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INTRODUCTION

May Swenson, a Utah native and a New York City resident, is a 
relatively unknown contemporary American poet who is beginning to 
gain momentum in literary circles. Her poetry can best be described 
as gay and sober, enlightening and baffling, refreshing and perplex
ing, simple and complex. The poet experiences paradoxes in her life 
situation, examines them, and communicates her doubts and discoveries 
to her audience. Reverberations of the poet's obsession with the 
dichotomies of reality are manifested implicitly and explicitly
throughout her art.
\

In this thesis May Swenson’s poetry will be analyzed in terms 
of a prevailing theme of search. Attempts will be made to prove 

that this search is motivated by the poet’s desire for certitude, 

and is continued because she cannot accept certitude. It is believed 
that these two conflicting factors perpetuate the search and permeate 

Miss Swenson's poetry to the degree that it can be traced as a the
matic continuity in most of her works. "Search,” then, will refer 
to that seeking of truth that ends in the paradox of certitude-doib t.

The scope of this thesis will be limited chiefly to the poetry 
in three books: To Mix With Time, 1963 j Half Sun Half Sleep, 1967,* 
and Iconographs to be published in 1970. Since extensive criticism 
of May Swenson's poetry is not yet available, I will rely to a great 
extent on an interview I had with the poet on June 2, 1968. Letters
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from Miss Swenson, unpublished lectures, and book reviews. Second
ary sources will be used to define, identify, classify and support 
ray personal interpretations.

In order to support my assumption that May Swenson's poetry is 
a poetry of search, I have chosen to apply M. H. Abrams' four co
ordinates from The Mirror and the Lamp. I believe this theory and 

technique offers a thorough and logical approach to the nature of 

and the communication of art. The four co-ordinates are: the uni
verse, the work, the artist, and the audience. Abrams holds that 
". . . a  critic tends to derive from one of these terms his princi

pal categories for defining, classifying, and analyzing a work of 

art, as well as the major criteria by which he judges its value. 1,1 
I will apply each of these co-ordinates to Miss Swenson's poetry 
in hopes of determining whether I can reasonably label her work as 
a type of search. In the remaining chapters of this thesis I will 
study the types of search used by the poet and the larger implica
tions of the search themes.

The approach through Abrams' four co-ordinates implies that 
art serves as a meeting ground for the poet, the subject presented, 
and the reader. The poet experiences objective reality, relates it 
to his subjective reality, and the reader experiences the objective 

reality for the first time through the poem. For example, Miss 

Swenson rejoices in the beauty of things, but when things are

M. H. Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp (New York, 1958), p. 6 .
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transmitted to her poetry, they have undergone the severe judgment
of her questioning mind. The reader receives a tantalizing message
that doubles back on itself; things are, yet they are not. This

type of contradiction that is so prevelant in M s s  Swenson's poetry,
gives rise to many degrees of paradoxes. These and other types of
ambiguity will be examined in a later chapter.

The first co-ordinate, the work, reveals the paradox of the
search in such lines as:

Despair tempts him 
to just go limp:
Maybe the cell's 
already a tomb, 
and beginning end 
in this round room. 2

Another typical example is evident in the words:

Never so helpless, so choked with power.
Never so impotent, so important.
So naked, wrapped, equipped, and immobile, 
cared for by 5000 nurses.3

Such a play of opposites has probing overtones that force the reader
to search beyond the witty remarks in hopes of finding hidden reality.

In considering the second co-ordinate, the poet, one could do
no better than to go to the poet herself as she is in the act of
searching. M s s  Swenson said in the interview:

I don't know if there is an absolute or not. The curious 
thing is that we want there to be an absolute and we feel

2May Swenson, Half Sun Half Sleep (New York, 1967), p. U5.
3Ibid’., p. 25.
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there should be. Is this just the way our minds are 
made? Is this so? We feel we want an absolute. I 
feel it. And all the absolutes there are we have 
created ourselves out of a need. Has anybody ever 
discovered an absolute and proved it?^

From such a philosophy, one would expect to find a search, a search 
that ends in paradox. One can feel the flux of the search cycle in 

the following definition of the poet. "Poetic experience . . .  is 

one of constant curiosity, skepticism, and testing— astonishment, 

disillusionment, renewed discovery, re-illumination.All seems 

unsure in this maybe-maybe-not frame of mind. Repeatedly, this 
searching attitude is reflected in Miss Swenson's poetry.

The third co-ordinate, the universe, must be considered from 
the eyes of the poet, since we are concerned with the way May Swenson 
views it. Again, one is caught in the vicious circle that will 
admit no definite answer. Since objectivity must be encompassed 
through man's sensory apparatus, Miss Swenson questions its authen
ticity. She says, "This ambition involves a paradox: an instinctive 
belief in the senses as exquisite tools for this investigation and, 
at the same time, a suspicion about their crudeness. "6 Miss Swenson 
presents the same idea in a poem:

^From an interview with May Swenson at her New York residence. 
June 2, 1968

5Poets on Poetry, ed. Howard Nemerov (New York, 1966), p. li|8.
6Ibid., p. m7.



What if it is sight that blinds 
hearing that deafens 
touch that makes us numb?^

The fourth and last co-ordinate is the audience. Perhaps the 

most valid way to evaluate the audience's response to Miss Swenson' 

work in terms of a search is to cite some of her reader-critics who 
have expressed their impressions. Richard Moore has said, " . . .  

she pursues a skepticism so absolute that it distrusts abstractions 
of any kind. With her, perception itself is a mystique, and it is 

only in recent poems that she attempts to explain it. According 
to Kathryn Weldy:

May Swenson's poems are quests into the mystery of being 
. . . the teetering between the two worlds of sun and 
sleep. . . . And if the poems are filled with antitheses, 
like the two trees in 'All That Time' they embrace a 
paradox.'

From one of the book reviews of To Mix With Time one reads, 
"Miss Swenson is an eccentric, an oddball in verse. . . . Her per
ceptions are entirely her own, unconventional, personal and highly 
individual. . . . "10

Miss Swenson's home state paid her the following compliment 
and detected her search theme in an article printed in the Utah

^Half Sun Half Sleep, p. 9-
O
°Richard Moore, "One Knows by Seeing," The Nation (August 10, 

1963), p. 76.

^Kathryn Weldy, "Paradox and Irony in Three Modern Poets," 
Point (August 31, 1967), p. 1 8.

10"Poetry— Again On the Upswing?," Times (Roanoke, Va..
February 17, 1963), p. 9.
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Herald Journal.

She looks everywhere and finds nothing ordinary, nothing 
commonplace; she writes with a combination of sensitivity 
and vigor, and with extraordinary technical ingenuity.
The rare quality afforded by her poems is the delight she 
takes in her discoveries. 1
To this point the co-ordinates: the poet, the poem, the uni

verse, and the audience— have been considered as separate entities; 
but the poetic experience is communicated only in the synthesis of 
all four co-ordinates.

Miss Swenson professes her convictions about union with the 
universe through her work when she says,". . . all that my Eye 
encircles I become,"-^ and again, "My face in the rock my Name / 
on the wildest tree / My flesh the heath of a peaceful clime. "-*-3 

When asked if her poetry is autobiographical, Miss Swenson 
replied, "Yes, autobiographical and then some. Personal experience, 
a selection from it, is the material on which the metaphor is based, 
and at the same time it is the assumption that the experience has 
some generality.

Miss Swenson and her work are one, and she invites her audience 
to be one with her through it when she says, " . . .  the experience

-̂*-Ray Nelson, "May Swenson's New Book of Poems; And Other Things," 
The Herald Journal (Utah, February 10, 1963), p. 6 .

12May Swenson, To Mix With Time (New York, 1963), p. 183.

1 3Ibid., p. 159.
1UInterview, p. 1.
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has some generality. "3-5 In an introduction to her poems for children, 
Poems to Solve, Miss Swenson again expresses the audience's role ii 
her work,

* • • you may find an extra something hidden there espe
cially for 'you'— something that seems to mirror your 
secret feelings and thoughts, that strikes you as really 
true and worth keeping. ®

Miss Swenson is presuming that her audience shares in the common 
experience of searching.

Since man is infinitely removed from comprehending the 
extremes, the end of things and their beginning are 
hopelessly hidden from him im an impenetrable secretj 
he is incapable of seeing the Nothing from which he was 
made, and the Infinite in which he is swallowed up.1’?

After this defense of my proposition that May Swenson's poetry
is a poetry of search, I will now examine the modes of search used
by the poet.

3-5 Ibid.
l6May Swenson, Poems To Solve (New York, 1966), p. ii.

17Richard Kroner, Speculation and Revelation in Modern Philoso- 
Phy (Philadelphia, 1961), P- 109. , . , ..-----------------



NAMING

The first two modes of search that will be considered are

closely related. This chapter will deal with naming, the next with
defining. In order to define, one must first be able to name.

The entire search in May Swenson's poetry is caught in the
tension created by the existing certitude-doubt dilemma of the poet.
And this tension is reflected in the poet's attempts to name. To
label, to name, to categorize is mere ritual for Miss Swenson if she
is unable to answer the implicit question of "what is it?" She said,

In teaching, in order to be able to teach you have to put 
things into categories— label things. That is called 
teaching, but all that doesn't get to the main of the 
thing. Things exist before names were placed. The name 
isn't what makes it. The label doesn't mean you have 
captured something. When you have identified something, 
it doesn't mean you have felt it. That is the thing about 
always having to discuss something in terms of something 
else.

Language and Thinking, Hubert G. Alexander says "In naming 
certain feelings and desires are given conventional linquistic forms." 
Miss Swenson's search takes place in the realm of these abstract 
thoughts, feelings, and desires. But the tension arises when the 

thoughts are materialized into a linquistic form which to the poet 
seem to be mere reflections of her real thoughts.

“Interview, p. 8.
2Hubert Alexander, Language and Thinking (New York, 1967), p. 32.
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For example, in some poems Miss Swenson tries to establish who 
she is. She traces her origins back to their primordial state in the
poem "At Truro.

Once I was a sea bird . . .
I drew my signature on air.
There is a chapter when, 
a crab, I slowly scratched 
my name on a sandy page, 
and once, a coral, wrote 
a record of my age 
on the wall of a water-grotto.

This biological autobiography presents the ancient past as more 
knowable than the present; "In brightness I lost track of my under
world / of ultra-violet wisdom." Evolutionary images and ideas 
developed in this poem and others imply that primitive man was more 

advanced, more knowledgeable about himself than modem man who is 

searching for his identity in a complex and chaotic society.

Even though modem man seems impeded, May Swenson doesn't com
pletely abandon the attempt to discover through naming. She does 
mistrust mere labeling, the meaningless " . . .  name naming my name. 

But she also realizes that naming is a necessary first step in her 
search. She explained her distrust of naming and her simultaneous 
dependence upon it.

It is when we start to think about it that it gets 
farther away from us. It is in a flash that you rea
lize something, that something hits you. It hit you

3Half Sun Half Sleep, p. 23. 
klbid., p. 9 3.
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before you can catch up with the fact that it hit you.
To get to that immediacy that we feel one has to use
words, naming. There is no other way.5

The distinction between mere labeling and real naming is made 
in the poem "God's / Children." 8 The poet questions man's ability 
to really name. "Color and name they invented and so created it and 

have named themselves." The poet seems to be asking if roan is as 
unreal as the labels he made for himself.

Nature cannot think; therefore, it has been saved from the anquish 
of trying to name, to know. "She does not place, relate, or name . . ." 
but "we, who through her textures move, / we specks upon her glass, / 

who try to place, relate and name / all things within her mass."?
The poet turns to untroubled nature in hope of naming herself by 
making an association with its type of being: "My face in the rock 
my name on the wildest tree. . . .

In the poem, "The Key to Everything, " 9 the poet emphasizes the
importance of naming.

Then there is something I 
can do I
can find your name for you
that's the key to everything once you'd
repeat it clearly you'd

5 Interview, p. 8.
6Half Sun Half Sleep, p. 52.
?To Mix With Time, p. llj.0.

8Ibid., p. 159.
9Ibid., p. 160.
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come awake you'd
get up and walk knowing where you're 
going where you came from. . . .

Miss Swenson satirizes our over-mechanized society that places 

little importance on the need to name and to know where you are going,
. . all are carefully counted; all but their names are known. "10 

And very cynically she pursues the issue when the speaker asks, "Do 

you know where you’re going on this Fair day?"
It is a pathetic situation to have nameless people not knowing 

where they are going. One wonders at times if Miss Swenson isn't 
saying that this is the inevitable state of all men. This seems to 

be the case in the following statement: "We are a sea its waves / 
cannot name / only be."1"*" The rest of this particular poem rein
forces the depressing idea that man is trapped in this thing called 
life, and is completely incapable of controlling or even understanding 
it. "We are a thick wood / by its leaves made / not understood. . . ."

But yet the poet has hope that naming is possible. In the inter
view she explained:

In the search, the yearning to uncover the whole pattern, 
there is wonderment at one's own strong assumption and 
faith that it is a pattern. It may be only the wish that 
there be one. 2h the craving to discover (which is a 
better word than uncover for it suggests make and then 
create), now and then in flashes of extra awareness some 
small bit of the vast and complex shape and process and in 
a connection of all that exists or that appears to exist, 10

10Half Sun Half Sleep, p. 82.
13-To Mix With Time, p. 12.
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as far as my sensory apparatus, physical, and psychologi
cal seems to be made for stretching out toward and appre
hending.

The poet confesses a strong assumption that there is a pattern to be 
found, but immediately adds that perhaps it is merely wishful think
ing. The contradiction is also evident in her wonderment that she 
even possesses faith that there is a pattern.

In the first stage of her search, Miss Swenson is feeling the 

conflict of her certitude-doubt dilemma. She feels a need to name, 
yet she wonders if it is possible. But as long as she consents to 

the possibility, the search has some hope of ultimate discovery.

12Interview, p. k



DEFINING

Another proof of the poet’s preoccupation with discovering the 
unknown is found in the second mode of search to be discussed—  

defining. The very nature of definition is to discover ways of 

restating as clearly and as fully as possible the certain essence 

of a subject by means of association. This type of one-to-one 

correspondence is explained further in the following definition of 
a definition:

Most often a definition is sought in order to disclose 
or clarify meaning of an unfamiliar terms. /It is7 a 
kind of equation in which the same extension is referred 
to in two ways.

