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Science describes accurately from outside, poetry describes accurately from inside. Science explicates, poetry implicates. Both celebrate what they describe.

—Ursula K. Le Guin





[image: ]


For Emily, who returned her borrowed stardust to the universe far too soon.
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Poetry, Science, and the Cosmos of the Possible


We live our human lives in the lacuna between truth and meaning, between objective reality and subjective sensemaking laced with feeling. All of our longings, all of our despairs, all of our reckonings with the perplexity of existence are aimed at one or the other. In the aiming is what we call creativity, how we contact beauty—the beauty of a theorem, the beauty of a sonnet.



The Universe in Verse was born in 2017 as a festival of wonder: stories from the history of science—the history of our search for truth and our yearning to know nature—told live onstage alongside readings of illustrative poems—those emblems of our search for meaning and our yearning to know ourselves. Year after year, thousands of people gathered to listen, think, and feel together—a congregation of creatures concerned with the relationship between truth and beauty, between love and mortality, between the finite and the infinite.

Poetry may seem an improbable portal into the fundamental nature of reality—into dark matter and the singularity, evolution and entropy, Hubble’s law and pi—but it has a lovely way of sneaking ideas into our consciousness through the back door of feeling, bypassing our ordinary ways of seeing and relating to the world, our biases and preconceptions, and swinging open another gateway of receptivity. Through it, other scales of time, space, and significance—scales that are the raw material of science—can enter more fully and more faithfully into our worldview, depositing us back into our ordinary lives broadened and magnified so that we can return to our daily tasks and our existential longings with renewed resilience and a passion for possibility.

Poetry and science—individually, but especially together—are instruments for knowing the world more intimately and loving it more deeply. We need science to help us meet reality on its own terms, and we need poetry to help us broaden and deepen the terms on which we meet ourselves and each other.

At the crossing point of the two we may find a way of clarifying our experience and of sanctifying it; a way of harmonizing the objective reality of a universe insentient to our hopes and fears with the subjective reality of what it feels like to be alive, to tremble with grief, to be glad. Both are occupied with helping us discover something we did not know before—something about who we are and what this is. Their shared benediction is a wakefulness to reality aglow with wonder.
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The Singularity and Our Elemental Belonging


The first English use of the word space to connote the cosmic expanse appears in line 650 of Book I of Milton’s Paradise Lost: “Space may produce new Worlds,” he wrote, and grow rife with them.

On this world, space has produced atoms with consciousness, matter lustful of meaning. Minds. “The mind is its own place,” Milton wrote, “and in it self can make a Heav’n of Hell, a Hell of Heav’n.” Ours is a world rife with minds—minds that have spent millennia seeking to unravel the mysteries of space, making of this planet heaven and hell in the process.

In the 1960s—a time of dueling theories about the origin of the universe—the young physicist Stephen Hawking had an idea: The spacetime singularities known to dwell at the bottom of every black hole—points of zero radius and infinite density, consuming and compressing every datum that ever touches them under a pull of gravity so intense that it ruptures the fabric of the universe—could be applied to the whole of spacetime. Under such a model, the entire universe would have arisen out of one such point—the Big Bang singularity.

It is an incomprehensible notion for the human mind to grasp—the human mind, itself made of atoms that were once part of particular stars, now constellating into molecules and cells firing electrical charges between neurons at eighty feet per second to produce the spark of thought, thought that cannot apprehend how everything we know, everything we love, everything that ever was and ever will be, was once compressed into a sizeless, senseless dot.

To come to terms with this elemental fact is to see ourselves—our inheritance and our interbelonging, our insignificance and our sanctity—with cleansed eyes, lensed with wonder and tenderness.


Singularity


(after Stephen Hawking)

Marie Howe



Do you sometimes want to wake up to the singularity

we once were?


so compact nobody

needed a bed, or food or money—


nobody hiding in the school bathroom

or home alone


pulling open the drawer

where the pills are kept.


For every atom belonging to me as good

Belongs to you.   Remember?


There was no   Nature.    No

them.    No tests


to determine if the elephant

grieves her calf    or if


the coral reef feels pain.    Trashed

oceans don’t speak English or Farsi or French;

~

would that we could wake up   to what we were

—when we were ocean    and before that


to when sky was earth, and animal was energy, and rock was


liquid and stars were space and space was not


at all—nothing


before we came to believe humans were so important

before this awful loneliness.


Can molecules recall it?

what once was?    before anything happened?


No I, no We, no one. No was

No verb      no noun

only a tiny tiny dot brimming with


is is is is is


All    everything    home
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Flowers and the Birth of Ecology


Two hundred million years ago, long before we walked the Earth, it was a world of cold-blooded creatures and dull color—a kind of terrestrial sea of brown and green. There were plants, but their reproduction was a tenuous game of chance—they released their pollen into the wind, into the water, against the staggering improbability that it would reach another member of their species. No algorithm, no swipe—just chance.

But then, in the Cretaceous period, flowers appeared and carpeted the world with astonishing rapidity—because, in some poetic sense, they invented love.

Once there were flowers, there was fruit—that transcendent alchemy of sunlight into sugar. Once there was fruit, plants could enlist the help of animals in a kind of trade: sweetness for a lift to a mate. Animals savored the sugars in fruit, converted them into energy and proteins, and a new world of warm-blooded mammals came alive.

Without flowers, there would be no us.

No poetry.

No science.

No music.

Darwin could not comprehend how flowers could emerge so suddenly and take over so completely. He called it an “abominable mystery.” But out of that mystery a new world was born, governed by greater complexity and interdependence and animal desire, with the bloom as its emblem of seduction.

In 1866, the young German marine biologist Ernst Haeckel—whose exquisite illustrations of single-celled underwater creatures had enchanted Darwin—gave that interdependence a name: He called it ecology, from the Greek oikos, or “house,” and logia, “the study of,” denoting the study of the relationships between organisms in the house of life.

A year earlier, in 1865, a young American poet—a keen observer of the house of life who made of it a temple of beauty—composed what is essentially a pre-ecological poem about ecology.

She had awakened to the interdependent splendor of the natural world as a teenager, when she composed a different kind of ecological poem: In a large album bound in green cloth, she painstakingly pressed, arranged, and labeled in her neat handwriting 424 wildflowers she had gathered from her native New England—some of them now endangered, some extinct.

This herbarium, which survives, became Emily Dickinson’s first formal exercise in composition. Although she came to reverence the delicate interleavings of nature in many of her stunning, spare, strange, and always untitled poems, this one—the one she wrote in 1865, just before Ernst Haeckel coined ecology—illuminates and magnifies these relationships through the lens of a single flower and everything that goes into making its bloom—this emblem of seduction—possible: the worms in the soil (which Darwin celebrated as the unsung agriculturalists that shaped Earth as we know it), the pollinators in the spring air, all the creatures both competing for resources and symbiotically aiding each other.

And, suddenly, the flower emerges not as this pretty object to be admired, like it had been throughout the canon of Victorian poetry, but as this ravishing system of aliveness—a kind of silent symphony of interconnected resilience.


[Bloom]

Emily Dickinson


Bloom—is Result—to meet a Flower

And casually glance

Would cause one scarcely to suspect

The minor Circumstance

Assisting in the Bright Affair

So intricately done

Then offered as a Butterfly

To the Meridian—

To pack the Bud—oppose the Worm—

Obtain its right of Dew—

Adjust the Heat—elude the Wind—

Escape the prowling Bee

Great Nature not to disappoint

Awaiting Her that Day—

To be a Flower, is profound

Responsibility—
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