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 Repetition, 
Variation, and 

Abundance
A Naturalist and Mushroom 

Forager Reflects on Seasons

D escending from the bright heat, wilted wildflow-
ers, and sunburned meadows of Ben Lomond 
Mountain, I head for the coast. Here, on a small 

prominence of tide-darkened rocks, I ply the shore for din-
ner. My hands turn clammy. Pelicans glide by. I pull a ca-
bezon in by its cavernous blue mouth from between sway-
ing frills of maroon kelp. The wall of fog before me does a 
steady dance, now receding, now billowing in around me. 
It’s midsummer, and this is the flavor of my days for now. 
But the water in front of me is a blankness that my mind 
wanders to fill, drifting back and forth through time . . .

Have you ever felt distilled nostalgia for a season?
It is not ordinary nostalgia: most longing for times past 

is a losing game, an unadmirable form of sentimentality. 
But nostalgia for a season is something different. This is 
the main magic of seasons: the days you long for are on 
their way again. The past is returning.

Soon enough I’ll be shivering my way through mid-
winter, looking forward to returning to just these kinds 
of long days, with abundant fruit at the farmers’ market, 
hot afternoons in the hills, and dinner taken from the sea. 
Even knowing this, I  feel a sudden longing for the wet 
weather and waning days of fall, when the forest soil begins 
to churn with the underground workings of mushrooms, 
their hunger stoked by the rain.  

I spend thousands of hours outdoors every year, im-
mersing myself in the worlds of birds, of fish, of plants, 
of moths, and especially of mushrooms. Many thousands 
more hours are spent learning and teaching the names of 
these organisms, documenting them on maps and with 
photographs. I write and I read about them. I consult ex-
perts. Learning to recognize Earth’s life-forms with the 
same familiarity that I  recognize my human friends—
that’s the syrup of my desire.  

What lies in those thousands of hours that attracts me 
and keeps me in their light? What in my mind is so sensi-
tive to the natural world’s power to fascinate?

Glimmers of an answer began to take shape when 
I went to hear a friend give a speech to her college’s gradu-
ating class. She spoke about her art (a kind of pointillism 
using hundreds of bits of candy—imagine gummy bear 
mosaics) and drew parallels from it to the twenty-eight 
thousand–odd days that make up a typical human life and 
the progress of humankind (a panoply of seven billion souls, 
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a glimpse of its waywardness, stunned and thrilled when 
we finally laid eyes on it. The same year ended with a 
drenching wet spell that filled the woods with unusually 
dense troops of multicolored mushrooms, some of which 
had never before been seen in California. I’m there to bear 
witness to each end of such seasons, and to everything in 
between. What will the next fall bring? Some rare bird 
will certainly arrive, this general pattern repeats. But what 
bird will it be? That remains mysterious, the pattern varies. 
And I am filled with contentment to know that I can look 
forward to this excitement and novelty for all the abundant 
days of my time on Earth. 

For me, the diversity of life is the confluence of these 
principles that is most alluring. Look there! Just beyond 
the threshold of your room is a world of ten thousand birds, 
a hundred thousand moths, an untold multitude of mush-
rooms, fish beyond imagination, each one slightly or radi-
cally different from its neighbor. Gobsmacking variation, 
but woven through with motifs of color and shape and 
texture—traces of shared history, impressions made by the 
ecological conditions of the earlier days of this world. 

But these principles also underlie other qualities of 
the natural world that our minds and hearts find most 
magnificent and healing: a starry sky, with its abundance 
of tiny points of light (repetitive in their basic similarity, 
but varied in their particulars) imposes a sense of scale 
to our preoccupied minds, quieting our anxieties. The 
repetitions of seasons give us a sense of our time on the 
planet, connect us to our ancestors and to our children 
who will live through some version of these progressions. 
A changing global climate threatens this, and one of the 
more emotionally unsettling aspects of this is a fear that 
our children will not experience the familiar natural pat-
terns that we cherish.

But for now I know that in late fall, king boletes will 
make their appearance, tall and tan, pushing up through 
the pine needles of the mist-cloaked coast; I’ll pluck them 
and brush them and fill my basket. And I know that during 
one of the short, dark days of winter, the iridescent blue 
color of Leptonia carnea will stop me in my tracks. Will 
it be in the same place where I first found this gem of a 
mushroom or some new grove of redwoods blessed with its 
presence? January mornings will be spent gazing at buffle-
head ducks in the river and sparrows in the weeds. Just 

before spring begins to take hold, the exquisite delicacy 
of adder’s-tongue flowers blooming in dark gulches will 
whisper to me that black trumpet mushrooms are near at 
hand. As the mushroom season dwindles, I’ll take long 
walks around oak-rimmed meadows to bring the sweet-
ness of Amanita velosa to my kitchen. Then in late May, 
birds from east of the Mississippi will turn up at oases in 
the Mojave Desert, spangling the cottonwoods with the 
colors of their breeding plumages and spiking my brain 
with adrenalin and wonder. 

These are the seasons I can look forward to, because 
I’ve already lived them, in a sense. The basic patterns recur, 
though the details will change.

There is plenty of advice in the world urging you to 
be in the moment. This is good advice—a cure for many 
ailments. But I have to put in a word for the pleasures of 
daydreaming of the past and into the future.

