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Claudia Serea 

So Sweet and So Cold:  

Plums and Poems from Romania 

to New Jersey 

I would say poetry is language charged with emotion. It's words, rhythmically organized . . . A 
poem is a complete little universe. It exists separately. Any poem that has any worth expresses 
the whole life of the poet. It gives a view of what the poet is. 
― William Carlos Williams, Paterson 

When my husband and I bought a house and moved to Rutherford, NJ in 2002, I had 
no idea it was the hometown of the celebrated doctor poet, Williams Carlos Williams. 
In fact, I had no clue who Williams was and had never read any of his poems. At the 
time, I had stopped writing poetry for more than 10 years (while dealing with career 
changes, emigrating, going back to school in the U.S., and getting my first real job 
after that) and had never imagined writing in English, my second language. 

My new home had two large, built-in bookcases I immediately wanted to fill with my 
favorite books. There was a Borders store on 33rd Street in New York City near my 
work, and I spent many lunch hours there looking for authors I had read in 
Romanian and couldn’t wait to read again in English. But Williams was not one of 
them. At about that time, I discovered LOLITA and fell in love with Nabokov’s 
language, writing in the journal I kept that I would never be able to write in English, 
and that was ok because others have already written so well before me. 

Soon after moving to Rutherford in 2002, I started writing poetry again in Romanian 
on my daily commute to New York City. Two years later, in 2004, I made the jump to 
English, unexpectedly, while I was on maternity leave. At first, I translated my old 
Romanian poems; later, I started to write directly in English out of the desire that my 
American-born daughter would be able to read them some day. 

When my daughter was two-and-a-half years old and my father visited us in the 
summer of 2006, he saw a note in THE SOUTH BERGENITE and called my 
attention to it. He didn’t know English but recognized the words “poets” and 
“poetry” which are close to their Romanian counterparts. The note was announcing 
the launch of a local poetry reading at the Rutherford library—but, with a young child 
and my husband working late nights as a waiter in New York City, it was impossible 
for me to attend. It wasn’t until 2007, when my husband changed jobs, that I could 
check out the events at the Rutherford library. And that’s when I first went to my 
first poetry workshop, met The Red Wheelbarrow Poets, and heard of Williams for 
the first time. 
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For the first time, I met contemporary American poets, educated in American 
schools, living and writing in New Jersey, carrying on the legacy of William Carlos 
Williams in his hometown. Some lived in Rutherford, others drove from miles away 
to meet once a week in the glass room at the library. They were journalists, editors, IT 
professionals, social workers, lawyers, teachers, some retired, some still working full 
time jobs, led by a former professor at Farleigh Dickinson University, Jim Klein. 
Only Zorida Mohammed and I were foreign-born—and I was the only Romanian 
there. I can’t deny I had a culture-shock moment. My Romanian-ness and my accent 
stuck out too much. My taste in literature was different. There was so much about the 
American letters I didn’t know. I felt self-conscious and misunderstood, and I had a 
long way to go, learning about Williams and the American idiom. 

I was so new to writing poetry and so afraid of writing in English. I had only started 
writing again recently, and, by 2007, I had a few poems published at the rate of 1 or 2 
per year. My first published poem had won an Honorable Mention in a poetry contest 
held by OBERON in 2005. In 2006, another poem I wrote in English was awarded 
Special Merit Poem by THE COMSTOCK REVIEW. My first chapbook, 
ETERNITY’S ORTHOGRAPHY, was published by Finishing Line Press in 2007. 
Here’s the poem that won OBERON’s Honorable Mention in 2005: 

paper cup city  

the dark coffee 
.          of mornings 
in a paper cup 
.          city 

people stand in line; 
their loneliness— 
.          the loneliness 
of plastic straws 
.          on a shelf 

daybreak 
.          is a plastic 
teaspoon in the sky, 
.          over 
paper plates 
.          and brown napkins 

drinking 
everyday coffee 
.          from paper cups 
we forget 

there is fine China 
.          in China 
and porcelain towns 
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with silver teaspoons 
.         daybreaks 

some- 
.     where 
else 

 

My first poems written in English were timid and minimalist, reflecting my attitude 
towards the language and a host of preconceptions built in by my Old-World 
education. The poem suffers from the “pathetic fallacy,” personifying the paper cups 
and plastic straws. So the first thing the workshop leader, Jim Klein, did was to assign 
me to read some “remedial Williams” as he put it. I bought the SELECTED 
POEMS, edited by Charles Tomlinson, and took it with me on my daily bus 
commute to study it. 

I can’t say that I loved Williams at first sight. His poems were too plain, too simple. 
Mine were simple, too, but I was used to poetry that was a dance of abstractions and 
metaphors, not a realist series of observations. Imagine my surprise when I came 
across one of Williams’ most famous poems, “This Is Just to Say,” which is nothing 
more than a fridge note: 

This Is Just to Say 

I have eaten 
the plums 
that were in 
the icebox 

and which 
you were probably 
saving 
for breakfast 

Forgive me 
they were delicious 
so sweet 
and so cold 

“This Is Just to Say,” written in 1934, is the embodiment of a fundamental Williams 
axiom, “No ideas but in things,” which is a line from his 1927 version of 
PATERSON. This simple line is credited with changing poetry more than any single 
idea in the 20th century. It postulates that the poet’s role is not to gaze inward at the 
landscape of her thoughts, but outward at her immediate surroundings. The poem 
should capture the immediacy of the “things” in the simplest way possible, almost 
like a photograph, without worrying about the larger meaning, or even about 



Three Poets on Craft 

 

  15 

metaphor. Most surprisingly, this immediate realism I had rejected at first, and this 
simple language, connect with the reader right away, unleashing emotion without 
making the reader aware of it in what Jim Klein called “the pickpocket test.” I 
paraphrase: “The pickpocket thieves train by placing a bell in the target pocket. The 
thief-in-training would try to pick the pocket without ringing the bell. Such is the way 
the poet should write, without calling too much attention to the poem, or himself.” 

For months, I struggled with Williams’ “No ideas but in things,” mainly because I 
liked my abstract ideas, and I was conditioned by my Romanian education that the 
role of the poet is to bring something new to language, thinking, or form. But here, in 
Rutherford, abstract concepts or vague feelings had no value. The American poets 
encouraged me to write about what I knew, but in a different way than I knew, and 
use Williams’ language from “the mouths of Polish mothers,” another precept I 
didn’t get. My poems got shredded in the workshop every week. I had to let go of 
writing about images and ideas, about abstract concepts and feelings, and simply 
abandon my old aesthetic and build a new, Williams-centered one. In my quest to 
understand America and write in the American idiom, I had to be re-born into it, 
completely scrap everything I was doing up to that point, and start over. In the 
process, I felt guilty about abandoning my native language (and that led to my work 
as a translator, but that’s another story). Being re-born as a writer in English, my 
second language, took almost a year of Williams-immersion, rejection, and writing. 
It’s surprising how long and convoluted is the road to simplicity, to Williams’ “so 
sweet and so cold” plums. 