As one would expect, the definitions formulated in poetry are 
sharply different from those found in prose writings or in a dic

tionary. Miss Swenson builds the equations or associations found 
in her definitions in metaphorical language. "In the handling of his 
material, which is language, metaphor is to the poet what the equation 
is to the mathematician. " 2

The poems that define will be discussed in terms of three dif
ferent categories depending on the functions which the particular 

metaphors seem to serve: synesthesia, wishful-thinking, and riddle. 

Synesthesia is a type of metaphor that defines one of the senses

■^Hubert G. Alexander, Language and Thinking (New York, 1967), 
p. 2ii3.

2May Swenson, "The Experience of Poetry in a Scientific A^e," 
Howard Nemerov, ed. Poets ON Poetry (New York, 1966), p. 158.°
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in terms of another sense. In "The Blindman,"3 for example, the 

poet resorts to the senses of taste, touch, hearing and smell to 
reveal sight and insight to a blindman because he experiences his 
world through the multiple associations of his functioning senses. 

The blindman placed
a tulip on his tongue for purple's taste.
Cheek to grass, his green

was rough excitement's sheen 
of little whips.
In water to his lips
he named the sea blue and white,
the basin of his tears and fallen beads of sight.
He said: This scarf is redj
I feel the vectors to its thread 
that dance down from the sun. I know 
the seven fragrances of the rainbow.
I have caressed
the orange hair of flames. Pressed 
to my ear,
a pomegranate lets me hear 
crimson's flute.
Trumpets tell me yellow. Only ebony is mute.

In the following poem, the poet uses synesthesia to present a 
litany-like chant of the "definition" of love.

LOVE IS 11

a rain of diamonds 
in the mind

the soul's fruit 
sliced in two

%alf Sun Half Sleep, p. 31. 
^To Mix With Time, p. lUU.
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a dark spring
loosed at the lips of light
under-earth waters 
unlocked from their lurking 
to sparkle in a crevice 
parted by the sun
a temple
not of stone but cloud 
beyond the heart's roar 
and all violence

outside the anvil-stunned domain 
unfrenzied space

between the grains of change 
blue permanence
one short step 
to the good ground

the bite into bread again
In terms of taste love is . . the soul's fruit," " . . .  the bite 
into bread again"} in terms of sight it is ". . . a  dark spring," 

a ", . . blue permanence"; and in terms of hearing, " . . .  the 
heart's roar."

Death is defined by contrasting it to love in "The Shape of

Death." Synesthesia reveals an association between the interrelated
love-death definitions by means of the interrelated metaphors based
on sight, sound, and touch.

. . . Death is a cloud, 
immense, a clap of sound.
Love is little and not loud.
It nests within each cell, and it 
cannot be split.

dJIbid., p. 11.
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It is a ray, a seed, a note, a word, 
a secret motion of our air and blood.
It is not alien, it is near—  
our very skin—
a sheath to keep us pure of fear.

Death is a . . jaw of fright'* that " . . .  churns from white to 

gray / like a monstrous brain that bursts and bums. . . . "  The 

dimensions of dreaded death are intensified by the definitions given 
for the opposite— love: ". . . a  sheath to keep us pure of fear."

A different definition of death is presented in "Death, Great 

Smoothener." Forbidding as well as complimentary characteristics 
are given about mysterious death. This paradox reflects the "eternal 
question" of whether death is to be feared or welcomed. The poet 

cleverly avoids making a definitive statement about this dichotomy 
by presenting death in its pleasant and unpleasant attributes in the 

first section: "Death . . . maker of order, / arrester, unraveler, 
sifter and changer. . . . "  The second section reveals only the 

death's forbidding features: " . . .  reducer, dissolver, / seizer and 

welder of younger with elder. . . . "  The final section jubilantly 

celebrates the glory of death: " . . .  great heightener, / leaper, 

evolver, / . . . great whitenerPerhaps Miss Swenson's attempt to 
define death in terms of opposites only reinforces the belief that 
death and other complex realities defy definition.

The next type of definition-poems to be considered are the two 
"wishful-thinking" poems, "The Exchange" and "Another Spring

6Ibid., p. 101.
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Uncovered." Both poems express a desire to experience a connatural!ty 
with physical nature.

In "The Exchange" 7 the poet defines herself in terms of future 
events she wishes would happen. The wishes expressed in the poem are 
that she might exchange existence with the grass, earth, moss, field, 
sun, time, tree, wind, birds, and water. This wished-for exchange 

is developed through unusual associations in the poem. The body and 
the earth exchange qualities: " . . .  body flat, / the ground 

breathes." To make the experience complete the poet includes the 
mind: "Earth, take thought. / My mouth, be moss." Physical and 

mental characteristics are then placed in their functional roles of 
activity and passivity. The poet says she " . . .  will be time / and 
study to be evening." And the passive existence is expressed in the 
poet's desire to be ". . . a tree here, / never to know another 

spot." After a life of action and passivity shared and exchanged by 
the poet and physical nature, Miss Swenson expresses a desire to be 
united to nature in terms of the archetypal death wish: "Water, 
invite me to your bed." The "I will be" echoed throughout the poem 

creates a tone of unrelenting finality, and the "invite me" of the 
last line expresses a tenderness which the poet feels toward the 
"wished-for" physical nature.

"Another Spring Uncovered" 8 is the second wishful-thinking poem

^Ibid., p. 8 1.
8Ibid., p. 72.
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to be considered. The poet introduces physical nature through the 

synethesia technique: "Colors take bodies / become many birds."

And again, " . . .  Odors are born / As earliest buds." This incar
nation prepares the reader for the poem's conclusions a reversed 
synthesia. The poet wishes that her senses could wear, imbibe, and 

absorb physical nature. Miss Swenson is intrigued by the Spring's 

striking beauty: " . . .  whistling red / feather-pulse, / the velvet 
plum . . . "  the throbbing life: " . . .  apricot-breasted, / hush
wing harlequin / towhee— alive I" and its caressable gentility:
". . . fondle moss / and put our cheeks / to birches. . . . "  After 
Such a description of Spring, the reader is not surprised by the 

expressive, perhaps excessive, "if only" wish of the last stanza:
If we could eat snowdrops, 
sip hyacinths, 
make butterflies 
be bows in our hair, 
wade the tinkling streams 
of innocence, 
wear lambskin grass, 
and such but milk of airJ

In this poem as in "The Exchange," the poet experiences a desire for 
connaturality with the beauty, the life, and the gentility of physi
cal nature as it evolves into another Spring.

The riddle is the next type of definition-poem to be analyzed. 
By traditional riddle-like techniques the poet gives clues and asks 
the reader to guess: "Such and such is this and that— what is such
and such?"
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"MAsterMANANiMAL"^ is a riddle-poem that names as it defines.

By unusual manipulation of letters the poet never lets the reader 
forget that she is talking about "MAN.” The capital letter "M" 
appears fifty-five times, ''A'* seventy-four times, and "N" forty-one 
times.

Associations made through metaphors cause practically every word 
of the poem to function as a definition. Some of these metaphors 

present conflicting definitions thus revealing the poet's view of 

man as a harsh, paradoxical, robot-like complexity. Man is both 
"MAttress of Nerves" and " . . .  MANipulAtor Motor, " . . .  MeNtAl 

AKAzer" and " . . .  igNorANt iNcubAtor," " . . .  cANNibAl AutoMANANiMAl" 
and " . . .  cAllous cAlculAtor." The last line sums up the per
plexing paradox by defining man as "MAsterANiKAl ANd ANiMA etheriAl." 

These riddle—like metaphorical definitions of man can be better appre
ciated in view of the poem in its entirety.

MAsterMANANiMAl

ANiMAte MANANiMAl MAttress of Nerves 
MANipulAtor Motor ANd Motive MAker 
MAMMAliAN MAtrix MAt of rivers red 
MortAl MANic Morsel Mover shAker

MAteriAl-MAster MAsticAtor oxygeN-eAter 
MouNtAiN-MouNter MApper peNetrAtor 
iN MoNster MetAl MANtie of the Air 
MAssive wAter-surgeoN prestidigitAtor

% conographs. Unpublished Manuscript.
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MAchiNest MAsoN MesoN-Mixer MArble-heAver 
coiNer cArver cities-idols-AtoMs-sMasher 
electric lever Metric AlcheMist 
MeNtAl AMAzer igNorANt iNcubAtor
cANNibAl AutoMANANiMAl cAllous cAlculAtor 
Milky MAgNetic MAN iNNoceNt iNNovAtor 
MAlleAble MAMMA1 MercuriAl ANd MAteriAl 
MAsterANiMAl ANd ANiMA etheriAl

In the poem "Daffodils"1® the poet gives the answer to the 
riddle only in the title. Clever associations made by means of 

metaphors established the definitions in the poem: "Yellow tele

phones / . . . ringing, / shrill with light." Description is inter
mingled in the poem: " . . .  each April the same, / naive and class
ical," but the total effect of the riddle-poem is that of defining 

daffodils in terms of telephones: " . . .  colored mouthpieces / alert 
with echoes."

DAFFODILS

Yellow telephones 
in a row in the garden 
are ringing, 
shrill with light.
Old-fashioned spring 
brings earliest models out 
each April the same, 
naive and classical.
Look into the yolk- 
colored mouthpieces 
alert with echoes.
Say hello to time.

1®Half Sun Half Sleep, p. 35.
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Four separate riddles are contained in "The Wave The Flame The 
Cloud and the Leopard Speak to the Mind. " 11 Again, the answers to 
the riddles are obvious in the title of the poem. The "I am. . ." 
of the first three riddles and the "I own nothing but . . ."of the 
last, clearly signals the definition aspect of the poem. The poet 

renames the wave, the flame, the cloud and the leopard by equating 

them to something else. Such phrases as ", . . follow me," " . . .  

twine with me," "Ride with me . . . "  invite the reader to partici
pate in the existential experience of each subject that is defined 
and described.

THE WAVE THE FLAME 
THE CLOUD AND THE LEOPARD 

SPEAK TO THE MIND

Watch and watch and follow me 
I am all green mimicry

In my manyness you see 
what engenders my beauty

Dancer red and gold with greed 
I am that which does not bleed

On my rising breath be carried 
Twine with me and so be freed

Ride with me and hold my mane 
I am chimaera the skein

of everchange that's lily-lain 
above the steady mountain

11To Mix With Time, p. 93.
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Go the circle of my cage 
I own nothing but my rage

the black and white of the savage 
This singleness may you assuage

No answer is explicit in the next two riddle-poems "Living 

Tenderly" and "Was worm." The reader has the pleasure of discovering 
the answer by piecing the poet's many clues together. Again, defini

tions in the form of metaphors are the clues offered by the poet.

The definitions in "Was worm"12 tell the reader that a butterfly 
"Is little chinks / of mosaic floating . . "Is queen."

Was worm

swaddled in white 
Now tiny queen 
in sequin coat

peacockbright 
drinks the wind 
and feeds
on sweat of the leaves
Is little chinks 
of mosaic floating 
a scatter 
of colored beads

Alighting pokes
with her new black wire
the saffron yokes
On silent hinges 
openfolds her wings' 
applauding hands 
Weaned

^ To Mix With Time, p. 109.
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from coddling white 
to lakedeep air 
to blue and green
Is queen

Synesthesia is also evident in this poem: . . drinks the wind /

and feeds on sweat of the leaves." The sense of taste is presented 

in terns of the sense of touch. Sight imagery adds a panarama of 

color to the definitions that trace the gradual transformation of 
the worm to cacoon, to butterfly.

Short sentences, simple vocabulary, and a definition of each 
part of a turtle's body is given in the riddle-poem, "Living Tenderly."1-* 
The body, head, legs, eyelids, back, and flesh are described through 
metaphorical definitions.

LIVING TENDERLY

My body a rounded stone 
with a pattern of smooth seams. 
My head a short snake, 
retractive, projective.
My legs come out of their sleeves 
or shrink within, 
and so does my chin.
My eyelids are quick clamps.
My back is my roof.
I am always at home.
I travel where my house walks.
It is a smooth stone.
It floats within the lake, 
or rests in the dust.
My flesh lives tenderly 
inside its bone.

13To Mix With Time, p. 70.
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Definitions, whether in the form of synesthesia, wishful- 
thinking or riddle-poems have been interpreted as a type of search 

in this chapter. This search expressed in metaphorical language 
is not literal, but it does convey truth. New insights and new 
dimensions of truth are revealed by associations made within the 

definitions. These new insights are accomplished by restating one 
subject in terms of another, or as this has been called— metaphorical- 

definitions. But how does one define the subject of the metaphors 
used in the associations? Does one ever go beyond the new aware
ness to the core of the subject's being? Does one ever escape the 
limitations of man's ability to know— to define?

Kay Swenson, in her act of searching, implies that reality is

waiting to be discoveredj but she also acknowledges man's inhibitions

encountered in his attempts to discover and to define. In the poem
"Truth"^ the poet speculates on the difficulty and ambiguity she

experiences in her attempts at defining and discovering reality.

Reluctant mobility, 
blunt ambiguity, 
indeterminate extent 
obscure function, 
undefinable source.'

The poet goes on to explain the reasons for the undefinability of 
truth:

Part of the difficulty 
is the dim light furnished for this 
exhibit—

•^Half Sun Half Sleep, p. 107.
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part the heavy glass interposed, 
misted with humidities exhalations.

Just as in naming, defining does not secure absolute discovery 
for the poet. Even though new insights are given about reality, one 
never feels that Miss Swenson is ever freed from the certitude- 

doubt dilemma. The quest continues, but the ambiguity prevails.



QUESTIONING

This chapter will deal with a more obvious form of search, ques
tioning. At times it will build on and include the first two modes 
of search, naming and defining. One must first be able to name and 
define before intelligent questions can be formulated. Questioning 
in this chapter will deal with the actual interrogative expressions 

that explicitly reveal the objects of the search, the intensity of 
the search? and, at times, the apparent futility of the search.

May Swenson said that she was unaware of the frequency of delib
erate questions in her poetry. Conscious or unconscious, the questions 
are there. To Mix With Time has eighty-eight questions in the one 

hundred twenty-two poems. And Half Sun Half Sleep's sixty-three poems 
have twenty-eight questions. In Miss Swenson's latest book Iconographs 
that is to be published in January, 1970, there are sixty-seven ques
tions asked in the forty-nine poems.