Nature’s repetition makes it possible to imagine the 
possibilities of the future, but variation confounds real pre-
diction. This tension gives rise to tasty anticipation that 
pulls me out of bed each morning. During the fall when 
bird migration and mushroom season overlap and the days 
feel particularly swollen with potential, it even wakes me 
from sleep. What will I see today, flying south toward the 
tropics? What will I find underfoot in the newly wet woods?

An obsessive compulsion to categorize would be no-
where near enough to keep me tied to my studies of life’s 
forms. I delve deeply into the natural world because it re-
peats, and varies, and abounds with drama and outrageous 
beauty. I spend my life this way because it makes living 
more visceral. It makes my memories gleam with lucidity. 
It infuses the changing of seasons with emotional gravity, 
and it decorates my days with delight.

heterogeneous but still rather alike; like so many pieces of 
candy). The heat and glare and inevitable cere monial drag 
had left me feeling slightly dazed. But then I heard her say:

“Repetition, variation, abundance.”
She had described the patterns of her artistic method 

with these three simple words. They awoke within me a 
buzzy electric feeling and kept ringing in my skull: repeti-
tion, variation, abundance . . . repetition, variation, abun-
dance . . . I mouthed the words. Somewhere near the end of 
her speech, I understood; these words, almost verbatim but 
in a different context, lay at the foundation of all of my own 
study and wondering and understanding as a naturalist. 

These three words are written in biology textbooks as 
the “necessary and sufficient” conditions for evolution by 
natural selection: if offspring resemble parents (repetition), 
but occasionally show differences in fitness (variation), and 
the number of these individuals outstrips the capacity of the 
environment to support them (abundance), natural selec-
tion is inevitable. These three processes are “necessary and 
sufficient” to explain the central mechanism of evolution.

Unknowingly, my friend had arrived at the same pro-
cesses for creating her visual art that drive the diversity of 
life on Earth. I was astonished; it felt like a line had been 
drawn linking disparate elements of the world, revealing 
some secret but basic truth. The more I’ve thought about 
it in years since, the more I think that repetition, variation, 
and abundance are deeply, mysteriously foundational to 
our world. Eventually I was moved to tattoo RVA—the ini-
tials of this revelation —on my arm. I worked with a sewing 
needle and india ink, piercing my skin slowly and methodi-
cally, dot by dot, my face flushing with heat. It occurred to 
me that even tattoos work this way: these black dots repeat 
and vary and abound their way towards recognizability or 
legibility as images or text. The swirling wave of this fractal 
paradigm swept me away for a moment and I had to stop 
to catch my breath before returning to my arm, each black 
dot now beaded with a tiny droplet of blood.

Could these processes really underlie our emotional 
and aesthetic attunement to the world? Repetition, varia-
tion, and abundance seem to be a kind of diagnostic set of 
requirements for happiness and well-being. Think about 
the things that satisfy you most in your life—perhaps poli-
tics, or sports, or birding, or gardening. Each has its cast of 
characters (errant politicians, stunning athletes, migrating 

birds, delicious plants in the garden) around which we 
build narratives. All the world’s a stage, and these are our 
companies of actors. Their dramas come in recognizable 
patterns that are always in flux, anchoring us in time but 
also helping mark its passage. 

I think some of our deepest (perhaps somewhat invis-
ible) needs are satisfied only by involving our lives and our 
senses deeply with the natural world. Many people have 
extolled the restorative virtues of the outdoors: the time we 
spend outside, attentive to our planetary co-occupants and 
the large-scale landscapes and processes (geology, water 
cycles, the cosmos) that surround them, is spiritual nutri-
tion. Maybe, like me, you’ve been surprised by how good 
you feel after camping for a few days. On such occasions 
I’ve sometimes felt bewildered. How did that happen? How 
does nature refresh and invigorate and nourish and soothe?

Our ancestors’ days were spent touching millions of 
plants on the way to turning them into food and medicine, 
hungrily watching runs of thousands of migrating fish, ob-
serving the cycles of scarcity and abundance of deer and 
antelope. Our cultures and mythologies are distilled from 
millennia of such sensory experiences, with their repeti-
tive cycles and the variation that imbues them with trag-
edy and joy. I suspect that our aesthetic judgments about 
what makes a good narrative, our appetite for stories, and 
our sensitivity to their power also arise from the long ages 
our species spent in close awareness of nature’s repetition, 
variation, and abundance. It seems certain that these forces 
have worn deep, unnamable psychic grooves within us.

I spend my days with mushrooms and among birds 
intensely in sensation, in paying deep attention. In doing 
so, I experience the timbre of each season more profoundly. 
Each month lodges in my memory as an aggregation of 
hundreds of components in complex interplay. This kind 
of living makes for lucid daydreaming. Even in the parched 
summer it seems I can already feel the damp humus in my 
hands if I let my mind drift into November. Feeding on 
memories to intensify my anticipation for the future—this 
is unparalleled deliciousness.

Any given season will have its exceptional moments: 
a common cuckoo, having strayed shockingly far from 
Asian shores lands in the willows of Watsonville; I remem-
ber first getting word of it while still at sea on a whale-
watching boat. A hundred of us were soon lined up to get 
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