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I ’ve been haunted by a faint fear, ever since 
I began publishing poetry three decades 
ago, that what I do is no more relevant 

to the world’s current needs than painting 
porcelain teacups. In fact, the fear goes back 
even farther in my life: my fellow high school 
students clearly felt that poetry was a dim, 
musty thing of no importance to their lives.  
(I certainly didn’t admit then that I wrote it.)

Well, thank heavens for hip-hop! High 
school students are more open now to the 
energy of words arranged to grab attention. 
But I’m still out of synch—I’m not going to 
win rap battles. I go on writing poems for 
the page, to be (hopefully) collected into 
slim volumes and read quietly. How relevant 
is that to the slam stage or Instagram?

Would I be more relevant if I took to 
Twitter? Twitter for Poetry Lovers offers 
accounts like @TweetsofGrass for daily bite-
sized bits of Walt Whitman. But my heart 
fails me at the thought of #@Alice. I can 
barely cope with Facebook and my 1,356 
friends there. (Where were you in Grade 10 
when I needed you?) 

I do envy the internet generations with their 
quick thumbs and easy command of platforms 
I’ll never stand on. But then I wonder—does 
social media make a poem intrinsically more 
relevant? It seems more a form of publishing 
than a means of creation. Surely it’s the content 
that matters, the shaping of life experience and 
ideas into words.

However, that thought makes me acutely 
aware of being a privileged white woman 
with a not-particularly-traumatic childhood. 
Yes, I grew up in cramped apartments and 
I had the usual gender disadvantage of my 
day. Now, so many other voices need to be 
heard—Indigenous, LGBTQ2S, poets from 
the Black Diaspora. All their experiences 
are urgent, relevant, necessary. I’ve published 

WHY AM I TELLING YOU THIS? 

11 collections of poetry; have I taken up  
my share of shelf space? Maybe I should  
just toddle quietly into the silence.

But I’m not going to stop writing poetry.  
I wouldn’t know how. 

YOU NEED A SHTICK

“You need a shtick, Alice,” a friend laughed 
at me years ago when I was bemoaning the 
fact that I don’t particularly look like a poet.

I suppose I do have a shtick, though it isn’t 
something I deliberately chose as a stick 
with which to beat off competitors. I am 
fascinated by science and have used it as 
a source of inspiration since my very first 
collection. Sciences from anthropology to 
astronomy give me metaphors, insights, 
interesting language that I can work into 
poems. And because science is as protean,  
as continually evolving, as poetry is, it helps 
me with the main challenge I face: how to 
avoid going over the same old territory.

In my first collection, I could turn 
cosmological ideas into metaphors for 
youthful concerns like failed marriage and 
family relationships. In my latest book, 
science becomes a lens with which to look  
at the big issue of how humans are affecting 
the planet. I may not have a dramatic life, 
but I am living at the most critical cusp in 
our history. 

So let’s think again of that word, relevant. 
Yes, we use it today in the sense of “current,” 
pertinent to the moment. But relevance 
goes beyond what’s up-to-date, what’s 
fashionable. The word’s root is the Latin 
verb relevare—to raise up again. And that’s 
what poetry does: it lifts things up again  
and again, helping us pay attention to them. 
How can we understand the world from 
here? What concerns us? How do we make 
life meaningful? Joyful? Bearable? 

Poetry is like an electromagnetic field that 
has been with us since humans developed 
language, a source of patterns and currents, 
traditions and tools that modulate through 
all the world’s cultures. Some are transitory, 
many are enduring. We all draw on that 
field to create poems, at whatever time and 
place we find ourselves in. Sometimes we’re 
looking at subjects that have been examined 
in poetry forever. (Perhaps this is why  
Walt Whitman can still be relevant even in 
Twitter bursts.) But every generation also 
finds new matters that need close attention, 
whether science or social justice. 

Relevance is not about being modern or 
trendy—though this doesn’t mean, to my 
mind, taking poetry off into some art for 
art’s sake cloud that’s untethered to today. 
No, poetry remains, always, an act of relevare, 
raising up whatever needs now to be raised 
into words, awareness, connection. 
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