The very act of creating poetry is for May Swenson an attempt to 
answer questions. She said that the impulse to write poetry is the 
same

impulse that makes . . .  us yearn to discover, with our 
own senses and perception, patterns, relationships, 
meanings in the universe of our experience. The im
pulse of poetry is a reaching toward an understanding 
of what I am, why I am, where I am in the universe I 
inhabit— and how my existence relates to all things I 
perceive and experience, organic and inorganic. 1

1Information in a letter to the author from May Swenson,
December 7, 1967-
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"The Poplar's Shadow"2 is an autobiographical poem that implicitly
asks profound questions about life and death. The poem is divided
into three distinct parts: the past, the present, and the future.

These three parts are united by an extended metaphor, a feather. The
past is gone, but it can be recalled in the present; it is the mystery
of the future that is expressed in three questions of the poem.

What shapes will appear?
Will great birds swing over me like gongs?
The poplar plume belongs 
to what enormous wing?

The poem entitled "Question"-^ is a string of unanswered ques
tions about death.

Body . . . 
what will I do 
when you are fallen 
. . . Where will I sleep.
Where can I go. . . .
How will I know. . . .

Since the poet's search takes place in the mind, it is "appropriate" 
that she asks many questions about the mystery of its operations and 
desires. The ambiguity of the search and the method of the searching 
are expressed in the following words, "What do we crave / heated by 
cerebral / fire?"k The "cerebral fire" connotes the mind's intense 
desire to know. But the heart of the question is found in the first 
word, "what" does the mind seek?

^To Mix With Time, p. 99.

3Ibid., p. 1$U*
^Ibid., p. 12.
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In an attempt to discover who she is and how she thinks, May 
Swenson traced her life from its primordial stages to the present. 
It is the evolution of the intellect that concerns her most.

On the shore of intellect 
I forgot how to fly
In brightness I lost track of my underworld 
of ultraviolet wisdom.®

This paradox implies that man's mind regressed as he progressed along
i " •*'
the ladder of evolution. The poet seems to be saying that the brighter
her world, the less she is able to see.

Similar expressions of distrust of the powers of the intellect
are seen in the poem that expresses an unusual wish.

If I could get 
out of my 
head and 
into the world.
What am I saying?
Out of my head?®

The poet gave some insight into her theory of the mind getting in the 
way of thinking when she said,

The files of my mind are in a mess. I don't easily seize 
up associations. It comes to my mind intuitively, but 
is sort of like a composite that when I am writing it 
rises up and gets in my work, but it is very hard for 
me to say how. The poem "To Get Out of My Head" is a 
wish to escape the files of the mind and to make the 
direct leap, to avoid the intellectual step by step, 
keeping track of everything.'

-%alf Sun Half Sleep, p. 23. 
6To Mix With Time, p. 5.
7Interview, p. 6 .
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Miss Swenson charts the intricate complexity of the mind in the 
poem, "Cause and Effect."®

Am I the bullet, or the target
or the hand
that holds the gun?

The question "Who am I?" is the underlying question for all the 

questions that the poem contains. The poet is asking whether she 
xs the victim of an outer force or the acting principle responsible 
for her actions. "Is the bullet innocent though it kill? / Must the 

target stand unblinking and still?" A half-hearted conclusion pre
sents the mind as the activating power that causes the effects, "The 
brain, the brain, surely it can refrain. . . ." But May Swenson does 

not commit herself to complete acceptance of this idea. It has not 
been proven, so she only submits an implicit question as she specu
lates that "surely" this is the case.

Miss Swenson believes that her thinking has been influenced by 
Freudian theories. The conflict between the real world and the dream 
world, or in other words, the conflict between the ego and the id, 
is a possible explanation of the way the poet searches for meaning 
in the mystery of the mind.

The ego is both conscious and unconscious: in that fact 
lies the explanation for the conflict between instinctual 
pleasure and reality which takes place within it. The

the repository of all basic drives, the ego's enemy,
'the obscure inaccessible part of our personality.'9

6Half Sun Half Sleep, p. 3l*.
^Frederick J. Hoffman, Freudianism and the Literary Minrt (n«w  

York, 1959), p. 25. ---------------------------------
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In the same book, Freudianism and the Literary Mind, Hoffman applies 
Freud's theory to literature. "As the dream work refuses to accept 
either-or, the language of the poet suggests a multiple of meanings 
from a state of tension, " 10 In the poem "Landing on the Moon," May 
Swenson questions just how far the dream world, or the id, can mix 
with reality.

Naked to the earth-beam we will be, who have arrived to 
map an apparition, and the unconscious. Gan flesh rub 
with symbol? If our ball be iron, and not light, or 
earliest wish eclipses. Dare we land upon a dream?11

ohe seems to conclude, after searching the potential power of the 
intellect, that it is incapable of revealing certitude to her.

3h the poem "Lightning, " 12 she reconfirms her belief that her 
search is not impossible; rather it is that she just has not been 
able to break through the necessary barriers yet. Che of those 
barriers is the mind. She describes how at times she has momentary 
glimpses of the answer to her search, but in a flash it is gone. It 
is like the lightning that makes a dark world discernable for an 

instant, or like words that the thunder utters but she can't under
stand. In another line, the poet says ". . . a  symbol for conceiving 
the universe was scratched on my eyeball. But quickly its point 

eclipsed, and softened, in the scabbard of my brain." The heart of 
the problem is found in the climactic question of the poem, "When

10Ibid., p. 328.
11To Mix With Time, p. 10.

12Half Sun Half Sleep, p. 6 3.
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will I grope my / way clear of the entrails of intellect?" The poet 

is faced with the paradox that the instrument she has for compre
hending is a stumbling block in the act of comprehending.

In a four-stanza poem, "Order of Diet,"-*-3 Miss Swenson sets up 
an orderly catalog of the life-death cycle. The entire world is 
involved in this extended question. Grass grows, cows eat grass, 
and we eat the cow. "We, at table with our knives / cut apart and 
swallow other lives." The poet wonders if this is a transformation 
whereby the devoured substance is "To arise in the other's body?"
The last stanza asks the gripping question about man's destiny,

"What then feeds on us? . . . To what Beast's intent / are we Its 

fodder and nourishment? " This repeats the poet's recurring ques
tions, "Who am I" and "Why am I?" Even if she cannot accept a God 
by faith, she is, through her questioning, admitting that there must 
be answers. She also admits in this poem, as in others, that there 

must be a power beyond the mere human power and intellect that can 
make the mystery of existence comprehensible.

Every word and every line of the poem, "The U n i v e r s e , i s  a 
question. Free form typography, punning, and cycling effects help 

to connote the theme of an unanswered question. But the poet makes 
a game out of the serious and ambiguious question. The poem has 
only eighty-six words and most of them are repeated. Each of the

13To Mix With Time, p. 100.
•^Ibid., p. 3 .
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following words occurs six times in the poem: we, us, what, think,

universe, about because, and it. Each time the word is repeated,
it seems to give new insights and increase the ambiguity. The words

"about,“ "think," and "because" illustrate this point in the lines:
We think 
why because 
we think 
because.
Because 
we think 
we think
the universe about us.
But does it think, 
the universe?
Then what 
about?
About us?

Miss Swenson analyses her existence in the poem "Spectrum
A n a l y s i s b y  contrasting abstractions with the concrete. It is a
question that offers no answer, but it does give depth and color to
the mysterious reality.

Have I arrived from 
left or
right to hover here
in the clear permission of my
temperature ? Is my
flow a fading
up or
down— my glow 
going? Or is my flush 
rushing to a rose of ripe 
explosion?

This is a life-death question. The poet seems to say: "I am, but 

what will become of me?" She doesn't know from whence she came. Is

^ Half Sun Half Sleep, p. 93-
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the flow of life "up or down”? Is the flow of life slowly disappearing
or is the color of life getting brighter and brighter till it can no
longer contain itself and will then explode?

"The Secret in the Cat”16 is a poem that simply asks what makes
a cat tick. The same question can be asked of man. In this poem

Miss Swenson took her cat apart, hoping to discover its secret. But
she still could not find the secret. The poem begins and ends with
unanswered questions.

Was he a soft car. 
the engine bubbling?
My cat a kind of tuning fork? 
amplifier?— telegraph?

x doing secret signal work?
His eyes elliptic tubes: 
there's a message in his stare.
I stroke him
but cannot find the dial.

"Gods / Children"17 uses the technique of asking a question, 

then setting up a string of arguments, only to end with the same ques
tion asked at the beginning. It too has a life-death theme.

They are born naked
And without tails
They cannot fly
Their blood is red
They are children until they die
And then 'are God's children'
Are gods . . . children . . . Are gods children?

The human species is traced from evolutionary primordial stages to the 
space age.

16

17Ibid., p. 52.
Half Sun Half Sleep, p. 87.
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Worlds are their heads
Oceans infant's serene eyes. . .
The air first heard itself called glory
in their lungs. . .
sex a red coal in the groin
they worshipped . . .
they shoot themselves in a circle
out beyond their ball . . .
they operate upon one another
and increase
and make replicas
and replace one another
new for old
and tick to death
like moments.

This objective, mechanical catalog of the history of man echoes 
a tone of disbelief and mockery at the claim that man is God— God's 
children. And then after death they "Are God's children. / Are gods 
. . . children . . . / Then are gods children? The play on the two 
words "god" and "children" and the two combinations "God's children 

. . . "  and "Then are gods children" gives the four possibilities for 
the after-death experience. But each is a question that is unanswered.

In "The T r u t h , t h e  poet uses a tangled snake to ask questions 
about life and death. Neither the beginning nor the end of the snake 
is discernible. The poet notices the similarities in the tangled 

snake and her desire for certitude, "Speculations about shape amount 
to a counting of coils / But crawling out or crawling in?" Again the 
poet ends with a question: "When will it lift, strike, / straighten 
into motion?" She seems to be asking if it is possible to find the 
truth about life from jumbled appearances. If the snake lifts

lo‘Half Sun Half Sleep, p. 107.

or



35

strikes, then the tangle would loosen, and the shape and the head 
would be discernible.

To fully appreciate the poem, "Why We Die, 1,19 it is necessary
to consider the Freudian theory about death which has influenced the
poet. Freud says the "tendency of the organic is to return to the
inorganic. The goal of all life is death$ the inanimate was there

before the a n i m a t e . M i s s  Swenson believes that ultimately man will
evolve to the state where he can conquer death, but till that time he

is a victim of his desire for death. "If we could imagine the id with
a sense at all, it would be a future sense— that is, the drive toward
total gratification is pure future, and leads, if not inhibited, to
death." 21 Miss Swenson voices this theory in her poem and asks who
will be the first to escape the power of the death desire.

Saw a grave 
upon a hill . . . 
and wondered why we die 
and said
because we want to die 
and be as dead 
as things that 
lacking thought beget 
no hope and no regret.

It is the unrestrained id that causes death according to this theory.
Hunger makes him break the fast 
and take a taste of death at last.

~^To Mix With Time, p. 153.
20Hoffman, Freuaianism ana the Literary Mind, p‘. 26.
21Ibid., p. 323.
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Who*11 forego 
the cravings 
who will be 
discoverer of 
eternity?

"The Primitive^ is a poem made up of seventy short sentences, 
twenty-three of which are interrogative. It is also a search for 
the truth about life and death. The poet uses a mountain to symbo
lize ultimate reality. She is climbing the mountain and asks ques
tions about the purpose of the climb. The climb is life, and the 
end is death with all the mysteries and fears connected with it.

What would I prefer, then? To stay here, 
midway, facing the mountain? To stop,

' and not look up or down? Or to drop
back, downwards? I ask myself such things, while walking l 
— and smile to myself. Forward, forward is the only choice.

The poet addresses the mountain as if it were the power responsible
for her existence and knows what is to become of her after death.

Vías I 'thrown away* upon your self-forgotten body, 
and are you now pulling me into your other side?
What is I, steadfast determine
to reach your peak, without going blind?

As in the poems "More Rich" and "An Opening," blindness is a symbol
for death. After the monolog addressed to the mountain, the poet

pleads for some sort of response. "Mountain, give me a sign .'" Then
she pathetically tells the mountain " . . .  I think, rather, that you
do not care." And the last question of the poem extends the idea of
indifference on the part of the supreme power, the Mountain. "Perhaps

22To Mix With Time, p. 13.
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it is a small nobility to think this way / . . .  Can pebbles expect

a summit?" This poem asks many questions in its search for reality,
but it humbly concludes with "Strange enough. I cannot understand 
it."

The same search is evident in the poem "An Opening."23 It has 

a different image and a different tone, but it shows the same groping 
for the meaning of life and death. The present is depicted as an 
open box, and death is a closed box: " . . .  the Box / of Now of He 
of only Here unlocks / at once in a landscape limitless and free

bUt death is "• • • the final Blind / box of sleep clapped shut / 
unhinged from sight. . . . »  The key question is «. . . where is 

Wakeness then?" The question is ambiguous. It is asked after the 

poet sizes up her present state as being wedged between the past and 
the future. She is unable to understand the present existence and is 
even more confused about the existence to come.

Questioning as a form of search leads one to consider many possible 
answers, few of which are ever given directly by the poet. The search 
continues with no definite promise of discovery.

23To Mix With Time, p. 183.



ARCHETYPAL PATTERNS

Two assumptions have been made about May Swenson’s poetry: it 
is a search, and it becomes entangled in its own search. This en
tanglement is subtly expressed in various types of ambiguity. The 
three types of ambiguity chosen for study here are: archetypal 

patterns, paradox, and typography. Implications of the archetypal 
patterns will be discussed in this chapter.

Archetypal patterns in Miss Swenson's poetry offer the reader 
both ambiguity and insight. Through these figures the poet’s con

flicts are expressed in association with the conflicts experienced 
by past ages. According to David Daiches

. . .the psychological critic can consider the degree 
to which the images and symbols in a work of literature 
derive their full meaning from some deep psychological 
source, some perennial aspect of the human mind. The 
poet, it has been maintained, is more closely in touch 
with these deep sources of meaning, being as T. S.
Eliot put it, ’more primitive, as well as more civilized, 
than his contemporaries.' The psychologist Carl Jung 
believed in the 'collective unconscious' lying behind 
the individual conscious and unconscious mind, not 
readily accessible to the ordinary adult. Maud Bodkin, 
in her Archetypal Patterns in Poetry, applied this view 
to poetry, discovering in certain recurring poetic images, 
symbols, and situations echoes of this deep-seated primi
tive sense of meaning.1

The circle and light-shadow (day-night, white-black) images are 
the two archetypal figures that will be studied. Both figures are a 
type of paradox. The circle connotes motion, but it never stops; it

David Daiches, Critical Approaches to Literature ( New York, 1956),
p. 356.
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has a beginning, but it cannot be discoveredj it has an end, but it 
is also elusive. The paradox in light-shadow is more obvious. Many 
examples will be given to show how Miss Swenson interplays these two 
opposites in her poetry.

