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Artwork for Foreword


FOREWORD

Can Ron write haiku?

Can AI make haiku art?

Collaboration?

 

✶✶

 

When Ron proposed this book of science fictional haiku, I was amused but skeptical. Haiku? Does he know what a haiku is? Can he even write poetry? 

Turns out he does know what a haiku is and he can write poetry. As I read along I was increasingly fascinated and delighted. The pairing of haiku and AI artwork is ingenious, truly more than the sum of its parts. And that’s before you read Ron’s short comments describing each pairing, adding extra depth, often with poignancy and humor.

I found myself studying each piece of art to see if I could guess the subject of the haiku before reading it. And then returning to the artwork with the haiku now in mind before reading Ron’s comments. You will not be surprised to find yourself sometimes disagreeing with Ron’s interpretation or assessment of the resulting artwork. That’s okay. Art, like beauty, is all in the eye of the beholder.

I was even inspired to write my own haiku and generate an AI pairing, above. The wild-eyed look of Ron the science fiction author writing haiku is perfect!

So, enjoy the book you have in your hands. Savor it. Let the combined beauty of the haiku and AI artwork do its magic.

 

Lisa Collins, editor

2022
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Artwork for Introduction


INTRODUCTION

 

 

Two arts, synchronous

in waves of speculation.

Together as One.

 

✶✶

 

Like many of my favorite things, I came upon this project when two interesting ideas crashed together.

First, of course, was the haiku.

Despite paying them little attention, I have always had a quiet admiration of the haiku. Perhaps this is because I admire short fiction, and the haiku is, by definition, about as short as you can get. Well-done haiku feel so ephemeral. Almost magical. Its simple 5-7-5 beat structure can feel barren at times, and, in fact, when in cavalier hands, that barren nature can come off as too slight. In other hands, though, the aura of a haiku leaves one wanting to dwell in the essence of the images it creates.

I fully admit that poetry is not my primary area of focus, but for my tastes and mindset there’s a magical balance in a haiku that may not exist in other forms of poetry, or at least not in quite the same way. I always find them interesting.

Yet, despite this framework, I rarely wrote any.

The second idea was artificial intelligence and its generation of art.

Maybe, like me, you’ve found yourself spending hours fiddling with AI generators, playing with prompts and wording and delighting in what the AI can come up with.

It’s interesting, right?

Maybe it’s the old computer science person inside me, but applying machine learning to creative endeavors is fascinating.

As a result of these dalliances into the world of AI-generated art, I’ve also spent hours contemplating the highly philosophical questions about what art is, and what it means to be an artist. Can an AI machine be an artist? What about the person who creates the prompt by pressing keys on a keyboard? How is iterating on a prompt different from pointing and clicking a mouse?

Add to this the groundswell of opinion regarding the application of AI to the arts—in particular the visual arts. Gnashing of teeth has ensued, with questions regarding copyright (mostly resolved), and ethics—tenuous cliffs to peer down from.

Photoshop users want to know.

It’s a deep well, really. But these are questions for another essay or three. If you’re interested, I’ve written about this a few times on my website.

As I dabbled with the AI generators, the pieces I found most appealing—the images that caught my eye—were often not particularly “perfect” pictures. Oh, sure, sometimes the AI was pretty much “correct” in its art, meaning it created things that teachers back in my school days would have praised—but not always. Sometimes the AI got things wrong, or it twisted things in tangled ways that made me think about the world differently.

Sometimes the images were crystal clear in their presentation, letting me pull feelings from them. Other times they warped reality just enough to catch a moment or a feeling that I wouldn’t have gotten from a more direct representation.

Those images made me want to write about them.

In other words, the images often made me feel like haiku can.

So, along came Kickstarter and its special “100” program. I decided I wanted to try something fun, and suddenly the two ideas crashed together.

I like haiku. I’d love to write some.

I like playing with the AI.

What would happen if I wrote 100 haiku and then used their text as the primary prompt for generating AI art?

And what if I focused totally on science fiction?

The concept got my heart pumping, and the next thing I knew I was at the keyboard, having a blast.

With 100 haiku, I thought I could do a decent job of covering the field—and, yes, I suppose I did okay. But, holy cows, that field covers distance. I could probably use 100 more if I wanted to get really comprehensive. I learned a lot while creating this book. 

I was quite surprised at how introspective the project forced me to become.

I learned about what I’ll pretentiously call “my art.” How I think about things. What makes something work for me, and what happens when I realize I’m half-assing something rather than digging down into the root of the matter. A haiku is about a feeling, right? If I dashed off a 5-7-5 that worked, but didn’t make me feel anything, was it a worthy effort?

No, it was not.

I learned about illustration, too, and how the two forms of art play together.

Sometimes the image I pulled out of the AI made me reassess the haiku itself; other times having to select between several disparate ideas that the AI came up with—each of them often wonderful—made me dig deeper into the meaning of the poem. There were times that looking at the art from the AI helped me see alternative meanings in the work.

What is it about a piece of text that can create such different viewpoints?

I also learned a bit about AI. The failed pieces (which you won’t see here) were as instructional as the successful ones.

As I worked on the project, the whole thing became so much fun, and also—realizing this—I decided I needed to do a bit more here than just pair up the haiku and their connected artwork.

I needed to talk about the experience.

So, here are things you need to know as you read through this book.

First, I used the freely available web version of Stable Diffusion to create the art.

Second, I always started with the haiku as the base prompt, and then added a few spare bits when its output was clearly in the wrong space. I did my best not to overly complicate things because I was looking for that breathless sense of Now that comes from a haiku.

Usually, this sparse approach worked well.

