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Introduction by Jo Walton

Richard Feynman wrote:

"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?"

Well, not the sort of men or poets that Yolen is, to be sure. Some science fiction poetry sounds defensive. Some poets seem to feel poetry is not really supposed to be about robots and global warming. But robots are a way of contemplating what people are, and global warming is as significant as war and weather, and indeed, part of the eternal verities.

What we have here is a small collection of some of Jane Yolen's poems about science and science fictional subjects, and they're not defensive at all, they're just poetry coming solidly from human concerns and not leaving any of them out. Some are funny, some are sly, some are just observations, but all of them are informed with her perceptive clarity that transmutes everything. She's been doing this for years, getting to the heart of things – sometimes to twist the knife, and sometimes to lay on the balm.

If Science Fiction had a poet laureate it would be Jane Yolen.

Jo Walton is a Hugo, Nebula, and World Fantasy Award-winning author. Her latest book, Or What You Will, is published by Tor
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Light

A word but not a word,

sound, but not sound,

a puff of air, a hiss of breath,

a shift of molecules

before there were molecules.

A star born before it has a name,

a garden planted with nouns,

green not yet a color and yet

surely a color, pushing up

through what will one day be called

Ground Zero.

Something is born, from the earth,

from the star, vaguely man-like,

woman-like, but a surer touch

this time. Alike and not alike.

Something flies above their heads.

“Bird,” the man figure says.

“Hawk,” the woman figure says.

An argument from the beginning.


Can SciFi Save Us?

No more than a single politician,

or the signing of a solitary bill.

No more than a march of a thousand, a million,

or the rise of a green sunburst.

No more than a man in a grey suit

holding a placard outside Parliament,

or a dozen protestors inside.

No more than a woman mowed down

by a Nazi on a soft morning,

nor a dozen dozen school children

slaughtered at their desks.

But a single story told enough times,

warmed in the mouths of a thousand tellers,

resurrected from a cross of Martian timber,

plowed into the dirt of a million stars

might make a difference.

Perhaps long after we are gone,

and our paper with us,

there will be alien visitors

who, in a language different from ours,

will coin a new word for SciFi,

and create tales that will erase

all our planetary scars,

setting the heavens alight again.


That Shining Word

‘’I know nothing in the world that has as much power as a word. Sometimes I write one, and I look at it, until it begins to shine.’’
—Emily Dickinson

That little shining sun,

that singularity,

that mirror to enchantment,

that faceted jewel,

that window on wonder,

that natured pearl,

that planet in nova,

that explosive caldera,

that burst of star

across the dark heavens,

falling, falling onto the page,

that perfect word.

We could power the universe with it.


Now a Ragged Breeze

Now a ragged breeze as the damp earth breathes,

a gasp, a grasp at metaphor, some over-the-top

reference to oceans or volcanoes, one cool, one hot,

both damp in a funny way. Why doesn’t the poet

be specific, that terrific and terrible blend

of art and science. Ragged can be measured,

damp felt, and earth, that Gaian concept

of Lovelock’s devising, colonies of microbes,

laughing at our feelings of superiority,

while they keep symbiotically marching

forward to define and refine the planet

as we stand apostrophizing sky.

Meanwhile below, the very mud seethes

with rebellions, its symbiotes making plans

to destroy our poems, insert theirs,

as their children, the lowly slime moulds,

inherit.


That Rocky Ride

“Earth is the only rock
we have to ride.”
—David L. Harrison

Earth is the only rock

we have to ride now.

Its heft and hurtle

through the universe--

the only poem we know.

But our children’s children

will hitch their rides

to different rocks,

sing other odes,

rope further stars.

They will ride into ‘verses,

make poems

we cannot imagine,

speak metaphors,

in mouths unlike our own.


Baby Boy in Utero

“the world-shouldering monstrous “I”.
—Ted Hughes

So it is, child, as you hurtle

through the black space

of your mother into the light

and into ego, that “I”

going forth before you,

monstrous erection of self,

comet-tailed combustion,

wrecking ball of the future.

And yet there in the cradle

your unsuspicious eyes closing,

a droplet of warm milk

on lips not open with demands.

How quiet the room,

how still the universe.

A moment’s respite

before the world burns.
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