Speaking of plums, it seems they show up in several poems Williams wrote over the 
years, even though he didn’t write much about food. Besides “This is just to say,” 
delicious in its “sorry/not sorry” coldness, there is another poem about a poor 
woman eating a plum. The abandon of the simple act and the repetition are key 
elements to watch for in this poem: 

To a Poor Old Woman 

munching a plum on 
the street a paper bag 
of them in her hand 

They taste good to her 
They taste good 
to her. They taste 
good to her 

You can see it by 
the way she gives herself 
to the one half 
sucked out in her hand 

Comforted 
a solace of ripe plums 
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seeming to fill the air 
They taste good to her 

Notice how the repetition revs up emotion in the simplest, most effective way. The 
lack of punctuation adds speed and immediacy to the poem. And, by varying the line 
breaks within that stanza, a crescendo effect is achieved: 

They taste good to her 
They taste good 
to her. They taste 
good to her 

I used this technique almost identically in my poem about immigration, to add 
movement and emotion. I often use repetition of one or multiple lines to create an 
echo effect. And, by adding a period only at the end, the speed increases, contrasting 
with the full stop: 

When I grow up I will emigrate 
when I finish school I will 
emigrate when I finish college 
I will emigrate when I look 
for a job I will emigrate when 
I marry I will emigrate when I 
have a child I will emigrate 
when I get a divorce I will 
emigrate when I’m old 
I will emigrate when I die. 

Williams’ plums show up in other poems as well, which leads me to believe he 
enjoyed writing about the unassuming fruits. It’s possible he liked eating plums—but 
it’s also possible he used the plums as a symbol for language. Think about it: the 
plums are not too sweet, they are rather tart, with a hard flesh. They are simple, 
accessible, unpretentious, eaten by the poor and certainly by the Polish mothers. And 
most importantly, they are juicy. Juiciness is crucial: it conveys the liveliness of the 
simple language and the characters’ zest for life. The juiciness of the plums 
transcends the page, guards against sentimentality, and brings the poem and its 
protagonists to life. 

So my lesson was to write about my parents’ orchard of apple and plum trees. I 
learned that including a personal detail brings out the poem’s “truth.” I noticed that 
writing about my immigration experience and my family brings out a stronger, deeper 
voice. Writing “what you know” doesn’t mean don’t experiment, but to find that vein 
of truth and connect with your poem at the deepest level. 

Williams is also credited with saying “A poem is a machine made of words.” In his 
Introduction to THE WEDGE (1944), he wrote that “[a] poem is a small (or large) 
machine made of words”; he continues, “poetry is the machine which drives it, 
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pruned to a perfect economy. As in all machines, its movement is intrinsic, undulant, 
a physical more than a literary character.” The role of the poet is to fit the parts 
perfectly together, make each line, each word, and each syllable count, and cut any 
excess. Think about the carpenters and mechanics of the past: not a single extra nail 
or screw is included in the final piece, such is the perfection of their craft. I learned 
from Williams that all the parts of the poem (stanzas, line breaks, even spaces) need 
to move the poem further, propelling it with its own engine. This is especially true 
when working on a longer poem I assemble from fragments written on my bus 
commute. I often see my own work as that of a fine mechanic forever fitting small 
parts together. Writing in a second language comes with an awareness of every 
English word, and sometimes with a blindness to how it appears on paper—so I rely 
on the sounds and beats of the lines instead. 

Williams was a master of the line and line breaks. In fact, he uses the line breaks to 
free the poem from its formal constraints and give it natural breath. One of the most 
important things a poet can do is to “write for the ear, not the eye,” as Jim Klein puts 
it. The way to do that is to read aloud your poem and break the line in the places you 
pause naturally for breathing. You will soon notice that certain words “want” to be 
more important than others, and, if you place them at the end of the line, they 
become more important. You’ll notice they often contain long vowel sounds like oh, 
ee, or ay, or strong consonants like t or k. These words stand out and demand to be 
at the end of the line. 

The length of the line is important, too. Short lines speed up, while long lines are 
more meditative. In “This Is Just to Say,” Williams uses very short lines with no 
punctuation for maximum speed. He uses the line and stanza breaks instead of 
punctuation: 

Forgive me 
they were delicious 
so sweet 
and so cold 

This technique makes sense for a fridge note that might not use punctuation in real 
life, but it doesn’t necessarily make sense for your poem. In PATERSON, Williams’ 
lines grow long and epic, with plentiful punctuation. Jim Klein is a fan of punctuation 
because it adds structure and organizes the thoughts on the page. You add 
punctuation for clarity, or subtract it, using spaces or line breaks and stanza breaks 
for a deconstructive feel—just remember to be consistent and use the pickpocket rule 
to not draw too much attention to your punctuation use, or lack of it. 

Speaking of lines, you’ll notice that some lines are stronger than others. It’s a good 
thing to use the stronger lines at the beginning or ending of a stanza, or poem, 
forming what Klein calls a “firm top” or a “firm bottom.” Sometimes I use them by 
themselves for extra punch in the middle. 

Think of the poem as a short movie: each time the camera focuses on a new thing, 
there is a stanza break. In “This Is Just to Say,” the poem is divided into perfect 
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quatrains. Maybe Williams’ intention was to mimic the ice cubes with his stanzas, but 
you should do what feels natural and logical for your poem: break into stanzas for 
emphasis and point of view of the camera, not for the looks. Let the content dictate 
the form of the poem. 

Many poets use the popular way to write in two-line couplets with same-length lines, 
which feel to me too controlled. Sometimes they force enjambments in unnatural 
places in order to fit the form. Try to avoid this way of writing—it’s a mannerism that 
draws too much attention to the poet, rather than to what is happening in the 
poem.  If you find that your poems start looking all the same, you are suffering from 
“stanza-itis,” as Klein puts it, a condition that compels the poet to signal to the 
reader, “This is a poem, watch out.” Remember Williams plums: letting the poem 
flow the way it wants retains its juiciness, as opposed to making it feel dry or chopped 
up in unnatural stanzas (unless you’re going for ice cubes). Try to retain the uneven 
lines, too: use longer, more dramatic lines and short and punchy ones. Think of the 
plums: small, but filling; crisp, with hard flesh; sweet, but also tart. Contrast is a good 
source of juice for the poem. 

I made all of these mistakes in my poems, without even realizing what I was doing. 
The Red Wheelbarrow Poets helped me every week at the workshop, pointing out 
what was working and what wasn’t—and they still do. I can’t stress strongly enough 
how important it is to find your own tribe of poets, a group on which you can 
bounce off your poems and get precious feedback. A weekly workshop like ours in 
invaluable and very rare—so start your own workshop if you don’t find a group, and 
build your own community. All you need is a little space at your local library or a café 
that benefits from the added traffic. The Red Wheelbarrow workshop is the best 
thing that ever happened to my writing. 

