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The UT Poetry Center opens the Fall 2016 semester with an exhibit that explores 

interplay between science and poetry. We sometimes falsely assume a divide 

between the study of science and the creation of art. But in searching through the 

works in the UT Poetry Center, we found poets who playfully incorporate the laws 

of physics into their poems and scientists who write poetry as a meditation on 

nature and everyday life. We invite students, faculty, writers, and visitors to view 

the exhibit at the UT Poetry Center, located in the UFCU Room on the main floor 

of the PCL. Exhibit runs September 26, 2016 through January 13, 2017. 

 

The exhibit title comes from acclaimed writer Diane Ackerman’s book An alchemy 

of mind: The marvel and mystery of the brain. Though a work of prose, it is a 

poetic exploration of neuroscience and humans’ intellectual evolution. We drew 

inspiration from Ackerman’s dissection of the “left-brain versus right-brain” 

debate, agreeing with her that the distinction is more arbitrary than actual scientific 

fact. One person can live in both hemispheres and engage in both scientific 

discovery and poetic expression. We hope visitors find the same intrigue and 

interplay in these selections of poetry. 

  



Proxy 

R. Erica Doyle 
 

Doyle takes the reader on a tour of Calculus starting 

with, “A limit is a fixed something toward which 

other somethings are tending.” Though Calculus, in 

Doyle's mind, is life: the cravings of lust, love, and 

longing to belong. Through mathematical 

introductions we find ourselves on dark streets and 

in strange bedrooms. In each poem people struggle 

to make sense of their lives, mistakes, and 

circumstances. Doyle is driving this examination 

with both her poetry and knowledge of mathematics. 

–Mitch Cota 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Quiver 

Susan B. A. Somers-Willett 
 

"Fortitude, Darwin said, is innate to species, true- but 

trauma is a badge she'd rather fear than bear" an 

excerpt from “Adaptation.” With poems like this and 

others like “At Four a.m., She Is Reminded of 

Survival of the Fittest,” Somers-Willett takes us 

through the science of life. Extrapolations on 

Darwinism play out in the everyday lives of simple 

people in complex times. The stillborn baby and the 

wounded fawn are both left pleading, while Somers-

Willett gracefully explains life and death through 

science and poetry. Susan Somers-Willett is a 

respected member of the UT faculty in the Center for 

Women’s and Gender Studies.  

–Mitch Cota 

  



 

Intersecting Sets 

Alice Major 
 

“Poet Alice Major was given a book on relativity at the 

impressionable age of ten, so she never quite understood 

why science came to be dismissed as reductive or opposite 

to art. She surveys the sciences of the past half-century – 

from physical to cognitive to evolutionary – to shed light on 

why and how human beings create poems, challenging some 

of the mantras of postmodern thought in the process. Part 

memoir, part ars poetica, part wonder-journey, Intersecting 

Sets is a wide-ranging and insightful amalgam.”  

–The University of Texas Libraries Catalog 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nature and Science in Hellenistic Poetry 

Ed. Annette Harder, G. C. Wakker, & R. F. Regtuit 
 

 

“Generally speaking, one may say that in the Hellenistic 

period the fields of nature and science on the one hand 

and scholarship and poetry on the other hand touch and 

overlap to a large extent. Apparently they were all part 

of Hellenistic culture in a broad sense, as is exemplified 

by the fact that someone like Eratosthenes could be 

important both as a poet and as a scientist and that poets 

like Aratus and Nicander had no qualms in taking 

scientific subjects for their poems.”  

–Preface 

 
 



 

An Alchemy of the Mind: The Marvel and Mystery of the Brain 

Diane Ackerman 
 

“Does the mind reflect or dictate what the body sees and 

feels? What is the language of emotion? Is memory a 

function of our imaginations? Are we all just out of our 

minds? In this ambitious and enlightening work, Diane 

Ackerman combines an artist's eye with a scientist's 

erudition to illuminate the magic and mysteries of the 

human brain. With An Alchemy of Mind, she offers an 

unprecedented exploration of the mental fantasia in which 

we spend our days. In addition to explaining memory, 

thought, emotion, dreams, and language acquisition, 

Ackerman reports on the latest discoveries in 

neuroscience and addresses such controversial subjects as 

the effects of trauma, nature versus nurture, and male 

versus female brains. In prose that is not simply 

accessible but also beautiful and electric, Ackerman 

distills the hard, objective truths of science in order to 

yield vivid, anecdotal explanations about a range of existential questions regarding 

consciousness and the nature of identity.”  