Jung recognized the paradoxical nature of the archetypal 
figures:

Like the personalities, these archetypes are true and 
genuine symbols that cannot be exhaustively interpreted, 
either as signs or as allegories. They are genuine symbols 
precisely because they are ambiguous, full of half-glimpsed 
meanings, and in the last resort inexhaustible. The ground 
principles, the 'archai', of the unconscious are indescrib
able because of their wealth of reference, although in them
selves recognizable. The discriminating intellect naturally 
keeps on trying to establish their singleness of meaning and 
thus misses the essential pointj for what we can above all 
establish as the one thing consistent with their nature 
is their 'manifold meaning», their almost limitless wealth 
of reference, which makes any unilateral formulation im
possible. Besides this, they are in principle paradoxical, 
just as for the alchemists the spirit was conceived as 
'senex et iuvenis simul'— an old man and a youth at once.2

The circle archetype can be associated with Maud Bodkin's
rebirth figure. This figure appears an

a movement, downward, or inward toward the earth's 
centre, or a cessation of movement— a physical change 
which, as we urge metaphor closer to the impalpable 
forces of life and soul, appears also as a transition 
toward severed relation with the outer world, and, it 
may be, toward disintegration and death. This element 
in the pattern is balanced by a movement upward and 
outward— an expansion or outburst of activity, a tran
sition toward redintegration and life-renewal.3

2DeLaszlo, The Basic Writings of Carl Gustav Jung, p. 322.
3"mud Bodkin, Archetypal Patterns in Poetry (New York, 193h), 

p. 5k.
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The certitude-doubt dilemma that is the basis of May Swenson's

search is itself a life-death-rebirth cycle. Often discovery seems
to be within reach, only to be lost in entangled confusion. The
poet continues her efforts, hoping to escape the vicious circle of
certitude-doubt. Discovery is her goal, but as yet her poetry offers
only the search. It fits Dorothy Sayers' description:

. . . the poetry of search concentrates on the "gropings" 
whether or not he succeeds in reaching any goal; the poet 
writes the diary of his journey as he goes along, describ
ing for their own sake all the false steps, blind alleys, 
and pits of confusion into which he may fall by the way.*
One of Miss Swenson's poems that expresses the search theme by

means of the circle archetype is "Still Turning,"^ where life is a

carousel in perpetual motion. Children are riding "round and round"

to music that repeats the grainy tune forever, and the riders are

reaching for round "rings." It is meaningless motion "till wrinkles
carve their smiling faces," and the "flying horses" of the third

stanza become "flying hearses" at the end. Life-death is a cycle

that never stops, but the poet sees in it a paradox of life— a living
death in its apparent meaninglessness and ultimate death.

This circle motif is reinforced by such words as "round" and
"around" that are repeated twelve times; "disk," "turning pillar,"

and "rings" echo the twirling motion. There is also repetition in

^Dorothy L. Sayers, The Poetry of Search and the Poetry of 
Statement (London, 1963), p. 8. “

^Half Sun Half Sleep, p. 98.
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the rhythm and stanza length. One stanza flows into the next without 
a break, creating another round-and-round effect.

A similar metaphor appears in "The Contraption,"^ using a roller 
coaster. The archetype figures of ug and down and a type of circling 
describe the maze-like motif of a life-death cycle.

The first part of the poem gives a good description of up.
"Going up is pleasant. It tips your chin, / and you feel tall and 

free. . . . "  Down has the opposite emotion. "Going / down is a dull 
road."

The poet makes it very clear that the carnival ride represents 

life with such phrases as "for years beneath . . . "  and "How / did the 
morning, the whole blue-and-white day / go by in what seems one 

swoop?" While on the roller-coaster, the poet is unable to visualize 
the maze-like circling and the swooping ups and downs; she can only 
experience the now. So it is with her life. She promises to examine 
the contraption when the ride is over.

The ride
is complete. You are positioned for discovery, but,
your senses gone, you can't see the upper arching works. Wide
silence. Midnight. The carnival is shut.

Death comes before the poet is able to closely examine the intricacies
of life.

A constant up and down motion is produced by the regular stanza 
length along with inconsistent sentence length. One stanza swings

^To Mix With Time, p. 6l.
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into the next, giving a smooth effect contrasted by a jerky rhythm that
imitates the motion of a roller-coaster. Another smooth effect is

produced by the repeated a-b-a-b rhyme scheme of each stanza.

In "The Wish to Excape Into Inner S p a c e , M a y  Swenson says:
All is too open:
all expands, explodes
and scampers out and speeds apart . . .
to be round,
smooth in its orbit,
beautifully closed—
spurts out erratic, widens,
retreats from its core,
feels itself emptied, floats detached . . . 
is dragged through galactic vapors, 
the cold pain of unwanted growth.

This expanding, explosive circling seems to be unwanted and uncontrolled. 
Life and death is a reality that is not completely within the control 
of the ones who are experiencing the living and the dying. This puzzles 
the poet, and she ask3, ,rWhy is this so?"

An unfinished recitation of the alphabet becomes the circle 
archetype in the poem "Stony Beach."® May Swenson presents waves in 
an action that is never completed:

. . . never finished

. . . the waves round out in a dune over riddling stones 
Beginning again and again with a great A 
a garbled alphabet he lisps and groans 
The insistent eloquence of echoes 
has no omega.

In this poem the sea is also an archetypal figure for rebirth or 
circling. Frera the primordial beginnings till now, the sea repeats

?To Mix With Time, p. 7.
8Ibid., p. 172.



the life-death-rebirth pattern. The waves continue to echo this idea 
in their repetitious ebb and flow.

"At First, At Last"^ is another poem that uses the wave image to
explore the mystery of circling.

At first the dips are shallow, 
the peaks ever higher.
Until at last the peaks 
are lower . . .
It is a wave
that mounts and recoils.

It is more than the physical phenomena that has captivated the poet.
She seems to examine the implications of the mounting and recoiling.

. . . The wave that gave us 
high joys
never again to be matched, 
and shall give us,
. . . surprises, releases, abysses?

The retreating-beating-retreating rhythm of waves is also found 
in the poem "At Truro.

The sea is unfolding scrolls 
and rolling them up again.
It is an ancient diary 
the waves are murmuring.
The words are whit© curls, 
great capitals are seen 
on the wrinkled swells.
Repeated rhythmically
it seems to me I read my own biography.

The association with the present and the "collective unconscious" of
the past is explicit in this poem: ". . .an ancient diary," and
" . . . I read my own biography."

^Half Sun Half Sleep, p. 22.

10Ibid., p. 23.
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In "Let Us Prepare,1,11 May Swenson asks if man is caught in a
circle of no-way-out.

Between the belly
of the sun and the belly
of the world
must we bounce forever
magnetized generations of the circle?

Another circle effect is given as life and death are presented in

terms of a bull fight. "Death Invited"12 starts and ends— starts and
ends with a different bull but a repetition of the same performance.

Death is dragged from the ring, 
a clumsy hide, 
a finished thing—  
back to his pen.

v Hie gate swings shut.
The gate swings wide.
Here comes trotting, snorting death 
let loose again.

The second archetypal figure to be studied is the light shadow 
image. May Swenson's latest book of poetry uses this image in the 
title, Half Sun Half Sleep. As in the circle image, the light-shadow 
opposition records a conflict.

Light is a symbol for desirable things in Miss Swenson's poetry. 
Shadow is a symbol for undesirable things. In the discussion of these 
images, day and sun will have the same associations as does the word 
light, and shadow will be the same as night and darkness.

^ T o  Mix With Time, p. 9.
12Ibid., p. 21.



Light exposes reality to the senses and through them to the mind. 
The shadow is the unknown, the feared part of reality. In Jung’s 

terminology "the shadow is the dark half of the personality.nl3 Such 
archetypal images are important in literature because "Image and 

meaning are identical; and as the first takes shape, so the latter 

becomes clear . . . Actually the pattern heeds no interpretation: 
it portrays its own meaning.

If the image and meaning are identical, then the light-dark 
archetypal patterns can give much insight into the meaning of Miss 
Swenson’s poetry.

Light and shadow are in conflict in the poem, "Deciding.
May Swenson expresses a state of hopelessness without light and her
determination to get to the light.

Like a potato in a dark bin it grew 
white grabbers for light 
out of its navet-eyes. . . .

Blindness is darkness, but in desperation eyes are grown that will 
search for light. The light can be had, the poet is saying, if 

there is enough perseverance. "Deciding to go on / digging Doing 
it." This is a poem that makes a decision to live (light) and not 

to be overcome by despair (darkness) no matter what the odds may be.

^Violet otaub DeLaszlo, The Basic Writing of Carl Gustav Junp 
(New York, 1959), p. U62. ---------------- --------------------~

^Ibid., p. 7h.
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Deciding to keep on striding 
from inside Bursting the bin-side 
Poking out wishes for delicious 
opposites.

Day and night is the image which reveals the state of conflict 
that a man and woman are experiencing in "Mortal S u r g e . T h e  man 

and woman are fighting with the decision to have or to reject sexual 
intercourse.

In the breathless wedge between night and dawn 
. . . either to advance or retreat 
. . . expecting to be comforted 
or to be punished
or to be delighted beyond imagined delights 
to be made clean
or to be baptized an the cool font of evil.

"Sleeping Overnight on the Shore"1’'' is another example of the
dichotomy of the archtypal black-white image. In this poem the
earth is presented as half sun and half sleep. Half of the earth
is illumined by the sun while the other half is darkened by a self-
thrown shadow.

Earth turns
one cheek to the sun
while the other tips
its crags and dimple into shadow. . . .
Then earth in its turning slips half of itself away 
from the ever burning.
Night frown
smirches earth's face
by those hours marked older.

•^To Mix With Time, p.

17Half Sun Half Sleep, p. 90.



. . .  It is dark, we say.
But night is a fiction 
hallowed at the back of our ball 
when from its obverse side 
a cone of self-thrown shade 
evades the shining.

In some poems M s s  Swenson associates the physical half light-
half dark reality to that of human experience. It is a psychological
darkness not a physical darkness that the poet refers to in

Let us eat nothing but darkness
refuse our stale orbit
and walk only in sleep
there to descry a crack in the future
and work to widen it.-*-”

It is again a figurative darkness which conveys the idea of a psycho
logical void in the present when compared to the primordial past: 
!,That there was life./ That ours is merely its shadow.

The archetypes of dark, black, gray, and shadow are used by May 
Swenson to support a death theme in some of her poems. In "The Shape 

of Death," the poet describes death's physical appearance by de

scribing an atomic bomb explosion. The change from white, to gray, 
to black is important in the gradual but engulfing terror that is 
conveyed in the following description:

Death is a cloud,
immense and awesome. At first a lid
is lifted from the eye of light:
there is a clap of sound, a white blossom

•^Half Sun Half Sleep, p. 9.
*9Ibid., p. 8.

20To Mix With Time, p. 11.



belches from the jaw of fright, 
a pillared cloud churns from white to gray 
like a monstrous brain that bursts and burns, 
then turns sickly black, spilling away, 
filling the whole sky with ashes of dread. . . .

A dramatic life-versus-death situation is created in the poem
"Executions."2-̂- The poet’s shadow and the shadows cast by physical
nature are trapped by the "killer shadow."

I walk out on thongs of shadow
my back to the morning sun
. . . murder is prepared
. . .  I think that mound, that haul
of sun a health of yellow still
safe from the killer shadow

But even the sun is not able to stop the massacre: "I wade in husks / 

in broken shafts of arrows." The entire poem is a description of 

autumn as it retreats from the inescapable clutch of death.

An analogy is made between a church service and pastoral nature 
in the poem, "Sunday in the Country.»22 All is beautiful, sacred, 
and meditative as the poet experiences "A cricket's creed / . . .

The sun’s incessant blessing." It is the white-black contrast that 
creates the dichotomy of sacred-sacrilege in this poem.

Too much gold
weighs on my head where I lay it in light.
Angels climb through my lashes their wings 
so white, every color clings there.

The service of beautiful nature continues to captivate the poet until 

^ T o  Mix With Time, p. 135.
22lbid., p. 128
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"A black and impudent Voltairean crow has spoiled / the sacrament. 
And I can rise and go."

"Big-Hipped Nature"2^ is another poem that capitalizes on the
black-white archetype contrast. Light is used as one of nature's
qualities, but the overtones are of deep darkness.

Big-hipped nature . . .
is rocked in the crib of the sea . . .
with coats of flame
serpents in their languor black and blind 
in the night of his dark mind expresses 
his awe and anger his terror and magicness.
Within the waterfall 
he twines his limbs of light
When sleep the enormous shadow of his hand descends . . . 
we lie naked within his lair . . . 
lightnings play upon us there.

In the poem »At Truro "2ii the archetypal patterns present the 
exterior environment as bright and the inner world of the mind as 
dark.

%  fiery head furled 
up its cool kingdom 
and put night away. . . .
As if the sun were blind 
again I feel the suck 
of the sea's dark mind.

The poet seems to say that the more the human intellect evolves the 

less it can actually know. This is contradictory to the evolution 
theory of gradual improvement.

2% o  Mix With Time, p. l8l.
2% a l f  Sun Half Sleep, p. 23.
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May Swenson paints a picture of downtown New York City as its 
color is changed from sunset to night. The archetype light-dark 
(shadow) are the key contrasts of this poem.

Sluggish coils of
sundown low on the wall of sky . . .
Blue-white light . . . 
of beginning night
light-riddled . . . manhattan . . . the new emphatic moon 
a comma of light. ^

And then night descends on the city: "Copper-green, the drape of 
maturing night / rides down in loops of shadow to the street." The 
stage is set and the play begins with 

. . . slow dolls
' dressed in thickening cloth of dark

pushing their shades like barrows as they walk 
beneath the trinket lamps

It is all " . . .  their stage . . . / on the sidewalks of their show."

"Looking Uptown"2^ is another poem about the city that uses the

archetype white-black contrast. Cars run

Over mats of shadows, through 
rents of sun . . .
and the suede shadows mimic on cement 
angular rhomboids. . . .  At every crossing, 
pairs of hooded lights 
decide to let the cars 
proceed.