Slowly, with the help of other poets and Williams, I reached a level of immersion in 
language and of understanding of my own emotions and connection with it. There 
are writers who consider themselves “writers of the world” (and certainly the 
Romanian diaspora of writers is growing each year) who claim they can move with 
ease from Romanian to English and back. For me, it wasn’t easy. It was a long 
process that included understanding of my own need to write. For years, I struggled 
with the need to “belong” in one language and culture, aware of the fact that I was 
caught between Romanian and English, bound to write in that tight interstitial space, 
but also doomed to be an outsider of both. I wrestled with questions like: Who am I 
writing for? In Romanian or in English? Why would an American reader care about 
poems written in English about Romania or by a Romanian? And why write at all, 
anyway? 

Williams resolves this tension with the simple statement, “The classic is the local fully 
realized, words marked by a place.” At a certain point, it occurred to me that my 
writing about Bucharest is the same as someone else’s writing about Detroit. The 
impulse to write about the Romanian plains is the same as writing about fields in 
Indiana. And writing about the Danube is no different than writing about the Ohio 
River. That realization gave me a great freedom. At that point, I was ready to embrace 
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my Romanian roots, use them creatively, and completely merge them with English, 
thus creating my own American idiom, and perhaps even contributing some unique 
emotions and imagery to English in the process. But the same is true if you write 
about anything else, or any other part of the world or America: writing about your 
own roots creates your own idiom, unique to you—so no need to worry about being 
unique or inventing new forms or images, because you already are. 

The best craft advice I ever got is about the creative process. It didn’t come from 
Williams, but from The Red Wheelbarrow Poets workshop leader, Jim Klein—and I 
paraphrase again: “You set out to write a poem and skate on its surface for a while. 
You skate and skate on the surface of the poem, and suddenly you break through the 
ice into the subconscious—and that’s when the ‘live language’ appears.” I don’t know 
if Williams used this technique in his poems, but I know he was very much concerned 
with the “live language.” He invented the term, referring to language that is unique, 
strong, and original, meaning it originates in the subconscious. The trick is to throw 
away the part or parts of the poem that helped you get there, the part “above the ice,” 
the scaffolding. “After the breakthrough happens, and you are under the ice, don’t 
reach back up to rearrange the first stanza,” Klein says—and I’ve certainly done that. 

It’s the part about skating on the surface that is most intriguing to me, similar to the 
Law of the Meander devised by the architect Le Corbusier. When he was flying to 
South America, he saw the river Plata from the plane and compared its twists and 
turns to the “meandering of the creative mind.” He noticed that the river starts 
straight, but that it becomes increasingly sinuous in its journey through the plain until, 
“at the most desperate moment, there comes a point where the curves meet—
Miracle!—and the water breaks through, creating a straight line once more.” This 
meandering, or skating, is essential to the creative process and for achieving the 
breakthrough, the “straight line” to the subconscious. It mimics life—it certainly 
mimics mine—and makes me believe that we’re writing, meandering, and skating, to 
find ourselves, to meet ourselves in the subconscious, and that’s the moment of the 
breakthrough. That’s when the true voice comes out, when you’re under the ice, 
“struggling for your life,” as Klein puts it. In my case, because it was such a departure 
from my previous aesthetic, I know exactly which poem was my breakthrough 
moment when I felt I had found my identity as a Romanian-American writer in my 
second language. It’s an ambiguous poem about immigration I wrote in the spring of 
2008 that moves in several directions and still holds true today when the Romanian 
diaspora is only surpassed in numbers by the Jewish one. Here it is: 

The last one to leave Romania turn off the light 

1. 

.                    When I grow up I will emigrate 

.                    when I finish school I will 

.                    emigrate when I finish college 

.                    I will emigrate when I look 

.                    or a job I will emigrate when 

.                    I marry I will emigrate when I 
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.                    have a child I will emigrate 

.                    when I get a divorce I will 

.                    emigrate when I’m old 
I will emigrate when I die. 

The last one to leave Romania turn off the light. 

2. 

.                    We are not migrant people. 

.                    We don’t have a clock in our brain 
to tell us when it’s time to leave the country. 

.          How do we know it’s time? 

.                    The wild geese know when fall comes 

.                    when the leaves emigrate from the trees. 

3. 

.                    We are willing to work harder 

.                    somewhere else, 

.                    we are willing to not speak our language 

.                    somewhere else, 

.                    we are willing to not speak at all 

.                    somewhere else, 

.                    we are willing to live underground 

.                    somewhere else, 

.                    we are willing to live in shame 

.                    somewhere else, 

.                    we are willing to have our children 

.                    somewhere else, 
we are willing to leave our children behind 
.          somewhere else. 

4. 

Poor nations export fruits 
or the hands to pick or deliver them, 
the delivery man said, 
bringing oranges into a restaurant in New York City. 

5. 

Strawberries in Spain, instead of sand castles. 
Hope is a woman with crooked hands, 
who strikes a match somewhere in Madrid 
and smokes by a window. 
The flicker is seen across countries and seas 
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and signals an army to move. 
It’s temporary, we say. 
It’s just for a while. For two years. 
It’s for work. It’s only to save some money. 
It will go fast. 

6. 

.                    I say, it’s a disease. 
It’s a collective brain tumor caused by poor nutrition. 
.          No milk, no meat, no eggs, no cheese. 
The lack of protein makes the people docile 
.                    but causes an unexplainable long-term longing. 
.                    For better health 
.                    and easy control of the masses—no sugar 
.                    and absolutely no butter. 

.                    Take away the bread and we all want to emigrate, 
even after five generations. 
Possible side effects: 
.                    blue tile in the bathroom, 
.                    a new Logan car, 
.                    an upgraded kitchen in the grandparents’ apartment 
.                    where motherless children grow up 
.                    having plenty of Play Stations, Dells, 
.                    Samsungs and Erikssons. 
.                    Electronics: a measure for happiness. 

7. 

Strawberries in Spain. 
Oranges in Greece. 
Olives in Italy. 
The fruit grows ripe with content, 
knowing it will be picked by Romanian hands. 
Meanwhile, my mother-in-law’s vineyard 
is picked by crows and blackbirds. 
Rugs of apples rot under the trees 
in my parents’ orchard. 
They are too old for so much work 
and there is no help for hire. 
Every night, my father leaves a light on, 
just in case I come home. 

  

Back to Williams’ plums: there is a fragment of THE LIBRARY (BOOK FOUR) in 
which the main character wakes up from sleeping on the beach and eats some plums. 
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The simple gesture of eating once again brings the character to life, and the language 
is fresh and juicy. 

… Climbing the 
bank, after a few tries, he picked 
some beach plums from a low bush and 
sampled one of them, spitting the seed out, 
then headed inland, followed by the dog. 

Octavio Paz said about Williams, “The greatness of a poet is not to be measured by 
the scale but by the intensity and the perfection of his works. Also by vivacity. 
Williams is the author of the most vivid poems of modern American poetry.” Surely, 
some of that is because of his use of the plums. 