I was often surprised with how well the art paired with the haiku with no (or little) guidance—and, in fact, had several instances where I had too many good ideas to choose from. That said, sometimes the haiku was too abstract for the AI to work on it alone. In those cases, I added more to it—sometimes asking to include a person, or requesting a particular color scheme, or whatever made sense. I did my best not to be prescriptive, though. 

I did occasionally try multiple passes at art classifications, often using directions such as “concept art,” “romanticism,” “art deco,” “graphic art,” etc.

Third, I should note that I expressly avoided using the names of artists in any prompt, because I do not want to tread so directly upon other artists. 

And finally, I wanted to discuss the haiku and its AI artwork. So first you’ll see what the AI created using the prompt, followed by the haiku itself, and then a few thoughts about the pairing, the ideas behind them, and any other things that seemed relevant in the process of making the pairing.

I hope experiencing this material in this way will make you think about science fiction and the world around us in a bit of a different light. I know it had that effect on me, anyway. I hope it makes you feel things that maybe you haven’t felt before or reminds you of things you haven’t thought about for a while.

Because at the end, that’s the purpose of art, right?

To make you think.

To make you feel.

 

Ron Collins

2022
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Artwork 1

 

 


1

 

Density compressed

So infinitesimal

This birthplace of life.

 

 

✶✶

 

Where better to start this book on SF haiku than with an enigma like the Big Bang?

While not actually science fiction, it fits.

The Big Bang is the quintessential example of how we’re still trying to determine who we really are, after all. How did we become? Where are we going? Despite intense focus from scientists through all of human time, we still don’t know. Not fully, anyway.

If that’s not the essence of science fiction, I don’t know what is.

Besides, the Big Bang is the origin of all things, after all—including us folks who write science fiction.

So, on those technicalities, I’ll claim it.

I love the art here, too.

I like imagining the singularity sitting in space, churning through its multidimensional moments in almost time, complete with every bit of matter and energy that the universe will need. I saw the image as a metaphysical representation of each slice of the world, all our sameness and our differences, every material that makes up our physical presence, all the randomness that make up our thoughts, all crammed together as one.

As soon as I started this one, I knew it was chapter one of a set.

What happened next, I thought.

Like life, and therefore like science fiction, the Big Bang is a complex thing.

It took me five haiku to capture it.
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Artwork 2


2

 

Detonation blast

Inflation by speed of light

Hot billion degrees!

 

 

✶✶

 

I can’t begin to say how long I tussled with the word detonation in this piece. The haiku represents the first moments of our universe’s actual existence, and science says the Big Bang wasn’t so much a bang as a happening.

I have an engineer’s brain that wants to be practical about such things.

My work is often featured in Analog, that bastion of hard science fiction wherein you need to get the science right.

But I am also a science fiction writer, and a creative.

Things blow up in science fiction, so they should blow up here.

Hence detonation.

When the art came out, it bolstered my feelings. 

Several images would have worked, but I chose this effort because it gave me a feeling of the pulpy fiction of the Golden Age and earlier. Which suddenly made complete sense.

The raw chaos of the first moments of the universe were wild and unstable—inflation by the speed of light, indeed.

I like that.
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Artwork 3


3

 

Invisible soup

Free electrons scattering

Come fair nuclei!

 

 

✶✶

 

Aftermath. The universe “cools.” Mass attracts mass.

I went through several AI images for this middle segment of my walk through the Big Bang. Most were quite abstract, and indeed I almost went with a more pop-art kind of piece. In the end I got it down to two pieces, then chose this one during my final pass because—with the distance of a few days’ time—it spoke to me.

Here’s a thing: If this hadn’t been done by AI, I’m not sure I’d like it.

In retrospect, I realized that if it came from a human hand, I’d see the “dishy” pieces and the representation that might be a telescope (an electron telescope?) as going too far. But when I looked at it fresh from the webpage, I wasn’t burdened with the baggage of getting into the human creator’s mind. I didn’t try to think about what the artist was trying to do. Instead, I took the material as it was.

I saw those free electrons swimming in the universal soup or, actually, floating above it, gathering to find their nuclei, and spinning on their paths to the future as they coalesced together. It made me think of the mating dances of exotic birds I see in nature films.

Life is amazing if we let it be.
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Artwork 4


4

 

Afterglow Baby!

Cosmic Microwave Background

Dark Matter concealed

 

 

✶✶

 

It’s probably wrong that after writing the first line of this one, my brain fixated on U2’s Achtung, Baby, but such is life.

As I wrote the text, I was thinking a lot about things we still don’t know, and how the reality of what knowledge we do have is so recent relative to the five-to-eight million year existence of what I’ll call human beings here (meaning homo sapiens).

We only found the cosmic background radiation in the mid-1960s, after all.

That’s a long time coming and a short time ago.

I chose this artwork because, when I simply sat and stared at it, I felt the immensity of space and time rolled into one. I could look at each piece of the image and bring up an element of the world as I think about it. Rather than pollute our experience by detailing my thoughts here, I’ll leave that bit of joy for you.

Take a moment, though.

Clear your mind.

The Big Bang is nearing its end. The world is on its way to becoming this one.

Let the elements play.
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Artwork 5


5

 

Big Bang. Expansion.

Big Crunch, the End of All Things.

Big Bounce, forty-two?

 

 

✶✶

 

Never let it be said that I can’t take huge leaps of logic.

After spending the first four of these skirting SF by using some good old fashioned hand-wavium, I wanted to step back and capture the whole of our world and then place it firmly into the SFnal world.

Where will our future take us?

Big Crunch?

Big Bounce?

What better than 42 as an answer?
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