Light, night and shadow are interplayed again in the poem "Flying 
Home From U t a h . As night comes a

^ Half Sun Half Sleep, p. 111*. 
2&TO Mix With Time, p. 123.
27Half Sun Half Sleep, p. 50.



5 l

Long roads rayed out frcm the sores of cities 
begin to fester and crawl with light—
. . . Alone on a moonlit stainless rink 
glides the ghost of a larva, the shadow 
of our plane. Lights go on 
in the worm-belly where we sit;
. . .  in the tank of night.

The black-white-shadow trio is again seen in ’'Naked in Borneo."28
Their blouse is black
shadows of fronds
on a copper vest of sun.

References to the sun in this poem are quite different from other
sun references. The archetype seems to be reversed. The sun has
undesirable connotations and black has desirable ones. For example,
xthe natives have no protection against the

. . . sun's hate.
They glide, muScles of water 
through water, dark oil-beads 
pave their lashing torsos. . . .
Rasped by the sun's tongue, then moon-licked.

The white-shadow contrast is used to describe sea shells in the
poem "On Handling Some Small Shells From the Windward Islands.

Their friction spinal and chill 
as of ivory embryo. . . .
Some blanched by the eye 
of the sun,
. . . but most white like lektites.

The interior is bright and colorful, but the opening is a
. . . shadowy crease a pinched 
ambiguous vestibule, a puckered 
trap ajar.
The sly inviting smile into the labyrinth.

2 Half Sun Half Sleep, p. 70

29jbid., p. 76
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It is the unseen, the unknowable part that is described as "shadowy."

In the poem "April Light"30 a special generating power is attri
buted to light. It brings life to a dead, dark tree.

Line with light. . . .
A gilded trunk writhes . . .
from the pit of the black tentacles. . . .
Light teaches the tree 
to beget leaves. . . .
Then even the corpse 
light copies from below 
may shimmer, dreaming it feels 
the cheeks of blossom.

Light as life and dark as death is again seen in "A Bird's 
Life."31 "As the sun . . .  / Mother Light . . .» is attributed as 

protector and life-giving source for the birds. The opposite is evi
dent in the following description of night:

Evening, though leaks
elegy from a few pathetic beaks. . . .
Their death is the death of light.

Another life-death parallel is found in "A  City Garden in 
April."32

In the shade 
each light cone 
untwists to goblet. 
Under light 
the rim widens . . . 
the first big 
honey-heat of the sun 
you 'll unloose 
your secret explosion.

3QHalf Sun Half Sleep, p. 21.
31Ibid., p. 29.

32lbid., p. 35.
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"The Lightning"33 uses the archetype contrasts to differentiate

between knowing and not knowing.

The lightning waked me. It slid under 
my eyelid. A black book flipped open 
to an illuminated page.

It seems to May Swenson that true perception flashes in the mind
instantaneously and then is blurred into blackness just as lightning
flashes and disappears. In the interview the poet says:

It is in a flash that you realize something, 
that something hits you. It hits you— and 
then you try to catch up with the fact that 
it hit you, to get to the immediacy that wefeel.34

In the poem Miss Swenson hints that it is sometimes impossible to
"catch up" with the thing that hits you.

A black book flipped open 
to an illuminated page, 
then instantly 
shuts. . . .
If only I could 
make them out. . . .

Night causes the sun, the earth, and the moon to take on strange
appearances "In the Hair of the Night."35 These three are spoken of
metaphorically as different kinds of eyes.

The hound's eye of the sun . . .
the cat's eye of the moon . . .
the earth's eye,
the iris of a mouse in . . .
the night.»

33nalf Sun Half Sleep, p. 63.

3^Inte:rview, p. l£.

35Half Sun Half Sleep, p. 6 0 .



All are part of a monster-like illusion.

In the hair of the night 
the cloudy head of a sphinx 
whose face is a herd of eyes 
in the monstrous hair of the night.

The repetition of the day-night, black-white or light-shadow 
archetypes has meaning beyond its function of describing. As has been 
illustrated in many poems; the "white" images connote pleasant, good, 
desirable things, and the "black" images connote the opposite. In 

;nost poems cited above the white and black contrasts are pre
sented as interplaying correlatives. Each furthers the development 
of the other's meaning by the balance and juxtaposition of the inter
related opposites. What something is becomes more obvious by con

sidering simult,aneously what it is not. The archetypes of circles 
and black-white enhance and echo the poet's search into the mysteries 
of reality. Ironically, it seems that the poet herself is not always 
cognizant of the multiple implications revealed by the methods she 
uses in her search, especially the Impact of the archetypes.

The unconscious element of the collective unconscious, where the 
archetypal patterns supposedly exists, is of special significance in 
May Swenson's poetry. She is unconscious of the fact that she uses 
the collective unconscious (archetypes) in her poetry. In response 
to a question about this she said:

Frankly, I don't know what you refer to in asking, 'Do 
you use the archetypal figures intentionally— especially 
circles, and the dark-light contrasts?' I don't know
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what you consider my 'archetypal figures ' to be— no,
I can't tell you their function.3°

Miss Swenson's apparent unawareness of the existence of the arche
types in her poetry does not lessen their effects. Perhaps her un
conscious use of the collective unconscious gives the archetypes in 
her poetry added artistic integrity. It definitely reinforces the 

theory that the archetypes belong to the realm of the unconscious.
As in naming, defining, and questioning; the archetypal patterns 

of circle and light-shadow offer no definite answers. Rather, the 
archetypes reflect the certitude-doubt dilemma of the poet as she 
struggles for discovery. This leads to the next mode of search to 
be studied, another form of ambiguity, the paradox.

^Information in a letter to the
February 27, 1969.

author from May Swenson,



PARADCK

It is not surprising to discover that paradox has a prominent 
place in May Swenson's poetry. Her poetry is a poetry of search 
into reality, and paradox is an intrinsic feature of reality.

Adrian Van Kaam, a theologian, psychologist and critic, very explic
itly confirms this theory in the following quote:

As man, I too am darkness and light, demon and dove. The 
struggle between the two is the conflict which I share 
with all men . . .  at moments of crisis . . .  I experience 
the climax of tension between the opposite poles of my 
personality.1

Archibald MacLeish also regards paradox as a necessary component 
of all human experiences:

. . . for the tragic, like everything else in man's 
experience comes wholly alive only in the presence of 
its opposite. . . .  To taste the human tragedy one must 
taste at the same time the possibility of human happiness, 
for it is only when the two are known together in a single 
knowledge that either can be known.

The recurring theme of search expressing certitude-doubt in May
Swenson's poetry is itself a paradox. When asked why she uses so
many paradoxes, Miss Swenson replied:

Paradox is one of the things you always find in poetry.
You find it in philosophy. I think what philosophers 
come up against is that they arrive at paradox. Do they 
ever get to certain answers? . . . Paradox is a feature

Adrian Van Kaam, Kathleen Healy, The Demon and the Dove 
(Pennsylvania, 1967), p. U5•

2Archibald MacLeish, Poetry and Experience (Cambridge, 196l), 
p. 177.
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of poetry because it is a feature of reality as we experi
ence it. Our equipment and situation for apprehension on 
the whole is very limited. Extend your hand on the ground 
and an ant crawls up your finger. How much does his acci
dental exploration tell him about you? How accurate or 
complete are the 'conclusions' of his senses? He is going 
to experience paradox. For instance, 'This surface is 
solid like the ground, but it is slippery and moves, it 
is pulsury.3

From the poet's interpretation and from specific examples in 
her poetry, one can find a parallel to Freud's identification of 

paradox: " . . .  paradox is a result of the need both to admit a 
truth and at the same time to use available forms of transcendence 
in order to deny it; the admission and the denial are f u s e d . S u c h  

a statement echoes the certitude-doubt theme, the poet's difficulty 
in naming, defining and questioning. It definitely reinforces the 
subtle yet forceful purposes of the light-dark and the circle arche
typal patterns.

Various poems will now be discussed in terms of their paradox
ical implications. The poems will be divided into two categories: 
thematic paradoxes and verbal trick paradoxes.

The theme in "The Kite"'’ reveals a paradoxical evaluation of 
man. A string is attached to the kite as it flies in the breeze 

that Miss Swenson calls the "void." Two forces, the tug of the world

•^Interview, p. 3.

^Frederick J. Hofftnan, Freudianism and the Literary Mind (New 
York, 1959), p. 326. ---------------------------------

5Half Sun Half Sleep, p. 61.
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and the tug of the wind, create an inescapable tension for the help
less kite. The poet seems to be saying that man, like the kite, is 
a victim of conflicting forces:

"Perhaps all things are inanimate 
and it is the void that lives,"
I think, until I remember 
that a string,

not seen in the white air, 
is tied to a finger below.

The paper face is fixed 
in a magnetic flow
on which it depends, 
by which it is repelled.
The tug of the void, 
the will of the world
together declare
placement for the shivering mask.

The poet has used a very ordinary activity to speculate on a complex 
paradox. Man has being, but the reality outside of man also has 
being. Is man master of this outside reality, or is he a victim of 

it? Man's situation is described in terms of a kite: " . . .  paper 
pollywog, aloft, / pushing upstream, / alive because wind pours over, 
under / it, like water." The kite is seemingly alive, it is "pushing 

upstream." But the question immediately arises, "To what does the 

kite attribute its life?" And the answer supplied by the poet argues 
that the kite is "alive because wind pours over, under / it, like 

water." Opposites echo this paradoxical theme by such ideas as the 

kite "is fixed / in a magnetic flow . . . "  and it is upon this flow
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that the kite "depends" and at the same time is "repelled." How do 

such tensions affect the kite? The words "Desperate paper pollywog," 

and "shivering mask" make it quite clear that the poet considers 
the "tug of the void, / the will of the world . . ."in which the 
kite is caught a paradoxical and tramatic experience.

"The Little Rapids"^ is another poem with a paradoxical theme
that utilizes an ordinary activity to speculate about abstract and
complex truths. It is the two-fold effects of the heart that are
the subject and paradox of this poem.

Grief-gusher, 
freshet of desire, 
snug nest of joy 
and fear, 
its zest constant 
even in sleep, 
its padded roar 
bounding in the 
grotto of the breast.
Hinge of hate and 
love, steep springhead, 
riddle of my blood, 
primal pool of 
cruelty, and all 
queer sweet thrills . . .
Ravine of my body, 
red, incredulous 
with autumn, 
from here curt death 
will hurl me delirious 
into the gorge.

A parallel is established in this poem between the heart and life.
Just as the heart is capable of sustaining life and capable of

6Half Sun Half Sleep, p. 6U.
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ending it, so is human existence a potential life or death situa
tion. Other opposites of grief-joy, fear-zest, sleep-roar, hate- 

love, and cruelty-sweet thrills maintain a dynamic tension one 

would expect to find in a poem with a paradoxical theme.
In the poem "Evolution"^ May Swenson compares human existence 

to the animal and plant existence. The first section of the poem 

presents the non-human's desire to experience the human:
the stone 

would like to be 
Alive like me

the rooted tree 
longs to be Free

the mute beast 
envies my fate 

Articulate
This imagined desire of the non-human is interrupted by some obser
vations about the poet's present paradoxical situation:

on this ball 
half dark 
half light 

i walk Upright 
i lie Prone 

within the night

The poet goes on to express her own desire to exchange experiences 
with the non-human existence:

how i Yearn 
for the lion 
in his den

7To Mix With Time, p. 1U3.



though he spurn 
the touch of men

the longing 
that i know 

is in the Stone also 
it must be 

the same that rises 
in the Tree 
the longing

in the Lion's call speaks for all

oh to Endure 
like the stone 

sufficient 
to itself alone

or Reincarnate 
like the tree 

be born each spring 
to greenery

or like the lion 
without law 

to roam the Wild 
on velvet paw

By a complete change of viewpoint, the poet takes the opposite stand 

and reassures herself that it is much better to be a human being 
than a stone:

but if walking 
i meet 

a Creature like me 
on the street 

two-legged 
with human face 

to recognize 
is to Embrace
wonders pale 
beauties dim 

during my delight 
with Him
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an Evolution strange 
two Tongues touch 

exchange 
a Feast unknown 

to stone 
or tree or beast

Man's ability to communicate with other men makes the poet admit 
emphatically that the human has no cause for envying the non-human 
existence. Perhaps this conviction is all the more striking after 
it has undergone all the speculations and wishful-thinking so
clearly expressed by means of paradox.

8"Fireflies" is a compact but complex poem that examines the 
powers of the intellect as opposed to those of instinct. The mind 

is speckled by sparks of insight just as the night is dotted by the 
light of the fireflies:

In a planetarium 
of the mind 
sparks lit 
when logic has gone 
down
faint in the dawn 
of the intellect.

It is the darkness of instinct, says the poet, that permits the 
sparks of ideas to flash in the mind:

Instinct
makes luminous the insect.
Idea's anonymous 
ordinary mark, 
that cryptic

8To Mix With Time, p. 79.



63

in daylight crept, 
can rise an asterisk 
astonishing others out.
If the secret 
of the dark
be kept, 
an eagerness 
in smallest, fiercest 
hints
can scintillate.

Is the mind more effective without the light of logic? The poet 

seems to say that illumination in the darkness of instinct is more 
effective than planned, conscious, and methodical attempts to cap
ture the light of truth. In this poem the poet again exhibits her 
skill to develop a theme by means of paradox.

"More Rich"^ is another poem that illustrates May Swenson's 
use of a theme of paradox to develop her poem.

When I go blind I shall see 
my dreams

that round the edges of my mind 
flash sometimes

then sink in the inverted sea.
Each thing the sun

makes hard and my hand takes 
shall dissolve

a pure void underhemisphere ►
reveal its pole

«hen tensions of the light 
relax there'll be

^Half Sun Half Sleep, p. 66.
*
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a waveless plunge. I'll cast 
my shape

and weight and have no hinge 
and have no

mental hook. Blind I'll dive 
and read
the colored flood.

In the interview the poet explained that this poem is a wish for 
eternal life. Blindness is death. But it is hoped that the blind

ness will reveal realities that the present sense of sight has failed 
to reveal. The poet hopes that

A world
more rich than blood shall be 
my book.