If you write about concrete “things,” not ideas, use repetition to enhance emotion, 
bring in some personal detail (we’re all voyeurs, right, and we need the personal detail 
narrative to connect with the reader emotionally), make sure the parts of the poem 
work together, write for the ear and not the eye, read aloud the poem and break the 
lines where you pause for breathing, let the poem dictate the form, throw away the 
stanzas or lines in which you were skating on the surface, and find your poetry 
tribe—you’re bound to create poems as fresh and juicy as Williams’ plums. And, as is 
the case with everything, if you keep at it long enough, you’ll get pretty good at 
writing poems. So don’t quit; never quit writing. Keep meandering, keep living, and 
keep writing. Read some “remedial Williams” from time to time. Every once in a 
while, you’ll break through the ice, and your writing will get “so sweet and so cold.” 
And that’s all one could ask for. 
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Kendra Tanacea 

.      James Wright: .                                       

.   The Alchemy of a poet 

When James Wright noticed one of Georg Trakl’s poems published in Robert Bly’s 
magazine The Fifties, he sent a letter to Bly, then met Bly at his farm in Madison, 
Minnesota. This was the first of many visits in which these poets explored the “deep 
images” of foreign poems known for their “leaping” quality: “a leap from the 
conscious to the unconscious and back again, a leap from the known part of the mind 
to the unknown part and back to the known.”[1] These poems made internal, 
intuitive sense without the narrative mediation of the poet. Here, Wright describes his 
reaction to Trakl’s work: 

...this poem was not like any poem I had ever recognized: the poet, at a sign from the 
evening bells, followed the wings of birds that became a train of pious pilgrims who 
were continually vanishing into the clear autumn of distances; beyond the distances 
there were black horses leaping in red maple trees, in a world where seeing and 
hearing are not two actions, but one.[2] 

Wright began applying these principles to his own work. When Bly and Wright 
translated Trakl’s poems in a volume called Twenty Poems by Georg Trakl,[3] Wright 
explained Trakl’s effect on his own writing: 

At that time [publishing of St. Judas] I had come, for personal reasons but also for 
artistic reasons, to something like a dead end. I was in despair at that time, and what 
usually has consoled me is words–I’ve always been able to turn to them. But 
suddenly, it seemed to me that the words themselves had gone dead, I mean dead in 
me, and I didn’t know what to do. It was at that time that Robert Bly’s magazine, 
which was then called The Fifties, appeared. I wrote him a long letter because his 
magazine contained a translation of a poem by Georg Trakl. Some years earlier, at the 
University of Vienna, I had read in German the poetry of Trakl, and I didn’t know 
what to do with it, though I recognized that somehow it had a depth of life in it that I 
needed.  Trakl is a poet who writes in parallelism, only he leaves out the intermediary, 
rationalistic explanations of the relation between one image and another. I would 
suppose that Trakl has had as much influence on me as anybody else has had.[4] 

In that interview, Wright identified his “chief enemy” as “glibness.” “And that is why 
I have struggled to strip my poems down.” 

We are used to reading poems whose rules of traditional construction we can 
memorize and quickly apply. Trakl’s poems, on the other hand, though they are 
shaped with the most beautiful delicacy and care, are molded from within. He did not 
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write according to any “rules of construction,” traditional or other, but rather waited 
patiently and silently for the worlds of his poems to reveal their own natural laws. 
The result, in my experience at least, is a poetry from which all shrillness and clutter 
have been banished. A single red maple leaf in a poem by Trakl is an inexhaustibly 
rich and wonderful thing, simply because he has had the patience to look at it and the 
bravery to resist all distraction from it. It is so with all of his small animals, his trees, 
his human names. Each one contains an interior universe of shapes and sounds that 
have never been touched or heard before, and before a reader can explore these 
universes he must do as this courageous and happy poet did: he must learn to open 
his eyes, to listen, to be silent, and to wait patiently for the inward bodies of things to 
emerge, for the inward voices to whisper. I cannot imagine any more difficult tasks 
than these, either for a poet or for a reader of poetry. They are, ultimately, attempts to 
enter and to recognize one’s very self. To memorize quickly applicable rules is only 
one more escape into the clutter of the outside world.[5] 

Based on this new aesthetic, Wright quickly shed regular meters and rhymes apparent 
in his first two volumes, and, instead, worked with free verse and leaping images, 
shaping his poems as one would carve a figure of a bird from a piece of wood that 
appeared naturally in the shape of a bird. 

Wright’s personal revelation manifested itself in a deliberate change in style and form 
that seemed abrupt to the public when he published his next collection The Branch 
Will Not Break in 1963. It was viewed as a major break from the work in his prior 
collections and he became known as one of the “deep image” or “leaping” poets: 
“The ‘leaping’ poet often enters his poem with a heavy body of feeling piled up 
behind him as if behind a dam. As you begin the Spanish poem, a heavy river rolls 
over you.” [6] 

Wright’s transition appeared revolutionary simply because his transitional work–
Amenities of Stone–was never published, although it was accepted for publication by 
Wesleyan University Press in 1961. The unpublished Amenities of Stone manuscript 
depicts Wright as poet-in-transition, struggling with style and form in an attempt to 
close the gap between observer and subject, language and experience. In order to 
uncover his transformative process, it is helpful to compare “The Thieves” to “Two 
Horses Playing in the Orchard,” the only poem from Amenities of Stone that 
subsequently appeared in The Branch Will Not Break: 

The Thieves  

Now let the summer die, for those 
Lean ponies nibbling under boughs 
Will fleshen over ground and plump 
The silken shoulder and the rump. 
Thieving the orchard, they invade 
The earth, to ply the ancient trade 

Two Horses Playing in the Orchard 

  

Omitted 
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Of living while the seasons die; 
They whinny at the evening sky. 

In Wright’s new, pared down version, this introductory stanza is expendable, 
presumably due to its narrative exposition, the telling of what the poem is about, as 
well as the voice of a speaker emotionally distanced from nature. The poems 
continue, as follows: 

The Thieves (con’t) 

Oh, soon enough some man will come 
And curse the fence, and drive them 
home. 
Then, neighing softly through the night 
The mare will nurse her shoulder bite. 
Yet, lightly fair, through lock and mane, 
She gazes over the dusk again, 
And sees the gathering stallion leap 
In grass for apples half-asleep. 

  

Two Horses Playing in the Orchard 

Too soon, too soon, a man will come 
To lock the gate, and drive them home. 
Then, neighing softly though the night, 
The mare will nurse her shoulder bite. 
Now, lightly fair, through lock and mane 
She gazes over dusk again, 
And sees her darkening stallion leap 
In grass for apples, half asleep. 

  

Although the changes to this stanza seem comparatively small, Wright’s new aim is 
clear: eliminate rhetoric, speak to the reader in immediate and direct language (“Too 
soon, too soon” instead of “Oh, soon enough some man will come;” “Now, lightly 
fair” instead of “Yet, lightly fair”). In this revised stanza, Wright discards the word 
“gathering,” which refers to the stallion gathering the fallen apples, to “darkening 
stallion,” a moody, shadowy image, that implies both the end of this day as well as the 
impending darkness of death. Continuing on: 

The Thieves (con’t) 

He stands alight on slender knees, 
Lithe in his winter dream of trees. 
Apples will fall and fall this day, 
And wind will brush the rinds away. 
Yet light is left before the snow, 
And apples hang on sprays so low 
His mouth can reach them, small and 
sweet, 
And some are tumbling to her feet. 