–Simon and Schuster Publishing 

 

 

 

Poetry Realized in Nature 

Trevor Harvey-Levere 
 

“Ether...burns bright indeed in the atmosphere, but o! 

How brightly whitely vividly beautiful in Oxygen gas…” 

Levere examines the life and works of Samuel Taylor 

Coleridge in relation to science. Though Coleridge is 

known for his works in critical theory and poetry, he also 

had an extensive background in science – often utilizing 

this knowledge to examine the world through romantic 

poetry. Levere’s book is decidedly more concerned with 

the poet’s scientific background, but this is a prime 

example of the intersections between science and poetry. 

–Mitch Cota 

 



 

Quantum Lyrics 

A. Van Jordan 
 

Jordan’s book of poetry uses scientific ideas like, “The 

First Law of Motion” and “Fractals” to examine 

moments from his past. The poems themselves bare 

emotional weight of their own, but when contrasted 

with the meaning of their scientific names, one begins 

to understand the gravity of the memories examined in 

each stanza. After all, the first law of motion states an 

object at rest will remain at rest until acted upon, and 

how often are we frozen in fear? Quantum Lyrics is an 

explanation of life moments and memories through the 

work of poetry and science.  

–Mitch Cota 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Contemporary Poetry and Contemporary Science 

Robert Crawford 
 

This unique collaboration between poets and 

scientists is the first book of its kind, encouraging a 

new understanding between literary and scientific 

creativity. Poets, scientists, and literary critics all 

come together to discuss their views on a multitude 

of topics. Scientists discuss their favorite poets and 

attempt their own poetry. Poets utilize science within 

their work to evoke new meaning and depth. The 

authors and academics who have taken part in this 

crossover effort are inviting you to have a larger 

perspective on the world around you and explore 

disciplines you may have falsely assumed were 

opposite your own. 

–Mitch Cota 



Debt to the Bone-Eating Snotflower 

Sarah Lindsay 
 

“With her typical, though poetically unusual, scientific 

fervor, Sarah Lindsay blends fact and faith, sci-fi and the 

poetic line in a wild new collection. Debt to the Bone-

Eating Snotflower roams from deep sea, whale skeleton-

eating worms to Iraq and back while reminding us of both 

the horror and awe present in the natural world. The 

collection opens with sharp empirical accuracy and a 

child-like curiosity, but even the least science-minded 

readers can fall in love with ‘Aunt Lydia.’ Lindsay’s 

fictional character makes a late appearance in the book, 

presenting the reader with an everyday comfort as she 

bumbles along, intuiting her way from factoids to 

wisdom. All this to say, Lindsay’s third book takes us on 

another rollicking journey into a mind that sees poetry in 

science and science in poetry. There is no better field 

guide to the 21st century than this.”  

–Copper Canyon Press  

 

 

 

 

Sublimation Point 

Jason Schneiderman 
 

Schneiderman’s work does not feel overtly scientific, 

until you realize that the entirety of the collection 

presented within Sublimation Point is examining the 

different sublimation points within our lives. The 

transition from solid to gas has a hold of our author 

and his poems. A transition from the tangible to the 

ethereal. Science does not take center stage, but slowly 

seeps into Schneiderman’s poetry at the seams, in the 

corners. He examines ancestry and physics; never to 

arrive at a concrete notion rather taking the concrete 

and dissolving it to air.  

–Mitch Cota 

 



Kingdom Animalia 

Aracelis Girmay 
 

The poems in this book are elegiac poems, as 

concerned with honoring our dead as they are with 

praising the living. Through Aracelis Girmay's 

lens, everything is animal: the sea, a jukebox, the 

desert. In these poems, everything possesses a 

system of desire, hunger, a set of teeth, and 

language. These are poems about what is both 

difficult and beautiful about our time here on earth. 

Girmay’s content may be less scientific than some 

of our selections, but the structure is undoubtedly 

inspired by science. By simple comparison of the 

human world to the animal kingdom, we are left 

with the essence of where science and poetry 

connect. 

–Mitch Cota 

 

 

 

 

 

The Planets: A Cosmic Pastoral 

Diane Ackerman 
 

 

Scientifically accurate poems on the planets, 

moons, and asteroids of our solar system and the 

stars beyond evoke earthbound responses to those 

bodies, discoveries concerning them, and journeys 

to them. Ackerman inspired the UT Poetry Center 

exhibit on poetry and science. It is her work and 

cross-discipline approach that inspired us to show 

these connections between two fields that seem so 

disparate more often than not. 