By means of paradox the poet makes a pathetic but futile plea
to the reader in "Stony Beach." 10 She says:

The sea like Demosthenes' mouth 
champs upon these stones 

whose many stumblings make him suave 
The argument molded monotonously by all his lips 

in a parliament of overlappings 
is vocal but incomprehensible because never finished

Listen listen there is nothing to learn from the sea 
Listen he is lucid in sound only 

convinces with broken phrases that wizardly 
the waves round out in a rune over riddling stones

Beginning again and again with a great A 
a garbled alphabet he lisps and groans 

The insistent eloquence of echoes 
has no omega

10To Mix With Time, p. 172.
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Miss Swenson seems to be fascinated by the meaning of meaningless

ness. Paradoxically, the sounds of the sea. speak, but they say 
nothing.

In "Green Red Brown and Itfhite, " 11 the poet makes the four seasons
the scene of a drama of decision-making. As the poet comes to each
new season she discovers a paradox common to all.

Took the path
least likely
and it led me home For
each path leads both out and in
I come while going
No to and from
There is only here
and here
is as well as there.

The poem has a tone of peace in spite of the connotations of futil
ity. May Swenson visualizes herself as a traveler of the seasons 

who comes upon unavoidable paradoxes, but she repeats a special 
phrase that expresses hope:

I am not lost I am not lost then 
only covered for the night.

The theme of "Another Animal" 12 depicts a moral conflict in 
paradoxical terms. It is the question of surrendering to or resist
ing a lover. After surrendering the joy-punishment tension is 
explicated:

n To Mix With Time, p. 182.
12Ibid., p. 1U7.
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Even as I he breathes
and shall be breathless
for the mind-connected pulse
heaves hurries halts for but two reasons
Loveless then deathless
but if loved
surrendered to the season's summit 
the ice-hood the volcano's hiccough 
the empty-orbed zero of eclipse . . .
We are wizards mete for burning 
and rush forward to our fate . . .
Open to joy to punishment in equal part . . .

May Swenson finds paradox in every human experience.

In a lecture at the University of Pittsburg, the poet gave
some of her convictions about life:

. . .  in the very action of disorder, order is always 
forming, secretly, and then the process reverses it
self. It is just at the point of arrival at stability 
that agitation again begins.

May Swenson wrote a poem to support this paradoxical philosophy of 
life:

One day at the beach on Martha's Vineyard I wrote a 
small poem called "The Wave and the Dune" after observ
ing, strangely for the first time, that the dunes had 
the same shapes as the waves. I realized that the waves 
had formed them. The opposite is always equally true.
It is the shape and slope of the shore that accounts for 
the form, size and force of the waves.^

Within the serious speculations of poems with thematic paradoxes 
one finds many echoes of the theme in the contradiction communicated

13̂Unpublished lecture delivered at the University of Pittsburgh. 
March, 1967, p. 10. 6 ’

1^Ibid., p. 11.



by poetic devices. One way that the poet achieves this is by using
intricate, yet playful tricks with words. These tricks are a simple

form of paradox. Such a playful counterpart to the serious thanes
creates additional tensions within the poem. Karl Shapiro detected
Miss Swenson's unusually creative use of words. He says:

May Swenson leaps to the love of language and has a ball.
It hardly matters what her subject is. Her concentration 
on the verbal equivalent of experience is so true, so 
often brilliant, that one watches her with hope and 
pleasure . . . And being at ease in this poetic language, 
she is at ease in her world.15

Miss Swenson gives some insights into why she places so much 
stress on the function of language in poetry:

The language of a poem is its real subject. It is the
form—sound-image-texture-contrast—likeness-consistency-symbol and motion of what is conveyed, and is the 
conveyance, and is what the poem is about.

Punning is one of the devices of language used by the poet to 
create a "contrast-likeness" effect. This type of word-play is a 
paradox in that it presents opposing ideas. The following is an 

example of how the poet gleans several meanings from the repetition 
of one word.

I had a dream in which I had a dream 
and in my dream I told you . . .17

■^arl Shapiro, "A Ball With Language," New York Times, 1967,
p- 3U. --------------

May Swenson, Unpublished lecture delivered at the University 
of Pittsburgh, March, 196?, p. it.

17Half Sun Half Sleep, p. 81*.
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The poem is a witty tongue twister, but its message is pathetic:
man is indifferent to his fellow man. Hie poem ends with

And now I begin to forget that I forgot 
what I began to tell you in my dream.
And I tell you, "Listen, listen, I 
begin to forget."

In "Night Practice"1  ̂the poet plays on the multiple meanings 
of the word "will."

. . .  I will remember. My breath will
make a mountain. My will will remember to will. I, suck- 
ing, pushing, I will breathe a valley, I will breathe a mountain.

The same type of word-play is evident in "The Alyscamps at
Arles: "-*-9

A sculptor who forms 
by destroying form, 
and finds form 
beneath.

The paradox of forms-destroys is also interplayed with the simple 
punning contrasts.

Another example of word-play in Miss Swenson's poetry is the 
addition of a prefix to a root word. In "While Sitting in the 

Tuileries and Facing the Slanting Sun, " 20 one finds special musical 
and visual effects in the poet's clever use of words.

Crack
the doubling redoubling Particle 

1ÔTo Mix With Time, p . 16. 19

19Ibid., p. 3 1.
2°Ibid., p. h i .
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the Splitting
and Resplitting
then the Multiple
the opening Closing
then the closure Opening . . .
The Wrapping 
and wrapping
and careful Rewrapping . . .

The "opening-closing" contrast adds another paradoxical dimension to 
this poem.

Echoing sounds and repeated words heighten the ambiguity of 
"The Universe.

. . .  We within our brains within it think 
we must unspin the laws that spin it. We think 

why because
we think

because.
Because

we think 
we think 

the universe 
about 

us.

This poem is arranged so that the key words are lined up in per

pendicular columns. Such tricks with words produce an unusual typo

graphy. The effects of this technique will be discussed in the next 
chapter.

The study of the implications of the word-play in Miss Swenson's 

poetry is of less significance perhaps than the study of the implica
tions of the paradoxes communicated in themes. But it seems that 
both are necessary to interpret the poet fully. Welleck and Warren

21To Mix With Time, p. 3.
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hold that:

The meaning of poetry is contextual: a word carries with 
it not only its dictionary meaning but an aura of syno
nyms and homonyms. Words not only have a meaning but 
evoke the meanings of words related either in sound, or 
in sense, or in derivation— or even words which are contrasted or excluded. 22
The purpose and the effects of paradox in the themes and word

play of Miss Swenson’s poetry can be summarized by the poet herself:

. . . /poetrjr7 can enfold concepts within it that are 
larger than their container. Expansive elements in a 
poem can be packed magically into a tiny ''space”— just 
as the word BIG, with only three letters, is little, yet 
conveys just the opposite meaning— or, conversely,the 
word INFINITESIMAL, which is long, thirteen letters, en
compasses the notion of extremely small. That is why we 
say of poetry that it has "magical properties'*— and why we 
poets speak of our works as "paradoxical."23

May Swenson's poetry is indeed paradoxical with all the "magical" 
qualities such a poetiy can produce. This type of poetry is in the 

act of searching. By means of paradox, the poet's search motivates 
her to create and participate in an unresolved tension, and she 

invites her readers to join her. It is an opportunity to experience 
reality in action, not a reality in a state of inertia. Certitude- 

doubt, yes-no, fear-hope, love-hate, or push-pull exist side-by-side 
within the same poem. Which has priority, the positive or the nega
tive, the certitude or the doubt? The poet doesn't say; she leaves

22ftene Welleck, Austin Warren, Theory of Literature (New York,
xypo ) y p* X f p # 23

23May Swenson, Poems to Solve (New York: 1966), Preface.



the reader suspended in the vibrant tension created by the opposing 
forces of paradox. According to John Ciardi the poet's function 

is . .no question of making sense, but only of making happen 
. . . .  The act of writing a poem is never a simple assertion of 
m e a n i n g . i f  this is true, it seems that May Swenson in making 
her poems happen fulfills her role as poet quite effectively.

Typography is the next characteristic of Miss Swenson's poetry 
that will be analyzed in terms of her search.

John Ciardi, "Sense and Being," 
(September 1 9, 196I1), p. 1 8. Saturday Review of Literature.



TYPOGRAPHY

Not only does May Swenson want to discover the unknown about 
herself and her worldj she also wants to discover ways of communi

cating her attempts at discovery through poetry. Typography, the 
technique of arranging words in an unusual form is one of the poet's 
ways of accomplishing this.

Miss Swenson is not alone in her conviction that the invention
of different forms is a valid creative process in the art of poetry
making, nor was she the first to use such a process.

. . .  in certain periods of the history of poetry, the 
graphic picture has become a part of some finished works 
of art. In Chinese poetry . . .  the pictorial ideograms 
form a part of the total meaning of the poems. But also 
in the Western tradition there are the graphic poems . . . 
the 'Altar or the Church floor' of George Herbert, and 
similar poems of the Metaphysicals which can be paralleled 
on the Continent in Spanish Gongorism, Italian Marinism, 
in German Baroque poetry, and elsewhere. Also modem 
poetry in America (e. e. cummings), in Germany (Arno Holz), 
in France (Mallarmé, Apollinaire, and elsewhere has used 
graphic devices like unusual line arrangements or even 
beginnings at the bottom of the page, different colours 
of printing. . . . All such devices are integral parts 
of these particular works of art.^

Mark Schorer views the techniques used in art as a means of 
discovering:

For technique is the means by which the writer's experi
ence, which is his subject matter, compels him to attend 
to it; technique is the only means he has of discovering, 
exploring, developing his subject, of conveying its 
meaning} and finally, of evaluating it. And surely it

■̂Rene Wellek and Austin Warren, 
1956), p. 11*3. Theory of Literature (New York,



73

follows that 
others. . . .certain techniques are sharper tools than

May Swenson's typographical techniques will be considered as 
tools in her act of searching. But the poet is very much aware of 
the danger of over using these tools.

The poet offered some self-criticism about her typography in
response to the following question: "You are both congratulated and
criticized for your unusual typography. How do you defend this
technique in your poetry? "3 And she answered:

The typography, when it is unusual, and it isn't in every 
poem, is the extention of the metaphor, and is a clue to 
the way a poem should be read aloud. Typography is al
ways added after the text of the poem is completed. It 
is not imposed before hand as a pre-intention. It is 
like a frame for a painting. The painting is done first 
and if it is getting more attention than the painting it 
would have been better to be left off. This tendency of 
mine to do typographical shapes start at the beginning of 
ray writing. I think it comes from the very fact of my 
being visual and sensitive to how things look. I think 
your first impression when you look at a page of poetry—  
my first impression is what does it look like. What 
space does it take on the page? I have a visual impres
sion before I read a word. I consciously start on cer
tain shapes. I think one reason I do it is to make you 
read it again or to make you pay attention before you 
read— to set it apart from prose, to call attention to 
the poem. If it calls attention to itself too much it 
takes away from the poem.

Some book reviewers have detected this danger in Miss Swenson's 
preoccupation with typography and have considered it one of their

York, ̂ 1965)”Cp Hal:L, A-Grainmar of literary Criticism (New

3May Swenson, Interview, p. 3 .



lb

major criticisms of her art. A review of Half Sun Half Sleep in 
Bookweek says:

At times Miss Swenson’s poetic high spirits lead her 
to wild typographical experiments— poems shaped like 
their subject, or simply made to look like interesting 
doodles. Generally she carries it off with graceful 
touch, though occasionally it becomes merely cute.^

In a book review of To Mix With Time, Richard Moore observed
that:

Especially in her earlier pieces she lacks denouement 
and variety of tone; and her intermittent fascination 
with typographical tiddlywinks occasionally tricks her 
into thinking that a collection of sputters is a poem.
But there is hair-raising poetry in this book.^

Karl Shapiro has nothing but praise for Miss Swenson's unusual
experiments with form found in Half Sun Half Sleep:

The whole volume is an album of experiments— but experi
ments that pay off. It is strange to see the once-radical 
carmen figuratum, the calligraphic poem, spatial forms, 
imagist and surreal forms— all the heritage of the early 
years of the century— being used with such ease and un
selfconsciousness. Miss Swenson has truly assimilated 
the lessons of the old craftsmen. She shows how well 
the idiom is established) she is completely in phase 
with it. All that technique which was once so wild and 
shocking is now domesticated and put at ease. 6
Another critic, Stephen Stepanchev, offers a half-hearted ap

proval of the typography found in To Mix With Time:

Miss Swenson works in a free verse that is loose, supple, 
and strong; sometimes it verges on accidental verse.

^Chad Walsh, Bookweek (June k, 1967), p. 5.
^Richard Moore, The Nation (August 10, 1963), p. 76.

1967)^Karl Shapiro’ "A Bal1 Language,” New York Times (May 7,
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Although she lacks formal subtlety and some of her 
poems need pruning, her technique serves her vision, 
and the poems are very much alivej there is no need’ 
of blood transfusion here.?

In an article, “Poetry— Again On the Upswing?" the critic 
gives May Swenson credit for her typographical creativity— but with 
some reservations:

Her verses are, first of all, typographically offbeat: 
in order to fit them to the page her publishers have had 
to use different types to accommodate the different forms 
in which she constructed them. But her oddness does not 
en here (for if it did she would be nothing more +\V> on

It will be interesting to watch for the critics' remarks about 
May Swenson's book of typographical poetry, Iconographs. that is to

There seem to be three types of typographical techniques that

be published in 1970.

reappear in the poet's works: 
poems, and free form poems.

perpendicular shaped poems, picture

Perpendicular poems can be described as those that are written
m  a one, two or three column form. "Cause and Effect"9 iis a typical

9Half Sun Half Sleep, p. 32*.
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example. The three-column structure of this poem presents a two- 
sided argument about the cause and effect in life situations. A 

long thin line is drawn from the top of the poem to the bottom 

separating the two sides of the argument. This long line is the 
repetition of the word nthe'' twenty-two times. "The" has special 
meaning within the context of the poem, but it also has an added 

function due to the dividing position that is maintained throughout 
the poem:

Am I the bullet, 
or the target, 
or the hand 

that holds the gun?

Paradoxical speculations of "God is— yet He is not" is cleverly 
presented in the poem entitled, "God.»10 In this two-column poem 

one can experience the push and pull as the poet gives the positive 
and the negative approach to the problem in rapid succession.

They said there was a Thing
that could not Change
They could not Find
it so they Named
it God. . . .