Two Horses Playing in the Orchard 
(con’t) 

Lightly, lightly, on slender knees 
He turns, lost in a dream of trees. 
Apples are slow to find this day, 
Someone has stolen the best away. 
Still, some remain before the snow, 
A few, trembling on boughs so low 
A horse can reach them, small and sweet: 
And some are tumbling to her feet. 

This stanza contains Wright’s most startling revisions. The archaic “he stands alight 
on slender knees” is changed to the direct, but rhythmically perfect: “Lightly, lightly, 
on slender knees.” The meaning of the following line is changed completely: instead 
of presenting a graceful horse standing static in “his winter dream of trees,” Wright 
brings the horse to life: “He turns, lost in a dream of trees.” Suddenly, the dreamy 
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picture of the original stanza is replaced by a more realistic, albeit imagistic, depiction: 
the horse turns (action) and appears lost in a real place (among the trees), but there is 
also a sense of revelry, of being lost in the nature of things, that is not captured in the 
original stanza. 

The original line “Apples will fall and fall this day” seems strained to fit the imposed 
rhyme scheme, to tell us winter is coming because the apples are falling from their 
trees. Wright replaces this lighter line with the emotionally laden: “Apples are slow to 
find this day.” The revised line evokes aging (slow) and the inability of fruit to 
produce and ripen due to the onset of winter. There is also a sense of mystery evoked 
by unnamed “someone” that has stolen the best apples away. By using this line, 
Wright is able to subtly refer to the seasons and elements having taken the best fruit, 
without directly stating it. 

Again, Wright replaces the outdated “Yet” with the immediate and conversational 
“Still,” which operates to draw the reader directly into this scene. The next line 
contains an emotional, vibrating word (“A few, trembling on boughs so low”) that is 
absent from the static (“And apples hang on sprays so low”). In the revised stanza the 
few apples remaining “tremble” with fear of their impending demise. These apples 
are made alive and able to experience human emotion, and, at the same time, are 
wavering in the wind just before their fall. It is important to note that Wright 
maintains the musicality of the line while, at the same time, freshening the language. 
Also, his use of commas creates timed pauses that, in turn, allow him to utilize rhyme 
without the lulling, sing-song effect of the original poem. 

The poem concludes: 

The Thieves (con’t) 

The living flourish still. His haunch 
Rears in delight beneath the branch, 
Where now, for her delicate sake, 
The wires drag and the fences break. 
Beyond the fence the summer grieves, 
But only wind and snow are thieves, 
Marauders sacking fruit and thief 
To the last wilderness of leaf. 

(from Amenities of Stone) 

Two Horses Playing in the Orchard 
(con’t) 

Too soon, a man will scatter them, 
Although I do not know his name, 
His age, or how he came to own 
A horse, an apple tree, a stone. 
I let those horses in to steal 
On principle, because I feel 
Like half a horse myself, although 
Too soon, too soon, already. Now. 

(from The Branch Will Not Break) 

In the final stanza of the original poem, Wright sums up the experience for us: the 
living go on living, the summer grieves for its loss, and it is not the horses, but 
winter’s elements (wind and snow) that are the real thieves, stripping the apple trees 
bare. On the other hand, the revised stanza changes the final meaning of the poem 
entirely: “Too soon, a man will scatter “them...” In the revised scene, the poet sets 
himself in opposition to this orchard owner who tries to possess nature (“a horse, an 
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apple tree, a stone”), implying that these natural objects and animals cannot be owned 
or controlled by humans. The speaker allows the horses to steal (and in this version 
the horses are the explicit thieves) because the poet feels like “half a horse myself,” or 
being half nature, stealing his last bits of time. This line becomes so powerful because 
the speaker, half-animal, acknowledges that part of himself, closing the distance 
between the human and natural world. 

Finally, the last, galloping line, “Too soon, too soon, already. Now.” implies what the 
original poem explicitly stated: winter is here too soon, and, in fact, arrives by the end 
of the poem with the resounding “Now.” Wright’s word choice in the second piece 
creates a visceral sense of diminishing time in this world, which fully arrives at the 
end (“Now.”), an effect achieved through Wright’s deliberate and direct word choice. 

Before publishing “Two Horses Playing in the Orchard,” Wright experimented with 
several titles to replace “The Thieves,” such as “The Thieves All Meet at the Same 
Moment in an Orchard” and “The Thieves Are Gathered Together in the 
Orchard.”  Ultimately, Wright changed the title from “The Thieves,” which implies 
an illegal or immoral act on the horses’ part as well as the stealing of summer or life 
by the elements of time, to “Two Horses Playing in the Orchard.” The horses are no 
longer thieves, but are “playing,” which speaks to the naturalness of the horses’ 
behavior in eating the apples and a certain playfulness and obliviousness to 
boundaries, rights and responsibilities, and impending death. In the revised version, 
the speaker favors natural law over man-made laws, letting the horses “steal” the last 
apples because he, as well, feels innocent in nature. 

By comparing the unpublished “Thieves” with “Two Horses Playing in the Orchard,” 
we can clearly see the beginnings of the radical transformation of Wright’s style. All 
“glibness” and emotional distance is replaced by an unsettling directness of language 
and rhythm that services the poem instead of detracting from it. Abstractions are 
deleted, and instead we are given horses, apples, a fence, a stone. This transitional 
poem clearly illuminates the new aims of the poet. 

In the remaining poems in The Branch Will Not Break, Wright eliminates rhyme 
completely in an effort to allow the poem to be molded from within. From his 
interviews, we know he was conscious about allowing a poem’s secrets to unfold 
instead of imposing a rigid or imposed order on the subject matter and language. 
These new poems allowed the unmediated leaps Wright recognized in Trakl’s work. 
Below are two of Trakl’s poems that bear some resemblance to Wright’s newfound 
style: 

My Heart at Evening 

Toward evening you hear the cry of the 
bats. 
Two black horses bound in the pasture, 
The red maple rustles, 
The walker along the road sees ahead the 

From Revelation and Defeat 

On silver soles I climbed down the 
thorny stairs, and I walked into the white-
washed room. A light burned there 
silently, and without speaking I wrapped 
my head in purple linen; and the earth 
threw out a childlike body, a creature of 
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small 
tavern. 

Nuts and young wine taste delicious, 
Delicious: to stagger drunk into the 
darkening woods. 
Village bells, painful to hear, echo 
through the black 
fir branches, 
Dew forms on the face. 

the moon, that slowly stepped out of the 
darkness of my shadow, with broken 
arms, stony waterfalls sank away, fluffy 
snow. 