–Mitch Cota 

 

 



The Improbable Swervings of Atoms 

Christopher Bursk 
 

The Improbable Swervings of Atoms follows the 

comedic, often painful, physical and emotional travails 

of a young boy growing up in 1950s America. He 

watches the McCarthy hearings, conquers the Congo, 

assassinates the president, has his head stuffed into a 

toilet, drops his uniform on the fifty-yard line, and tries 

to make sense of Lucretius’s De Rerum Natura (the 

nature of things). It is this connection to Lucretius that 

had us select this collection of poetry. He is painful and 

honest, making sense of the world with a poet/scientist 

as a guide. Bursk is doing just as a scientist would by 

discovering the nature of things that are human. 

–Mitch Cota 

 

 

 

 

Meat Science Essays 

Michael Mcclure 
 

Michael Mcclure is famous in his own right for 

his connection to Jack Kerouac and Allen 

Ginsberg. His readings have been featured in 

Kerouac’s writing solidifying his place in the 

Beat Generation. Scientifically speaking, 

Mcclure is more concerned with drug-induced 

firings in synapses of the brain, but that makes it 

no less poetic, nor does it make his knowledge 

of nature and substance less formidable. The 

verse of this collection is not structured in what 

the audience may be expecting when they think 

of poetry. Meat Science Essays is a stream-of-

consciousness ride through the Beat Generation 

that no one will want to miss.  

–Mitch Cota 

 



This Element 

Joan Swift 
 

In 1965, Joan Swift wrote in her poem “Ice Ages”: 

“The Niscally Glacier shrinks back to its mouth like/ a 

tongue … Clearly, we grow warmer.” She wrote this 

eerily accurate premonition of a changing earth more 

than half a century ago. But This Element is not all 

doomsday imagery. Swift also draws inspiration from 

biology, botany and medicine. She uses the metaphors 

of plants’ production of oxygen and the digestion of 

Vitamins A and B-12 to explore human vitality and 

celebrate life.  

–Gina Bastone 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Songs from Unsung Worlds: Science in Poetry 

Ed. Bonnie Bilyeu Gordon 
 

 

This delightful, comprehensive anthology includes 

poems originally published in the magazine Science85 

from the American Association for the Advancement of 

Science. Wide ranging in subject matter, genre, and 

form, this volume has poetry about scientific 

discoveries, poems that use scientific themes as 

metaphors, and even satirical works that question 

science and technology. Authors include canonical 

writers like W. H. Auden and Emily Dickinson, 

contemporary poets like Annie Dillard and Galway 

Kinnell, and even scientists who dabbled in poetry, 

including the infamous nuclear physicist J. Robert 

Oppenheimer.  

–Gina Bastone 

 



The Measured Word: On Poetry and Science 

Kurt Brown 
 

 

The Measured Word opens with a statement that 

questions our exhibit’s entire validity: “Perhaps the arts 

and the sciences have never slept together without one 

eye kept warily open.” What follows in this anthology 

are several essays by both poets and academics. Some 

are scholarly exercises that debunk this opening 

statement. Other essays, such as poet Allison 

Hawthorne Demings’s “Science and Poetry: A View 

from the Divide,” are personal and lyrical meditations. 

–Gina Bastone 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Science and Other Poems 

Alison Hawthorne Deming 

 
“Alison Hawthorne Deming brings to her first 

collection of verse the kinds of scrupulous 

observation and clear-eyed analysis that characterize 

scientific inquiry as well as a poet’s eye for the 

telling moment. Science and Other Poems establishes 

astonishing parallels between the mute, inexorable 

processes of the physical universe and the dark 

mysteries of the human heart, parallels so clearly 

wrought and convincing that we wonder why we had 

not recognized them before. These poems imbue 

everything, from the microscopic to the stellar, with 

wonder. Each instant of illumination, like poetry 

itself, brings the world alive with ‘a faithfulness 

deeper than seeing.’”  

–Louisiana State University Press 



Silent Anatomies 

Monica Ong 

 
“Emerging from a series of art installations, these 

poems are as much visual journeys as they are lyrical 

haunts of medicine and memory. Pushing the 

boundaries of text and image, Ong employs a range 

of medical ephemera, from x-ray scans to anatomical 

drawings, to frame the power struggles and the 

illusion of indisputable fact as a way to carry all the 

fictions that make up our multi-cultural identities. Her 

examination of silence through poetry and science is 

palpable.”  