One senses a tone of mockery in the second column as the poet presents 
such opposites as: "change-changeless," "find-lost," and "there-some
where." It seems as if Miss Swenson wants to give both sides, "God 

is" versus "God isn't" equal attention, because each of the words 
mentioned above are used two times. Such paradoxes as: ". . . What

10To Mix With Time, p. h.
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is Lost / is God . . and "They Found / the Name . . . "  only 

provokes more questions than answers for the argument. By shaping 

this poem in the two-column form, the poet can better communicate 
and call attention to the two-sided debate.

May Swenson performs an unusual experiment in the poem "The 
Engagement. " 11 This two-column love poem is two poems in one in 
that it can be read from top to bottom or from left to right. The 

first column sets the different possible settings for the engagement: 
"When snow . . "when night . . .,» "when blue . . .," "when 
stone . . .,« "when prism. . . . "  The second column gives instruc
tions on how to keep the engagement: "cross / to where / I flow 

. . .," "seek me / in the rock . . .,« "meet me / in the wheel . . 
Find me / in the flake. . . . "  In the two poems in one the poet 

is playing games with her reader. The preface to Poems to Solve 

elaborates on this particular aspect of game-playing found in some 
of Miss Swenson's poetry:

T. ”g J Poem ca^ like undoing a mysterious package.
The identity or significance of what's inside may be con- 
ceaied or camouflaged by the dimensions or shape of its 
box. Sometimes, nested within a first discovery, another

may be found— which in its turn contains still another_
and so on. And if then you explore all the notions in 
he poem, you receive the added pleasure of seeing how they 
relate to each other in surprising ways, while at the same 
time combining to create the whole design of the "box."1^

1 1Ibid., p. 9h.
12May Swenson, Poems to Solve (New York, 1966), preface.



"Evolution"13 is another two-poems-in-one; it, too, can be read 

from top to bottom and from left to right. The poet seems to be

challenging the reader with, "There is much to be discovered here—  
can you find it?"

"On Park Avenue at 52nd Street»^ is an example of the three- 
column typographical poem part of which is typed below:

Spirits 
are 

dancing 
here—  

are
forced

to
dance.

They
are

forced
up

out
of
brass

rectums . . .

Each
strains

to
be

whitest, 
most 

festive, 
effervescent, 

tossing 
sparks 
and 
gouts, 

white 
"works 
of

fire . . .

They
lurch
laughter
and

hiss
wind
white

as
the
north.
Their
force
is

perpetual
mirth,
pressed . . .

The words say, "Spirits / are / dancing here-" and the typography 

actually produces a dance in this one-word-per-line poem. The three 
columns " . . .  shoot tall," " . . .  iurch laughter," and " . . .  juggle" 

just as do the "effervescent" lights on Park Avenue at 52nd Street.

The next graphic form to be considered is the picture poem. By 
clever tricks with the typewriter, May Swenson manages to make some 
of her poems look like the image that she is presenting in abstract

13To Mix With Time, p. 1U3.

1^1conographs. Unpublished Manuscript.
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words. For example, "Out of the Sea, Early" forms a picture of the 
primordial animal that the poet is describing. "The Lightning," 

by having spaces appropriately placed, actually looks like a streak 
of lightning crashing through the poem. By means of the sustained 
metaphor, the poet compares the mystery of having an idea to a bright 

flash of lightning. Miss Swenson draws a sky-scraper with the poem 

"The Totem." This tall, slender building is given god-like attributes 
and a corresponding sense of awe is offered by the totem-worshipers. 
'The Truth" is shaped in the form of a coiling serpent. Such a form 

very adequately represents the many serpent-like tangles— the in's- 

and-out's of truth found in the poem. In each of these poems the

typography not only looks like the subject but it also reinforces the 
particular themes.



From the title, physical description and double profile one 
could hardly miss the subject of the following picture poem.

80

LBJ ON TV 15

His Mt. Rushmore-rugged frown
His lip is stiff. One eye is stone.

rumples up and pinches down.

In his square chin a dimple springs
A tear twinkles in the other one

or a dove with Buteo will.
Behold a hawk with Mourning wings,

His grin is warm. His glance is chill 
The furrows on his jowls are deep.

He prays before he goes to sleep
¿s ' His ears are longer than De Gaulle's.

He's champ, in fact, among the tails. Hxs nose bespeaks a man of parts
ampler than Lincoln's, lacking warts 

—  Wore he knee breeches and wig,
---\  as Washington he'd bulk as big. ----- -

Bald above the timberline—
bold, that is to say— the sign 

of passion with compassion strewn,
his craggy features, water-hewi 

tighten, toughen, crumple, squint, 
k sink to quicksand, rise to flint.

One would expect the poem to match the satire communicated in the 
above sketch. And so it does. After the rather pompous description 
of LBJ as a Mt. Rushmore figure with stiff lip, stone eye, and square 
chin, the poet very nonchalantly adds what seems to be an after 
thought: '»He prays before he goes to sleep." The next section 

describes the ex-President in reference to the comic features of other

and a , (Profile copped from Cartoonist David Levine,
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"greats": DeGaulle's ears, Lincoln's nose, and Washington's knee 

breeches and wig. In fact . . He's champ . . . among the tails," 

has a ''nose . . , lacking warts," and is "Bald . . . "  and sports 

"craggy features. . . . "  Is he hero or saint— war "hawk" or "dove" 
of peace— "warm" or "chill," handsome or awkward, weak or strong? 

According to May Swenson, Mr. Lyndon Baine Johnson seems to be all 
of these depending on the point of view. Perhaps this is the pur
pose for the two profiles— the two views of LBJ. The poet cleverly 
shifts from the salute to the satire throughout the poem, and she 
has chosen a typography that supports the comic effect.

As was cited at the beginning of this chapter, the poet does 
make a conscious effort to use a different form for each poem. At 
another time during the interview the poet said:

If you are not using traditional forms you have to 
create your own form. This I do— create may own form.
Each poem has its own form which is not repeated. I 
don't think you would find two poems of mine that 
follow the same form.^°

But one does find certain basic forms repeated in Miss Swenson's 

poetry. For example, "Let's Prepare," ^ 7 "Satanic Form," ^ 8 "The 
Lowering,"1? "Welcome Abroad the Turbojet Electra, " 20 "A Pair of

interview, p. 1 6.
17Appendix, p. 9b 

l8Ibid., p. 95.
19Ibid., p. 96.
20lbid., p. 97.
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Ducks,"2land "Things I Can Do In My Situation"22 are all poems that 
have a type of triangular form.

Again one finds repeated forms in the poet's typographical 
"water" poems. In the poem "Fountains of Aix"23 the poet creates 
an audio-visual effect of water spilling out of majestic statues.

The rhythm and rhyme help the reader to hear the experience, and the 

form helps the reader to see the experience. The word "water" actually 
spills out of the poem fifteen times creating a continuous, fountain
like flow, bounds and form make the poem look and sound like a 
fountain.

In "Stony Beach"21* Miss Swenson gives an ebb and flow effect of 
waves beating against the shore. The left margin of the poem is 

typed at a gradual slant creating the peaceful motion of a receeding 

wave. Alternating lengths of the lines produces a rythmic in-and-out, 
wave-like motion. This poem was discussed and presented in its en
tirety in Chapter VI, Paradox.

"A Subject of the Waves: 1 " 25 is a thirty-four stanza poem that 
reveals the poet's thoughts as she watches a plank tossed by the waves. 
The left margin is arranged to form fourteen symmetrical curves that

2lIbid., p. 98.
00Ibid., p. 99.
23Ibid., p. 100.
2liTo Mqx With Time, p. 172.
2$iconographs, Unpublished Manuscript.
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connote the regular rhythm as well as the repeating shape of the

waves. Sound effects within the poem let the reader hear as well as
see the waves push-and-pull a plank to-and-from the shore.

Though the growth and motion of each wave was arbitrary,
the total spread, of which each crease was part— > 
the outward ahem lying flat by the wall of sky 
at the dim blue other end of the bed of the bay—

was being flung, it seemed, by some distant will.
Though devious and shifty in detail, 
the whole expanse reiterated constancy

and purpose. So, just as the arrowy end of the plank 
on a peak of a wave made a confident leap 
that would clear the final shoal,

a little sideways breaker nudged it enough 
to turn it broadside. Then a swifter slap 
from a stronger comber brought it back,

easing yards of its piecemeal progress with one push.
Yet the stave turned point to the tide, and tried again—  
though not as buoyant, for it had got soaked.

The poet is speculating on the paradoxical reality that things aren't
always what they seem to be. In spite of the constant movement of the

wave-tossed plank, no progress is made. "Constancy and purpose" of
the phenomenon is credited to "some distant will." And there seems

to be no hope of ending the push-pull, in-out, no-progress repetition:

. . . Tommorrow
I must come
out again into the sun,
and mark the sand, and 
find my plank, 
for its destiny's not done.



8U

"How Everything Happens (Based on a study of the Wave) " 26 is 
another example of the water poems. It draws the picture of the in- 

and-out as well as the up-and-down motion of the wave. This poem 
is typed in its entirety to give the full effect of the poet's wave
like typography.

happen.
to

up
stacking

is
something

When nothing is happening 

When it happens something
pulls

back
not

to
happen.

v'̂ien has happened,
pulling back stacking up

happens

has happened stacks up.
When it something nothing

pulls back while
Then nothing is happening.

and happens.
forward

pushes
up

stacks
something

Then

Iconographs, Unpublished Manuscript.26
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The metaphor and picture of the wave combine to communicate the in- 
out, push-pull, something-nothing paradox of life. With simple 

words and a simple picture of a wave, Miss Swenson presents a com

plexity that is beyond total explanation or understanding. She seems 
to say: "There is complexity in simplicity."

Other poems that refute May Swenson’s claim for unique forms in 
each poem are the poems that are typed with rhythmic in-and-out 

indentation in the left margin. The wave poems just mentioned fit 

into this categoryj but there are others. "The Mobile in Back of the 
Smithsonian"27 is a three page poem typed in seven swooping curves. 

"Inchworm"26 is typed in three elongated curves that depict the move
ment of the insect. And five sharp curves draw the coiling action 
of a serpent in the poem "The Truth." Each of these poems do have 

their own uniqueness, but there is enough repetition of certain basic 
forms to question the poet's assumption that: "I don't think you 
would find two poems of mine that follow the same form." Part of 

"A Subject of the Wave: l"29 "The Mobile In Back of the Smithsonian," 
and the entire "Inchworm" is included in the appendix to illustrate 
the poet's typographical effects produced by the in-and-out indenta
tion of the left margin.

^Appendix, p. 102.
28Ibid.,p. 103.
29Ibid., p. 101.
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In the picture poems Miss Swenson correlates images, sounds 
and form in order to reinforce a theme. One theme, then, is re

flected in a multiple-dimension approach. The certitude-doubt theme 
of things are, yet they aren't, is evident in context, in images, 
and in the pictures that the poem represents.

Free form poems are the last of the typographical poems to be 
considered. This type includes those poems that are a deviation 
from the traditional forms of poetry but do not show any signs of 
an organized pattern. Yet there is purpose in the disorganized 

form, ior example, Miss Swenson often creates poems that look like 
a confused entanglement, and this is often the message the poet is

relating to her audience in the certitude-doubt theme so prevelant 
throughout her works.

In "De Chirico: Superimposed Interiors''30 the poet gives the 
reader an unusual experience. Each of the fourteen stanzas or 

sections have a different structure ranging from columns, triangles, 
trapezoids, curves, rectangles and irregular shapes. The poet's 

purpose for using various structures within one poem is to recreate 
her impression of a piece of art rather than her knowledge of it.

At times the unusual placement of words in this poem reproduce the 

poet's static impressions in a dynamic way. One can see the trace 
left by a queen's train in the following quote:

30To Mix With Time, p. 56.
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A

queenhas
just
passed

by
for
the

spore
of
her

train
is
seen
on

the
floor.

In section six of the poem the poet repeats the same words in a 
different pattern. The effect is rather nonsensical:

Several black bugs bump softly.
Several

black

bugs

bump
softly.

The placement of the words makes it possible for the reader to see 
the galloping action in section twelve:

doll.
of

kid
body

the
Gallop

around

a With stitches 
prominent from 

crotch 
to navel.
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In a book review of Half Stan Half Sleep, a critic interpreted

May Swenson's unusual structures as a mode of searching: "Typography,
too, participates in revelation:

•The Lightning* contains a crack of white space through 
the poem; 'Of Rounds' literally puts words and stars 
into orbit on the page; and 'Out of the Sea, Early' has 
a shape like a creature early on the evolutionary
ladder.31

32"Of Rounds" can be classified as one of the free form typo
graphical poems. The irregular, unpatterned structure echoes the 

sound and sense of the poem. Tongue-twisting "rounds" are repeated 

to express a muddling and continuous interplay of circling. The 

word "round" is repeated forty-nine times; "going around," twenty- 
one times; and "around," twenty-four times. In the last line the 

poet places thirty asterisks in a chaotic circle without a discern
ible beginning or ending that very appropriately sums up the total 
effect of the poem.

Free form structure for the poem "Cut of Xy Head"33 embodies an 
urn earistic trip that the poet would like to take to escape reality. 
The poem seems to ask an implicit paradoxical question: "Perhaps 
the desired unreal world is more real than the experiencial world of 
so-called reality." Paradoxes and puns knit a fanciful, wishful-

31Kathryn Weldy, "Paradox and Irony in Three Modem Poets,"
Point (August 31, 1967).

32Half Sun Half Sleep, p. 7U. 
-^To Mix With Time, p. 5.



thinking that finds appropriate expression in the unpattemed 
typography chosen by the poet:

OUT 0? MY HEAD

out
head
into

world.

If I could get
of my
and
the

Out
head?

What am I saying? 
of my

head
Isn't my

in
world?

the
In
in

round
it I'm 
it, a

place 
in 

round 
place 

someplace.

a bigger

center.
Seems like the

head
Every

in
center, 
thinks.

there's a 
it

thinks.'
It

out
in

O.K., let's say I'm
and
and

round free 
world. . . .

More than the column or the picture poems the free form poems 
express involved speculations that usually end with isolated
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observations that have not been assimlated into any workable syn
thesis. But in the three typographical types discussed each form 
has the function of echoing the particular theme, metaphors, 

questions and atmosphere of the poem. When the typography does 
not fulfill this function it detracts from the beauty and unity of 

the poetry rather than enhance it. The over-emphasis of form could 
destroy the integrity of the poem by distracting the reader from 

the balanced whole of the poem and by focusing on the isolated 
correlatives such as shape, meaning, or sound.

