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“Poets say science takes away from the beauty of the stars – mere globs of gas atoms. I too can see the stars on a desert night, and feel them. But do I see less or more? 

“The vastness of the heavens stretches my imagination – stuck on this carousel my little eye can catch one-million-year-old light. A vast pattern - of which I am a part... What is the pattern, or the meaning, or the why? It does not do harm to the mystery to know a little about it. 

“For far more marvelous is the truth than any artists of the past imagined it. 

“Why do the poets of the present not speak of it? What men are poets who can speak of Jupiter if he were a man, but if he is an immense spinning sphere of methane and ammonia must be silent?” Richard Feynman

Richard Feynman was one of the most important physicists of the 20th Century; certainly, he was the most interesting. I take his words as a challenge to poets everywhere. This book collects some of the poems I wrote to meet his challenge and write poems inspired by science.

I favor rhyme and short phrases in my poems. These match a poem to the rhythm of my steps, which is inevitable since I frequently compose while walking. I also enjoy the discipline that rhyme imposes. It pleases my analytical mind when the perfect word presents itself, fitting both the poem’s subject and its form.

My poems are meant to be fun. You will find no existential angst here. Writing poetry makes me happy, and I hope you’ll share a bit of my happiness as you read.

I revised many of these poems for this book, though all originals appear on my blog. Click here. 

You’ll find posts on science news that caught my eye, more poems, and posts about science fiction.

I look forward to your visits and your comments.

—Kate
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"It does not do harm to the mystery to know a little about it. For far more marvelous is the truth than any artists of the past imagined it." Richard Feynman
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Atomic Tea

Your cup of tea sits quietly,
Its surface still and calm.
A tiny wisp of steam
Is all that’s going on.

Now magnify your vision,
Expand the scale up.
A cup as big as planet Earth
With atoms big as cups.

Tea is a glob of atoms,
Each jiggling in the heap.
Atoms that are water
And jiggling that is heat.

Cup-atoms block tea-atoms,
Despite how fast they seem.
But if tea-atoms hit the air
They pop right out as steam.

Hot tea-atoms jiggle fast -
Move randomly in air.
If they jiggle back to tea,
They’re stuck again in there.

Now blow away the steam -
Atoms can't return to tea.
Hot atoms still keep popping out;
Removing heat, you see.

And so atomic theory
Allows your mind to see:
If tea’s too hot for you to sip
Then blow to cool your tea.

In honor of Richard Feynman, I begin this collection with six poems inspired by his book Six Easy Pieces. This first poem is inspired by Lecture 1: Atoms in Motion.
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Fundamentals

The world we live in every day
We understand in many ways.
We simplify, amalgamate,
But mostly know things' speed and weight.

Know when the apple hits the ground,
Know red hot steel and waves of sound.
But all these rules are incomplete.
They can’t describe the quantum leap.

Here’s where Newton’s world goes bust,
Electric light is waves and pulse,
Space-time’s the force of gravity,
And particles move uncertainly.

Experiment tells us something’s so –
If testing shows – then it is so!
We may not want a world like that -
It’s horrible,
But that is that.

From Richard Feynman's book Six Easy Pieces, Lecture 2: Basic Physics

~ ~ ~
[image: ]


Sciences

Chemistry,
Biology,
We study these.

Astronomy,
Geology,
For tools we need.

Hydrometeorology,
For lives we lead.
But physics –

Curiosity demands.

From Richard Feynman's book Six Easy Pieces, Lecture 3: Relation of Physics to Other Sciences
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It’s a Fact

It is a fact in nature that energy’s conserved.
The total’s always constant, changing form, but not perturbed.
Gravitational, potential, nuclear, kinetic,
Radiant and chemical, elastic and electric.

Existence gives mass energy, Einstein got us there.
Mass and energy relate: E=mc squared;
(That's when momentum is a null
From where you look to there.)

The energy so useful to power our machines
Is mathematical abstraction; reality as dreams.
Don’t need to understand it all to pay electric bills,
And speak of it with confidence, and calculate at will.
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From Richard Feynman's book Six Easy Pieces, Lecture 4: Conservation of Energy.
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Falling

Everything is always falling,
Falling everywhere.
It all seems so familiar
We don't see the mystery there.

What holds the Sun together,
What keeps his planets bound,
What pulls the tides through oceans,
Keeps my feet upon the ground.

It is the shape of space-time.
Through four dimensions fall.
So now we see the mystery,
Can it be a force at all?