The Trakl poems speak with clarity and a spareness that Wright began striving 
toward. In addition, some concerns, such as the melding of nature with the human 
experience, are carried on in Wright’s work. It’s hard not to compare Wright’s famous 
enjambment from “A Blessing”: “Suddenly I realize/That if I stepped out of my 
body I would break/Into blossom” with Trakl’s “childlike body, a creature of the 
moon, that slowly stepped out of the darkness of my shadow...,” the idea of stepping 
outside of one’s self, of the transformative powers of nature. Other poems by Trakl 
contain stark but simple images: “blue grief,” “golden clouds,” “blackness, silence and 
snow,” a “cold moon,” “darkening villages,” “black frost,” “leafless stars,” and 
“shuddering cities/Of steel,” many of which found their way into Wright’s poetry. 
Intrigued by these simple but reverberating images, Wright applied Trakl’s sensibility 
in “The Jewel”: 

There is a cave 
In the air behind my body 
That nobody is going to touch: 
A cloister, a silence 
Closing around a blossom of fire 
When I stand upright in the wind 
My bones turn to dark emeralds. 

(from The Branch Will Not Break) 

This exquisite poem brings together Wright’s new concerns: directness of language, 
the deliverance of an experience as it unfolds, language that stirs the unconscious 
mind with the deployment of resonant images. He begins directly— “There is a 
cave”—and the reader is immediately oriented in a dark, subterranean place, used also 
for dwelling and shelter. More mysterious is the line “In the air behind my body” 
because now the cave is no longer rock and below ground, but air or spirit. It is not 
“inside” the body but “behind” it, following the speaker like a shadow, separate from 
the physical body, but still connected; a religious place of seclusion, of unsaid 
mysteries. Wright then writes that nobody can touch this place, plainly (almost 
threateningly) stating that no person will disturb the speaker’s intrinsic nature or most 
private, intimate self. 
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This cave then closes around a blossom of fire, a living bloom, a life force or 
inspiration source. And when the speaker physically stands upright in the wind, his 
bones become dark emeralds. Here, presumably, the wind of nature fans the fire, 
which in turn, by its exposure to heat, causes human bone to transform to unmined, 
raw emeralds–still dark because they are naturally occurring, instead of cut and 
polished. The metaphorical transformation of the speaker is shown through the 
mutability of human bone to gemstone and occurs by exposing what is deep and 
secret and hidden to the winds of nature, the fire of spirt or soul, which bring about a 
miraculous human transformation. 

Wright revisits this similar theme in his poem, “The Secret of Light,” excerpted 
below: 

...Directly in front of my bench, perhaps thirty yards away from me, there is a 
startling woman. Her hair is black as the inmost secret of light in a perfectly cut 
diamond, a perilous black, a secret light that must have been studied for many years 
before the anxious and disciplined craftsman could achieve the necessary balance 
between courage and skill to stroke the strange stone and take the one chance he 
would ever have to bring that secret to light 

While I was trying to compose the preceding sentence, the woman rose for her park 
bench and walked away. I am afraid her secret might never come to light in my 
lifetime. But my lifetime is not the only one. I will never see her again. I hope she 
brings some other man’s secret fact to light, as somebody brought mine. I am startled 
to discover that I am not afraid. I am free to give a blessing out of my silence into 
that woman’s black hair. I trust her to go on living. I believe in her black hair, her 
diamond that is still asleep. I would close my eyes to daydream about her. But those 
silent companions who watch over me from the insides of my eyelids are too brilliant 
for me to meet face to face. 

...Surely two careful and accurate hands, total strangers to me, measure the invisible 
idea of the secret vein in her hair. They are waiting patiently until they know what 
they alone can ever know: that time when her life will pause in mid-flight for a split 
second. The hands will touch her black hair very gently. A wind off the river Adige 
will flutter past her. She will turn around, smile a welcome, and place a flawless and 
fully formed Italian daybreak into the hands....” 

(from To a Blossoming Pear Tree) 

In this prose poem, it is human interaction and connection that will bring forth the 
woman’s secrets, along, again, with a natural wind. By stroking her hair (both the 
lover’s delicate caress and the image of a craftsman cutting a raw diamond), that 
touch, that intimate act, will bring forth her secret, transforming her into a brilliant 
diamond with all the sparkle and fire of an Italian daybreak. The Jewel and Secret of Light 
are both intuitively and logically pleasing: her black hair, her dark internal secret, 
when acted upon by another becomes a sparkling diamond; his white bones exposed 
to the external elements of wind and fire become dark emeralds. 
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Wright often sings of the transformative power of nature’s elements and equates it 
with the power of poetry: 

Late November in a Field 

Today I am walking alone in a bare place, 
And winter is here. 
Two squirrels near a fence post 
Are helping each other drag a branch 
Toward a hiding place; it must be somewhere 
Behind those ash trees. 
They are still alive, they ought to save acorns 
Against the cold. 
Frail paws rifle the troughs between cornstalks when the moon 
Is looking away. 
The earth is hard now, 
The soles of my shoes need repairs. 
I have nothing to ask a blessing for, 
Except these words. 
I wish they were 
Grass. 

(from Shall We Gather at the River) 

Through direct images (bare place, winter, the hard earth, the preoccupied moon), the 
poet reveals simultaneously the onset of winter as well as a barren and forlorn 
internal landscape. Folly, or misdirected aims (i.e., squirrels gathering a branch instead 
of nourishing acorns), reflects the poet’s ambivalence about his own poetic efforts, 
the futility of words. Against this backdrop, the speaker tries to will his words to 
become grass: natural, lush, vivid and sustaining. Words are one step removed from 
the very thing they describe. They can never be as powerful or magnificent as a 
simple, growing thing in a desolate place. 

NOTES: 
[1] From Leaping Poetry, by Robert Bly, The Seventies Press (1972). 
[2] Twenty Poems of Georg Trakl, translated by Robert Bly and James Wright (Madison, Minnesota: Sixties 
Press, 1961), James Wright: A Note on Trakl, from Twenty Poems of Georg Trakl. 
[3] Twenty Poems of Georg Trakl, translated by Robert Bly and James Wright (Madison, Minnesota: Sixties 
Press, 1961. f 
[4] James Wright interview with Peter Stint, first published in The Paris Review, 1975. 
[5] Twenty Poems of Georg Trakl, translated by Robert Bly and James Wright (Madison, Minnesota: Sixties 
Press, 1961), “A Note on Trakl,” by James Wright 
[6]Leaping Poetry, An Idea with Poems and Translations, by Robert Bly, The Seventies Press (1972), p. 28. 
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Natalie Young 

The Question of May Swenson 

May Swenson was a renegade. Nearly thirty years after her death, Swenson’s work is 
still perceived as wild and wild is not conducive to the norms of academia. Her poetry 
is diverse in content and form and hard to define. Which may be part of why her 
notoriety has not held up over time to some of her peers, such as Elizabeth Bishop. 
Rozanne Knudson, Swenson’s partner for the last twenty-three years of her life, said 
Swenson continually pushed the envelope, distancing herself from any specific school 
of poetry (Knudson “Love Poems” 11). She rejected requests to be included in 
lesbian anthologies, writing in a letter to Joan Larkin, “I have not sent you any poems 
for inclusion in the proposed anthology—nor would I do so—anymore than I would 
submit any writing to a book titled, for instance, ‘The Heterosexual Women’s Poetry 
Anthology.’” This quote shows concern for the constraints and fallacies sexuality and 
gender tags may imbue. Though, ultimately, she wasn’t interested in any 
classifications being placed on her work. 

