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Preface

Scale can be likened to a beehive. On the outside, it is a wooden box standing in a 
meadow. Inside, however, it is bursting with life of complexity that is difficult to 
grasp – even if you remove its roof and look inside at its inner workings. More 
importantly, scale is unfailingly present when we relate to our environment, no mat-
ter how broadly we may define the concept of environment.

These two key aspects of scale represent the main threads that run through the 
book. It was from their perspective that the selection of the topics was made. While 
the number of themes related to scale can be literally endless, having two sharp 
criteria at work was very helpful. In summary, the book emphasizes the understand-
ing of scale, especially regarding the way in which scale helps us to understand the 
environment. These two lines of inquiry complement and support each other.

Given the nature of the subject, the book is not intended to be a collection of facts 
and images put together after one’s journey, for visitors to see. It is meant to consist 
of shorter and longer trips, which the reader is invited to join: In this spirit, the 
author chose to walk the walk and actually take these trips anew, rather than relying 
on memories from the landscape.

The continuous process of understanding presupposes an active involvement 
with questions, with problems, and readers are encouraged to confront the encoun-
tered vistas from various angles. In this context, the views of major figures in our 
intellectual history are sometimes mentioned: not because they would hold defini-
tive answers, but because seeing the world from their point of view can offer the 
traveler a privileged experience. It can expand one’s capacity to embrace reality in 
more than one way and enhance one’s power of discovering new connections and 
new paths in the knowledge space. This is particularly true when those tall peaks 
bear names such as Locke, Kant, or Husserl.

Unlike many concepts that can be found at the intersection of different fields, 
scale is right at the core of a wide variety of disciplines. The book does not intend 
to mention them all, but it points to this diversity throughout its inquiry on the 
essence of scale. For example, it refers to physical geography and to geophysics, but 
also to art theory, literature, and human geography. There are two main reasons for 
this choice. On the one hand, comprehension of a concept is better supported by a 
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diversity of perspectives. On the other hand, by following paths of inquiry and prob-
lem solving in other fields than one’s own, one can be stimulated and inspired to 
find new approaches for problems in one’s area of interest.

At the same time, while pursuing its main objective – to support a deeper under-
standing of scale and its role in our understanding of the environment – the book 
only briefly mentions some of the most often treaded paths. This is mainly the case 
for topics that are described at length in numerous books, including some intended 
for the undergraduate level. For instance, one may expect cartography to take up 
most of the book, and yet it does not. One can think of a monument sitting in the 
middle of a town’s central square: as it is often visited and photographed by every-
one, a monograph could be entirely dedicated to it. Alternatively, a monograph may 
only refer to some extent to the monument, while also exploring other landmarks 
and artifacts, near and far, which are related to that monument in terms of symbolic 
meanings, means of representation, historical developments, etc.: eventually, the 
amount of space dedicated to the monument per se may be unexpectedly low, given 
its prominent presence in the town square. And yet, the study of the monument’s 
meaning and importance can be deepened and enhanced by this latter approach.

It is a well-known fact that in some cases it is harder to explain simple things 
than complicated things. Complicated subjects can usually be described in terms of 
simpler ones. However, basic concepts can be difficult to define. Moreover, espe-
cially in one’s early stages of scholarly pursuits, after the first successful steps in a 
certain area, one may perceive the domain as being so clear that it becomes almost 
transparent. “As owls’ eyes are at noonday, so is our mental vision blind to what in 
its own nature is the most evident of all,” warns us Aristotle. There is not much one 
can do about this natural tendency. However, it might help to be aware of it. This is 
the reason why in this book we turn from time to time to the foundations. For 
example, when we talk about scale as ratio, we present the underlying framework: 
affine transformations. When we look at scale as rank, we open up the basics of the 
theory of categories.

After all, from an applicative point of view, much of what is needed about scale 
seems to be achievable in 10 minutes of theory and another 50 minutes of practice. 
In terms of the above metaphor, this is almost equivalent to merely noticing that a 
beehive is present. Learning about its richness and about its role in our lives is a 
different matter. If the book will open a window into the buzzing world of the hive, 
and offer some notions of a language we can use to interact with the hive and with 
the environment, it will have accomplished its goal.

Halifax, NS, Canada  Cristian Suteanu 

Preface
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Understanding is, after all, what science is all about.
Roger Penrose, Shadows of the Mind
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