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INTRODUCTION



When I was a kid, I loved dinosaurs. While my mum went to work, I spent a lot of time at my nan’s house, reading magazines about dinosaurs over her shoulder and learning their long, complicated Latin names. She used to joke that this was how I learnt to read, and that might be true. But dinosaurs definitely inspired my imagination. No one alive today has ever seen a dinosaur, and this means that everything we know about them is the result of people making up stories.


Scientists make up stories, when they piece together the bones they find and use that evidence to imagine what they might have looked like, how they might have moved. Film-makers do the same, using animatronic models to bring these extinct beasts to life in movies like Jurassic World or the TV show Walking With Dinosaurs. And the stories we tell about them are changing all the time because of new discoveries: nowadays we’re just as likely to picture dinosaurs with brightly-coloured feathers as with leathery scales, and some new research suggests that dinosaurs didn’t even roar. Instead, they might have growled like crocodiles, or even honked like a goose!


In this anthology, a range of poets have written their own responses to dinosaurs and the powerful effect they have on our imaginations. Some of the poems are extremely scientifically accurate, while others are more fantastical. The poets have thought about dinosaurs as they existed in their own time – the Mesozoic era – and about how it feels to brush away the dirt and discover their enigmatic fossils in the present day. Lots of different dinosaurs star in their own poems across the course of the book, so I hope every reader will find something about their own favourite. And if they’re not featured here, there are also some fun writing exercises in the final pages which encourage you to explore your own Cretaceous creativity.


I think dinosaurs are a great subject for poetry because they make us think about what another world was like: our own Earth, but very long ago. They also make us think about language: saying all those difficult names, when all the animals you’ve seen in real life are called things like ‘pig’ and ‘dog’ and ‘duck’, is almost like using a magic summoning spell.


I never became a palaeontologist, like I wanted to do when I was little (I’m not very good at hard physical work, and I know I’d probably just end up breaking something important with a spade). But I did become a writer. Those dinosaur days – building balsa wood models, taking trips to see Dippy at the Natural History Museum – helped to awake my imagination, and I think the same is true for kids all over. My nan didn’t get to see this book, but I think she would have liked it. I hope you like it too, and that reading these poems reminds you what amazing stories are out there beneath the soil, in the pre-history of the earth.


Richard O’Brien


APRIL 2019


A NOTE ON THE NOTES


Poets might choose to repeat myths or ideas about dinosaurs which are out-of-date in scientific terms because they tell a better story, but all good palaeontologists have to sift through what they find very carefully...


That’s why we asked Will Tattersdill, a writer who studies the different ways scientists and artists present dinosaurs to the public, to write some factual notes that sit alongside the poems. Will’s notes point out where the writing gets particularly creative and help you to think critically about the line between fact and fiction.


A NOTE ON NAMES


All animals known to scientists, living or dead, have a two-part name made up of a genus (a larger group, like felines) and a species (a smaller group, like cats), creating something like Felis catus. Scientific convention means that these names often come from Latin and Greek, and are always written in italics.


These scientific names help researchers to be as precise as possible when talking about specimens, but it would make the poems pretty hard to read if we insisted on using italics and only calling the dinosaurs by their scientific names when writing about dinosaurs more informally. So, we decided to print their names in normal writing in the poems and use the full scientific versions in Will’s notes.
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DINOSAURS WALKED HERE



Elli Woollard


Dinosaurs walked here once.


Here, right here, on the site of this street,


they’d stamp along, and the slabs of their feet


were as wide as a car, crushing, crashing


a road through the reeds. Then, striding and splashing,


they’d thud in the mud of the deep green pool,


and they’d clomp in the swamp under new-forged skies


where now the cold grey concrete lies.


Or they’d stop, by the shop where we go for our snacks,


and with mouths gaping wide they’d commence their attacks.


Claw-jaw clash as they leapt on their prey,


who’d go desperately darting and dashing away.


But the beasts who were bigger would launch on their lunch


with a roar and a rip and lash-slash crunch.


Then perhaps where that cat’s lying curled, they would sleep,


each of their bodies a truck-wide heap.


And see, on that building site, right over there,


their necks were cranes that rose in the air,


as tower block-tall they stood and sang


their ageless song, till the whole earth rang


with their voices, strong and clear and loud.


Lords of the land, they were, and proud


as they roamed their timeless realm. No more.


All there is now is the thunderous roar


of indifferent traffic, speeding on by.


The reeds are gone. The swamp is dry,


leaving only a puddle on paving stones.


Nothing remains. Not even bones.


But dinosaurs walked here,


once.


NOTE: To become a fossil, the dinosaur’s body needed to be buried before it started to decompose – being covered with mud, sand, or tar was ideal. In the wild, most bodies end up being disturbed by scavengers, insects or the weather before they get a chance to fossilise.


NOTE: Only a fraction the dinosaurs that ever lived became really great fossils and – of course – only a fraction of these survive in the Earth’s crust to be found millennia later. For every story we know about the dinosaurs, there are thousands we will never know.
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