While shying away from trends and labels, she often wrote using common topics, 
including every-day details in uncommon ways. Her poems in the following 
discussion have subjects of animals, childhood, love, death, and nature—none of 
these subjects are peculiar; it is how Swenson crafts these poems that makes the work 
unique. 

Swenson’s poetry carries certain themes and tendencies, attempting to relate humans, 
nature, animals, and science—to find the commonalities and synchronicities. 
Repeatedly she accomplishes this by creating a blur in voice or vision between the 
speaker and what the speaker observes or interacts with, often an animal. This paper 
will hone in on two poems, “Scroppo’s Dog” and “The Centaur.” Several other 
poems that focus on the human as animal will also enter the discussion. Part of 
Swenson’s trademark is being curiously primal, equalizing the non-human and human 
world 

Swenson’s poem, “Scroppo’s Dog” tells a story between the speaker and the 
neighbor’s dog. This piece deviates from her usual self-defined schemas, creating a 
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conversational, narrative with four stanzas of varying lengths. Swenson’s objective for 
this poem requires a more flexible structure, one where the reader can follow along 
easily and have time to mull over the narrative and its purpose. 

“In the early morning, past the shut houses, 
past the harbor shut in fog, I walk free and 
single. It is summer—that’s lucky. The whole 
day is mine…” 

The poem’s second line informs the structure. The speaker is “free” and claiming the 
day as her own. In the next breath, “At the end of our village I stop / to greet 
Scroppo’s dog, whose chain is wrapped / around a large dusty boulder.” The image 
offers sharp contrast to the poem’s form and speaker’s freedom. The dog is not free 
and will never be single—chained to a rock, his owner’s yard, and his owner. “His 
black coat / is gray, from crouching every day in the gravel of Scroppo’s yard—a yard 
by a scrap-filled pond…” Swenson makes it clear that the dog’s life is confined to an 
ugly space by specifying his gray coat that should be black, the gravel the dog must lie 
in, and the dismal “scrap-filled pond,” “trash in the weeds,” and “oily, broken 
cement.” 

Scroppo “deals in wrecked cars and car parts.” If the narrative focused on Scroppo, 
the name may have been too obvious—Scroppo deals in scrap. However, because the 
poem focuses on Scroppo’s dog and Scroppo the man doesn’t appear, Swenson 
creates anonymity for the animal, but identifies his captor; the dog is a prisoner, 
stripped of freedom and individuality. The character that is present through the entire 
poem has no real identity, but the man hocking trash does. 

“Scroppo” could be a dog’s name, a name that, in fact, most people would associate 
with a canine before a human. As Swenson provides added detail, the fact that the 
only person telling the animal’s story doesn’t know his name becomes more poignant.  

“…I remember 
him, years ago, as a big fierce-looking pup. 
It may have been his first day chained there, 
or shortly thereafter, that he first greeted me: 
his eyes big nuggets shooting orange sparks, his 
red tongue rippling out between clean fangs— 
fangs as white as lilies...” 

The word “greeted” is significant; it implies the dog wanted to interact and be friends 
with the speaker. This first meeting is critical, especially the vivid, clean imagery 
Swenson uses to describe the “pup.” The dog is new, full of vigor. Swenson indicates 
this by having “orange sparks” shoot out of his eyes, and a red tongue “rippling out” 
of his fresh, white teeth—images in stark contrast to the grays described before. 
Swenson’s choice to use “sparks” for the dog’s eyes and “lilies” for his teeth is 
unusual. Normally a creature’s teeth would be likened to something active or 
intimidating, not a soft, fragile flower. Whereas, animal eyes, are often described as 
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intense or soft or revealing, but not as dynamic as “shooting orange sparks.” These 
word choices provide a juxtaposition of what the reader expects and what the dog is. 
The sparks indicate fire and energy, but also anger and destruction. The lilies offer 
growth, beauty, fragility, and purity. Both the lily and the sparks are things that will 
die—flowers have a short season before the petals wilt and fall away, and shooting 
sparks lose their heat and turn to ash quickly. Swenson carefully chose these atypical 
characteristics to foreshadow and add to the pathos. 

“…black fur erect and gleaming, the dog 
rushed toward me—but was stopped by his chain, 
a chain then bright and new. I would have met 
and stroked him, but didn’t dare get near him, 
in his strangled frenzy—in his unbelief— 
that something at his throat cut short 
his coming, going, leaping, circling, running— 
something he couldn’t bite through, tripped him…” 

Swenson produces intensity in the stanza with the animal’s desperation. It is the first 
moment the creature realizes his freedom has been taken away, causing a “strangled 
frenzy.” The scene is visceral with the dog’s strangling, body parts, and “fur erect.” 
He is frantic “in his unbelief.” The word “unbelief” is sad and immediate. The young 
animal can’t fathom how “something at his throat cut” him “short.” The syntax of 
these words give the impression there’s a knife to his throat; the panic is high enough 
it seems the pup’s life is in danger. Even the chain is given sheen to further juxtapose 
the past and present. Swenson doesn’t just write that he is stopped by the chain, but 
instead informs us of exactly what the dog realizes he can’t do anymore: “coming, 
going, leaping, circling, running.” This string of verbs illustrates the impact of betrayal 
and loss of freedom. 

The third stanza reverts to the present. 

“Now, as I walk toward him, the dog growls, 
then cowers back. He is old and fat and dirty, 
and his eyes spit equal hate and fear. 
He knows exactly how far he can strain 
from the rock and the wrapped chain. 
There’s a trench in a circle in the oily dirt his paws 
have dug…” 

Swenson contrasts the scene of newness and discovery in the second stanza with the 
“old and fat and dirty” in the third. The dog is full of animosity and no longer 
“greets” the speaker with a “joyful bark” but with growls and trepidation. The 
creature’s restricted existence is fully captured with a trench dug from circling the 
rock. 

The speaker directly addresses the connection between the dog and herself in the 
beginning of the fourth, and final, stanza. “I’ve never touched Scroppo’s dog, and his 
/ yearning tongue has never licked me. Yet, we / know each other well.” The two are 
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both “Subject to the seasons’ / extremes, confined to the limits of our yard, early 
fettered by an obscure master…” The dog’s yard and master are tangible, while the 
speaker’s are metaphorical. 

The poem ends: 

“…Each midday, 
when the firehouse whistle blows, a duet 
of keen, weird howls is heard, as, at the steep 
edge of hopelessness, the muzzle pointed, 
ears flat, eyes shut, Scroppos’s dog forlornly 
yodels in time to the village siren sounding noon.” 