–Kore Press 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An Aquarium: poems 

Jeffrey Yang 

 
“From ‘Abalone’ to ‘Zooxanthellae,’ Jeffrey 

Yang's debut poetry collection is full of the 

exhilarating colors and ominous forms of aquatic 

life. But deeper under the surface are his 

observations on war, environmental degradation, 

language, and history, as a father—troubled by 

violence and human mismanagement of the 

world—offers advice to a newborn son. Here is a 

wonderful new voice in poetry, one that takes in 

the vastness and interconnectedness of life—as 

Yang writes in one poem, ‘Each / being being 

/being's link.’ Yang’s use of nature and science as 

a metaphor for world problems is a beautiful 

example of the intersection between poetry and 

science.”  

–Graywolf Press 



 

Darwin’s Ark 

Phillip Appleman 

 

 
“Philosophical, witty, poignant, deeply intellectual, 

and lyrical, Appleman’s poetry is always clear and 

powerful. All of the poems reflect Appleman’s 

perception of the ‘overwhelming sanity’ of 

Darwin's thought—together with a visceral 

sensation of wholeness—of the connectedness of 

humans and nature, of the present with the past, of 

joy and sorrow, life and death. Pozzatti's varied 

illustrations represent his responses to the poems, 

providing a mini Darwin bestiary and much more.”  

–Indiana University Press 

 

 

 

 

 

The Botanic Garden: A Poem in Two Parts 

Erasmus Darwin 
 

Erasmus Darwin, grandfather of Charles 

Darwin, was a poet and philosopher in the 

eighteenth century. His poetry in The Botanic 

Gardens: A Poem in Two Parts has influences 

of classical poetry and Botany of his time (see 

illustrations). The two parts are so named with 

this botanical influence, The Economy of 

Vegetation and The Loves of Plants. 

Grandfather Darwin uses poetry to explain 

natural phenomenon found in nature, weather, 

and the cosmos. Though he is not precisely 

accurate in all his explanations, for his time he 

was utilizing the tools available of science and 

poetry to make sense of the world around him. 

–Mitch Cota 



 

Lucretius: Poetry, Philosophy, Science 

Ed. Daryn Lehoux, A. D. Morrison, Alison Sharrock 
 

“Lucretius' didactic masterpiece De Rerum Natura 

(On the Nature of Things) is one of the most brilliant 

and powerful poems in the Latin language, a 

passionate attempt at dispelling humanity's fear of 

death and its enslavement by false beliefs about the 

gods, and a detailed exposition of Epicurean atomist 

physics. For centuries, it has raised the question of 

whether it is primarily a poem or primarily a 

philosophical treatise, which also presents scientific 

doctrine. The current volume seeks to unite the three 

disciplinary aspects – poetry, philosophy, and science 

– in order to offer a holistic response to an important 

monument in cultural history. 

 –Oxford University Press  

 

 

De Rerum Natura 

Titus Lucretius Carus 
 

Lucretius was considered the Roman Poet of Science 

in ancient times and De Rerum Natura is a perfect 

example of science inspiring poetry. In Book One, 

the poet’s invocation to Venus he ponders, “Atoms 

are invisible but so are many other bodies. Examples: 

Wind, smell, heat, cold, sound.” Lucretius is 

grappling with ideas that feel modern when 

compared to the time of their inception. The rest of 

the book follows suit examining every nuance of life, 

nature, and abstract ideas through scientific argument 

that is written in verse. Originally in Latin, the 

language has been translated to English by Alban 

Dewes Winspear. Take a look to see where the 

original crossover between poetry and science began. 

–Mitch Cota 



Darwin: A Life in Poems 

Ruth Padel 
 

The Darwin household brings another poet to our 

list, Charles Darwin’s great-great-granddaughter 

Ruth Padel. Her book of poetry is devoted to 

Charles’ life and work. We find titles influenced 

by science like “A Natural History of Babies.” In 

this poem Padel examines childbirth and the 

emergence of human nature through the child’s 

developing emotions. Both tender and analytical, 

we are left to challenge the idea that scientific 

objectivity is devoid of feeling but rather in 

conflict with it. Padel, decidedly a poet, is also a 

member of the zoological society in London and 

has taken, at times, to continuing the crusade her 

great-great-grandfather started against creationism 

and many other ideas not empirically objective.   

–Mitch Cota 

 