Whether the typography enhances or detracts from the integrity 
of the poetry, it undeniably reveals the hypothesis of this thesis—  

that May Swenson's poetiy is a poetry of search. Perhaps, as the 

critics have suggested, the typography is a search to find adequate 
embodiment for particular themes; or it is, as the poet admits, a 

search to find a uniqueness that will capture the readers* attention 
and will stimulate a desire to delve into the unknown. Miss Swenson 
is aware of the dangers involved in any over-use of typography, but 
the purpose and the effectiveness of this particular style— when 
it works-far outweighs the possibility of occasionally distorting 
her poetry. The poet is in the act of searching in this method 

of communicating through typography. She dares to be different. And

the difference is a stimulating creativity that expresses and embodies 
the poet's search.



CONCLUSION

Perhaps the most striking conclusion that can be made about 
May Swenson's poetry is the fact that she finds no ultimate 
conclusions in her searchings. She seems to be obsessed with 
an insatiable desire for certitude and at the same time doomed 

to end in doubt. The search theme evident in the certitude- 

doubt dilemma is manifested in the different modes of search 
used by the poet. These techniques are so essentially a part 
of the poems that theme and technique merge, and one echoes the 
other. In the closing paragraphs I will briefly summarize the 

six modes of search examined in this thesis: naming, defining, 
questioning, archetypal patterns, paradox, and typography.

When the poet names she says in effect that naming is an 
illusion. But since she cannot find any real substitute, 
the poet is farced to use means of naming, labeling, categorizing 

that she mistrusts as indicators of reality.
May Swenson tries to make her quest tangible by constructing 

definitions in some of her poems. But even these attempts to 
grasp certitude are elusive because of the limitations of language. 

And the metaphorical and paradoxical language used by the poet 
make the given definitions complex and problematic.

Questions are asked in many poems, some of which are 
answered, and then, the very answers are subjected to questioning.



Certitude-doubt fluctuation is evident in this question-answer- 

question technique.
The poet is unaware of using archetypal patterns in her 

work. But the presence and the function of the archetypal 
patterns are operative and effective. Beginning-end themes 
revealed by the circle pattern, and the connotations of the 

black-white contrasts again verifies the certitude-doubt dilemma 
that continually prevents the poet's search from reaching any 
real discovery.

Paradox explicitly reveals the dual nature of the poet's 
search. May Swenson views herself and all existence as paradoxical 
in essence. Themes as well as tricks with words present the poet's 

world as a world of uncompromising paradox.
Typography has also been explained as a technique of search. 

Miss Swenson's search places unlimited subjects under scrutiny: 
herself-others, intellect-body, guilt-innocence, time-timelessness, 
life-death, city-country, and many others. And as the poet trans
lates her thoughts into poetic form she again reaches for the 
unlimited. She creates the new, untried forms to embody her new, 

personalistic art. This type of search often ends with a new 
graphic pattern which adds another dimension of communication to 

the poem by actually making the subject or theme visual. The
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poet, who questions the authenticity of the senses for reveal
ing certitude, uses a technique which she could just as readily 
question as accept in her certitude-doubt enigma.

iky Swenson is a typical modem poet who is floundering 
for answers in a maze that permits no answers. She is untypically 
modern in the fact that her poetry is not obscure. True, Hiss 
Swenson is considered a "loner" in her searching, but she does 
want her audience to understand what she has to say. And it 
seems as if all that iky Swenson lias to say in her 'ooems is 
"I‘m sorry, I have no discoveries to report to you, but I intend 
to continue my search."

-¡- am especially indebted to Iky Swenson for so generously 
permitting the interview, for faithful replies to my letters, 
for permission to use unpublished material, and for the insights 

she has given me into her philosophy of life and into her poetry. 

Without these aids this type of thesis would have been impossible.
I am also grateful to Mr. Philip Fenton for suggesting 

Iky Swenson’s poetry as a possible thesis topic; to Doctor 

Charles H. Stein for patiently directing the actual writing 
of the thesis; to my typist, Sister Mary Aquin Verkamp, O.S.B.; 
and to my Community for financing the trip to New York.



A P P E N D I X  

LET US PREPARE 1

to get beyond the organic
for surely there is something else
to which it is an impediment an opaque pod 

What if it is sight that blinds 
hearing that deafens

touch that makes us numb?
What if trussed in a jacket of blood 
to a rack of bone we smother 
in the dungeon of our lungs?
Today we are in our brain 
a laboratory 
Must we be here 
tomorrow?

Are there not 
pinnacles 

on which to stand 
cleanly

without a head?
Between the belly 

of the sun and the belly 
of the world 

must we bounce forever 
magnetized generations of the circle?

Let us eat nothing but darkness 
refuse our stale orbit 

and walk only in sleep 
there to descry a crack in the future 

and work to widen it
Let us prepare to bare ourselves outside the gibbet-hood 

of the world
without excuse of flesh or apology of blood

I
I
i
*ij:

1

u-

"To Mix With Time, p. 30.
r
i
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SATANIC FORM2

Numerals forkmarks of Satan 
Triangles circles squares 

hieroglyphs of death 
Things invented

abortions smelling of the forge 
licked to gruesome s'noothness by the lathe 
Things metallic or glass 

frozen twisted flattened 
stretched to agonized bubbles 

Bricks beams receptacles vehicles 
forced through fire hatched to unwilling form 

0 blasphemies
Time caught in a metal box 

Incongruous the rigid clucking tongue 
the needled hands the 12-eyed face 

against the open window past which drops the night 
like a dark lake on end or flowing hair 

Night unanimous over all the city 
The knuckled fist of the heart opening and closing 
Flower and stone not cursed with symmetry

Cloud and shadow not doomed to shape and fixity 
The intricate bocfcr of man without rivet or nail 
or the terrible skirl of the screw 0 these are blessed 
Satanic fora geometry of death 
The lariat around the neck of space 

The particles of chaos in the clock 
The bottle of the yellow liquor light 
that circumvents the sifting down of night 

0 love the juice in the green stem growing 
we cannot synthesize 
It corrodes in phials and beakers

evaporates in the hot breath of industry 
escapes to the air and the dew 
returns to the root of the unborn flower 
0 Satan cheated of your power

T̂o Mix With Time, p. 15>7.



The
flag
is folded 
lengthwise, 
and lengthwise 
again;
and that length is 
folded, its end to the 
middle, its folded end to 
the middle again;

the other half-length likewise is
folded
to a square,

and again to a square; the thick square, 
folded to a triangle at that end,

is tucked into the pocket, made by folding the 
thinner square

to a triangle, at its end.
Take this flag, John Glenn, instead of a friend;

instead of a brother, Edward Kennedy, take this flag; 
instead of a father, Joe

Kennedy, take this flag;
this flag instead of a husband, Ethel Kennedy, 
take this flag;

this nine-times-folded, red-white-striped, star- 
spotted-blue flag, tucked and pocketed
neatly, Nation, instead of 
a leader, take this folded flag. Robert

Kennedy, coffin without coverlet, 
beside this hole in the grass, 
beside your brother, John
Kennedy, in the grass, 
take instead of 
a country, this 
folded flag,
Robert
Kennedy, take 
this hole 
in the 
grass.

^Tom-iop-ranhs. Unpublished Manuscript.

THE LOWERING*

*In Arlington 
Cemetery, 
June 8, 1968
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WELCOME ABOARD THE TURBOJET ELECTRAh

Why do they say 31,000 feet? Why 
not yards or miles? Why four 

cigarettes and no match? Fly 
Winston and see the world— red, white, 

filtered, slick in cellophane. We goose 
our yellow corntips into the pink 

leftover straw(sic)berry mousse 
sequined with ash. Coffee comes 

in a plasti-cup and sunlight 
drills the rivets on the jet- 

stream stack just inches beyond 
the window and our nose, yet 

the inner pane is cool, a breeze-- 
is it from outer space?—  

pleasantly swizzles our face.

Is that St. Louis and the Gateway 
to the West? Strident aluminum 

hairpin the light tweaks down there.
No, no hairpins anymore. No 

bobby pins. No
bobs. What do they call them, those
wire sausage things that build high hair?
Now sun is staining a cleft in cloud 

like dogpiss on snow.

What do we do, our coffee's cold, it's 
bumpy over Texas? Stewardess

wipes an old man's front, he spilled 
his tray. We sneak to set 
ours on the floor. The nose

lifts, bucks, beginning banking, 
wing slips down. A shoe

ahead gets soaked under the seat, 
the foot pretending sleep pretends 
no notice. Maybe that's the U.

of Texas Tower, its stone prick due 
visible in five minutes, which

would mean this mother'll be on time.
Around which how many people was it died? 

Hope when the pilot circles
Austin we're on the right side.

UIconographs.
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A PAIR,- 
OF DUCKS,

a he, 
and she, 

profiles proved 
upstream,

mottled, soot-brown 
necks,

the bills green,
the green of spring 

asparagusj
their heads 

figureheads 
for the boat-bodies,

take the light like metal 
on feathered water}

smooth hulls, 
steared ashore 
on four
web-paddles,

rising, they pigeon-toe it 
into the reeds,

he
walking first 

as when 
swimming, 
he leads.

IIii
In
ii'1«

|

iH

i

5Iconographs.
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THINGS I CAN DO IN MY SITUATION6
1 . I can shift my weight, 

eventually turn myself 
over.

2. I can stretch 
my foot, touch 

the one 
next to 

me 
(he is

something 
like a rock— ) 

and attach myself 
to him.

3 . I can investigate the edges 
of my outer body, exude some moisture, 

and make the gesture of climbing out upon 
myself.

U. Or, I can suck myself in tighter here, ignore 
the exposure to the light, relax in this position, 

uncomfortable as it is, and wait.
The first is what I ought to do. That’s why

it occurred to me first. But this is the hardest. I have 
to thrust and turn, get my inner weight into motion, 

swivel around inside here, and reach outside— although 
I'm attached to myself inside, 

at the deepest pinched point.
I have literally to turn my inside out— • 
which is against my nature—

and then heave at the critical moment, 
just before disequilibrium.

. . . Risk of tumbling back and rolling 
downhill somewhere . . .  of suffering 

trauma, and of getting lost . . .
While I have been making these 

notes, the tide has been coming 
in, silently, reaching around 

and over the rocks.
How could this 
happen so 

quickly 
and . . .

6Iconographs



100

FOUNTAINS OF AIX7

Beards of water 
some of them have.

Others are blowing whistles of water 
Faces astonished that constant water 

jumps from their mouths.
Jaws of lions are snarling water 

Through green teeth over chins of moss.
Dolphins toss jets of water 

from open snouts 
to an upper theatre of water 

Children are riding swans and water 
coil from the S-shaped necks and spills

in flat foils from pincered bills.
A solemn curly headed bull 
puts out a swollen tongue of water 
Cupids naked are making 

into a font that never is full.
A goddess is driving a chariot through water 

Her reins and whips are tight white water.
Bronze hooves of horses wrangle with water.
Marble faces half hidden in leaves.

Faces whose hair is leaves and grapes 
°f stone are peering from living leaves.

Faces with mossy lips unlocked
always uttering water

Water
wearing their features blank, 
their ears deaf, their eyes mad 

or patient or blind or astonished at water 
always uttered out of their mouths.

?To Mix With Time, p. 30.
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A SUBJECT OF THE WAVES:

The Boat Stave

Today while a steamshovel rooted in the cove, 
leveling a parking lot for the new nightclub, 
and a plane drilled between clean clouds
in the October sky, and the flags
on the yachts tied in the basin popped
in a stiff breeze, I watched my footsteps mark

the sand by the tideline. Some hollow horseshoe
crabshells scuttled there, given motion by the waves.
I threw a plank back to the waves that they'd

thrown up, a sun-dried sea-swollen stave 
from a broken dinghy,
one end square, one pointed, painted green—
then became so conscious 

of its fate my attention snagged, 
could not get off the hook of its experience,

for I had launched a subject of the waves 
I could not leave until completed.

Easily it skipped them, putting out,

prow-end topping every smack and swell, 
and kept its surface dry, and looked to float 
beyond the jetty head, and so be loose.

exchange the stasis of the beach for unconceived 1
fluidities and agitations. It set sail 
by the luck of its construction:

Lighter than the forceful waves, it surmounted 
their shovej yet, heavier, steadier than 
the hollows they scooped behind them,

it used their crested threats for coasting free, 
unsplashed by even a drop of spray, 

was casual master
d

of the inconsistent element it rode.
But there was a bias to the moving sea.

Though the growth and motion of each wave was arbitrary,
the total spread, of which each crease was part—  
the outward ahem lying flat by the wall of sky 
at the dim blue other end of the bed of the bay—

^ Icon ograp h s.



THE MOBILE
IN BACK OF THE SMITHSONIAN9

glanced at is not realized 
to be in motion.

Rotates so slowly silently twists 
gradually mutates.

A steel ribbon an altering bow 
on a pin on a tall triangle its black pediment.

PaonÌ?f+Ì°+hrdaÌt arOUnd U  antsbeaming under it on into the doorways or away they do
not notice

except as obstruction

perhaps decoration 
what

102

is dismissed with
a shift to the

next objective
next object.

Or if they fasten 
upon it their glances

take off.
their eyes inattentive

flick too quick to find it moves.

«

1«
ti

* -- v-'J-J-0.1
of mind to claim how it

moves.
How slow how secret as time.

Never to follow its transforms to 
count its changes

ir, U .  < lts C l i n e s  eyesit centra
dt ln3Paces anticipate the uncurling

jointures of a figure forever unstable.Never to know.
The bridge of Discover they do not lift an eye 

to and climb J

but crawl eyes across other eyes 
others cross. . . . crawling where

^Iconographs.
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INCHWORM 1 °

Writhes, rides dowi 
on his own spit, 

lets breeze twist
him so he chins, 
humps, reels up it, 

munching back
the vomit string.

Some drools 
round his neck.

Arched into a staple 
now, high on green 

oak leaf he punctures
for food, what 

was the point 
of his act? Not

to spangle the air, 
or show me his trick.
Breeze broke

his suck, 
so he spit 
a fraction of self's

length forth, bled 
colorless from within, 

to catch a blance,

glide to a knot 
made with his own mouth. 

Ruminant
while climbing, got 

back better than bitten 
leaf. Breeze

that threw 
him snagged him 

to a new.

»
K

if

IN

4

-̂ Iconographs
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