel, T. 1998. Marine plankton food chains. - Annu.
culture, science and ethics and, the renewed battle field, Rev. Ecol. Syst. 19: 19-38.
science and religion. These topics are not normally laWton, J. 1990-1999. Views from The Park. A series of 27
covered by articles, reviews and textbooks. essays. - Gikos 59-87.

Journals should encourage discussion and debate of Lundberg, P. 2006. Editorial. - Gikos 113: 3.
timely issues and synthesis of ideas within and across Gdum, E. P. 1971. Fundamentals of ecology, 3rd ed.
disciplines by combing reviews, synthesis, short com- - Saunders.. .
munication of viewpoints, reflections and informed Surlyk, F. 2006. Pladetektornkken. - Aktuel Naturvldenskab
speculations (Lundberg 2006). In an atmosphere of W 3: .28-3JO. E B 1896 Lehb h d '.k I .

ch.. . . d . d . .fi arming,... . r uc er 0 0 ogls en
I~cr~as:ng competition among e ucatlons an SClenti lC Pflanzengeographie. - Borntraeger.
disciplines, I argue here that we desperately need more Watson, J. D.and Crick, F. H. 1953. Molecular structure of
accessible and readable scientific contributions to attract nucleic acids. - NatUre 171: 737-738.
bright new scientists and produce integrated under- Vogel, S. 1994. Li(e in moving fluids, 2nd ed. - Princeton
standing. Univ. Press.
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