From Richard Feynman's book Six Easy Pieces, Lecture 5: Theory of Gravitation

"Some major mysteries in physics have frustrated great minds for decades, including the nature of ... gravity, for which no particle has been found." Math 3
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How Can It Be So?

Run the tests over, with protocols tight,
Electrons alone, electrons and light.
You find it's uncertain, day after day,
If electrons are lumps, or electrons are waves.

They're both and they're neither, no one can explain.
This is what happens, the answer's the same.
It's thoroughly proven, nature's this way.
The math is so simple, the words fall away.

Don't try to fit 
The results that you get
To your intuition,
No one's done it yet.
"Try not to ask,
'How can it be so?'
"No one knows
How it can be so."

From Richard Feynman's book Six Easy Pieces, Lecture 6: Quantum Behavior.
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Mars-ward Ho

Orbiting the planet,
above Viking's bones,
Odyssey's a switchboard
that seeks new landing zones.
Global Mars Surveyor
measures gravity,
Magnetosphere, minerals,
and topography.
MAVEN and Mangalyaan
sniff at the Martian air,

Japan will gather samples
and bring them back from there.
Joining Opportunity
in studying the rocks,
Rover Curiosity
seeks life's building blocks.

UAE will gather data
on the frigid dry climate.
China's rover should be very good
at biotech.
Sands of a planet solely occupied
by robots,
Soon will carry boot-prints from
eager astronauts.
Far beyond horizons
where ancestors have roamed,
Mars One and SpaceX
want to claim Mars as a home.
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Haiku: Empty Space

Space between planets
Dark empty void that is full
Gluons and wonder
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Brian's Spider

Waves across the universe
Ripple time and space,
While on the Earth a spider
Finds waves more to its taste.

Oh, to be so famous,
One of physics' best.
Oh, to be immortalized,
Known for your quantum quest.

Oh, to be so honored,
To have your name applied
To another bit of nature
That on a waveform glides.

A dark and leggy spider
That dives in southern ponds
Or strides across their surface
Until its prey is found.

Your name will ride, oh Brian Greene,
On waves of gravity,
Or maybe longer will endure
In a name that's spidery.

This poem is hard to categorize - like a lot of things in the universe. Physicist Brian Greene explains the discovery of gravity waves. He's a founder of World Science Festival, an annual event in New York City - alas, half a continent away from me - and for the first time in Brisbane, Australia - even farther.

Universe’s Missing Piece
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Universe’s Missing Piece

In all of creation,
In all the gains and losses,
There only are four
Universal
forces.

That’s the Standard Model
Which for years has served so well 
Predicting interactions
On the cosmic
carousel.

Yet something has been missing,
Something that evades,
Dark matter and dark energy
Beyond the model
strayed.

Oddly interacting

Are dark light’s weak protons

That could be an anomaly

Or protophobic
bosons.
The ideas are exciting,
But confirmation’s key
Before our minds can grasp
What makes up
reality.

A study in Physical Review Letters indicates that a fifth fundamental force may exist.
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"If you wish to make an apple pie from scratch, you must first invent the universe." Carl Sagan
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We Are Made

Up, up, and down,
Quarks in a cloud
Are bound.

Quiescent, they coalesce; ignite;
Balance heat and mass;
Warm to yellow-white.

Proton, proton, proton chain,
Dense enough at zero age.
Ashes sink in orange flame.

Now expanding, heating more,
Bright red shell,
Collapsing core.

Until explosion, flares away
The nebula; all that remains 
Is cooling dim and gray.

It will coalesce again
"We are made of
Starstuff,"
Says Carl Sagan.

With thanks to Hertzsprung and Russel, and Carl Sagan
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North Star

The universe circles
And centers the sky
On the small bear’s last star
To my northern eye.

But eons ago,
When writing was new,
The pyramid-builders
Looked at the sky too.

Their universe circled
Stars different from mine,
In the dragon’s faint tail,
Fifth star in the line.

Far in the future
A worthier light
Will pivot the sky
For eyes in the night.

What manner of man?
Would woman we know?
When the universe circles
Round Vega's bright glow.

~ ~ ~
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Solar Forge

A hundred Earths would fit across the sphere,
Except they'd boil away.
The energy of life blasts out, hurled
Into space, and will for eons untold.
Earth catches a drop in her blue hands and molds
Our world.

Geysers surge in jets and waves and looping flares,
Hotter than any gas.
Human hands blend metals forged in flame.
But only the Sun transmogrifies
In
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