This ending could be humorous or an annoyance: a dog howls every day at the 
firehouse whistle. Instead, this scene is touching. Swenson sets it up with the young, 
fresh dog versus the old, shabby dog and his loss of freedom versus the stated liberty 
of the speaker. The dog’s one autonomy is the song he sends out each afternoon, but 
even his singing is scheduled and dependent on the firehouse whistle. The use of the 
word “yodels” instead of “sings” or “howls” adds to a sense of regimen and restraint. 
Only humans really yodel and while yodeling is singing, it has certain qualities and 
structure not present in regular song. Swenson emphasizes this with a combination of 
unstressed and stressed syllables sitting next to each other, ending the poem’s song, 
“yodels in time to the village siren sounding noon.” It is as though the last line yodels 
with the dog. 

With “Scroppo’s Dog” Swenson creates a tableaux of existence; the poem evokes 
sorrow through a captive, mostly ignored animal. In youth there is newness, 
innocence, and trust. Such things are inevitably spoiled by disappointment and the 
confining actions of repetitive, everyday life. 

Swenson relates her life to the speaker, who relates her life to the dog’s. Swenson was 
fettered by day-to-day conformity and obligation; she was also female and lesbian, 
desirous to be original and free of these classifications. Swenson responded to a 
request from an anthologist compiling a women-only collection, “I don’t think there 
is a feminine poetic consciousness—nor is there a masculine one. I even hate the 
designation of ‘woman poet.’ How silly it would sound to say ‘man poet.’” (Knudson 
and Bigelow 106). Swenson crafts equality between human and beast. She felt she 
herself was an animal and said, “Animals aren’t human beings, but humans beings are 
animals” (qtd, in Crumbley 138-139). 

This notion of humans as animals is emphasized in her most anthologized poem 
“Question.” The first two lines read, “Body my house / my horse my hound.” Here 
the speaker addresses her body directly, which is peculiar, since we usually address 
others and describe our self (Doty 197). The structure of this is also strange. These 
lines, and the poem as a whole, contain no punctuation, except for the question mark 
that ends the poem, emphasizing at the beginning and end that it’s not only a 
question, but also, it’s all in question. 
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The speaker speaks to her body, calls it her house, horse, and hound. Not only do 
these words sound nice together with alliteration and assonance, they are also strong 
in imagery and metaphor. The speaker’s physical body is a house, somewhere for the 
spirit or soul to dwell and rest in this life. The body is a horse, a means of 
transportation, an animal of beauty, work and toil. The body is a hound (a step 
further than the metaphor of speaker and dog we saw in “Scroppo’s Dog”), a hunter, 
a pet, a companion. It’s peculiar to call a human body all of these things, but each 
item works as a metaphor. And it is no coincidence that two out of three are animals. 
Swenson was raised in The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints (LDS) or as 
the religion is more commonly known, Mormon (Knudson and Bigelow 9). Swenson 
went to church with her family every Sunday, until she moved out of the house at age 
twenty-one. She didn’t criticize the religion but confided to her college friends, “It’s 
not for me—religion. It seems like a redundancy for a poet” (34). The LDS religion 
teaches that a human being is a spirit living in a human body and the body is full of 
the desires of the flesh, just like an animal (Andersen, par. 1-2). In this poem we see 
pieces of that theology and we see it in Swenson’s tendency to relate humans to 
animals. By the end of this poem the speaker asks: 

“when Body my good 
bright dog is dead 

How will it be 
to lie in the sky 

without roof or door 
and wind for an eye 

With cloud for shift 
how will I hide?” 

Mormons believe that the spirit is separated from the body in death (par. 1). It seems 
Swenson held on to this idea, but instead of celebrating the afterlife, she questions 
what she will be with the loss of the physical self. In the above lines, the body, (note 
the capital “B”), is separated from its animal self, “good / bright dog,” and the 
speaker questions how she will rest, how will she see without eyes, how she will hide 
without her faithful companion. The speaker creates a direct correlation between rest, 
vision, and peace and her physical body, which is at least two-thirds animal. 

Human body as animal is accentuated in Swenson’s poem “Forest,” “Suddenly I go, / 
flick-eyed, hurrying over fur / needles that whisper…My neck-hairs rise.” In this 
excerpt the speaker is described with cat-like attributes, “flick-eyed” and “neck-hairs 
rise.” For the larger part of the poem a forest is depicted where nearly all of the 
scenery is feline. The first two couplets illustrate what Swenson does throughout: 

“The pines, aggressive as erect tails of cats, 
bob their tips when the wind freshens. 
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An alert breath like purring stirs below, 
where I move timid over humps of hair,” 

Swenson is not coy with this metaphor of forest as feline, “erect tails of cats” and 
near the poem’s end, “the feline forest grins.” The intriguing intellect of this poem 
comes with the two details that liken the speaker to a cat. With this move, Swenson 
crafts a poem that has a smaller cat escaping a larger, predatory cat. This is, again, an 
unusual move. “Forest” has a metaphor inside a metaphor, the same metaphor 
working on both the natural world and the human in the natural world. The forest is 
a cat; the speaker is a cat. The smaller cat has little chance of escaping the larger cat, 
but they share a common bond, a lineage. With this poem, Swenson employs a 
complicated circle of nature as animal, human as animal, and thus human as nature. 
She implies if/then statements pushing the reader to see the equality in these things. 

The amalgamation of man and the natural world emerges again with “The Centaur,” 
the story of a ten-year-old girl who plays in a field with her imaginary horse and upon 
returning home, is chided by her mother. By Swenson’s own admission, the poem is 
autobiographical, the girl, the first-person speaker, is Swenson (qtd. in Crumbley 139). 

A centaur is a mythological creature with the head, torso, and arms of a human and 
the body and legs of a horse. Swenson is not only creating metaphorical connection 
between man and animal, but also a physical image of melding. This title sets the 
reader up for the dichotomies Swenson is about to provide: man/animal, ego/id, 
male/female, wild/domestic, and heterosexual/homosexual. 

The poem takes us back to a summer when the speaker was ten and every day would 
“go out to choose / a fresh horse from my stable,” and then a stanza break in the 
middle of the sentence, before we find out that the stable is a “willow grove.” Here 
Swenson installs the first moment of ambiguity about the horse and the speaker. We 
are ready to see the speaker with an actual horse, but following the break it’s revealed 
that the horses are willows, horses only in imagination. 

The young girl proceeds to create a better horse than what the “stable” provided. 

But when, with my brother's jack-knife, 
I had cut me a long limber horse 
with a good thick knob for a head, 

and peeled him slick and clean 
except a few leaves for the tail, 
and cinched my brother's belt 

around his head for a rein… 

In the fourth stanza, Swenson begins to drop clues about gender ambiguity. The 
speaker is going out daily to ride fake horses using her brother’s knife to create a 
horse. She is also using her brother’s belt for the horse’s rein, because she wears 
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dresses, not slacks. These small details, lay the foundation for Swenson’s questioning 
of gender roles, both in this poem and in her life. “Did her clothes make her a girl? 
May asked herself this many times” and said ‘I wish I were covered with fur like an 
animal. Then I’d dare go anywhere.’” (Knudson, Wonderful Pen 18). 

Despite her dress, the girl mounts her horse “up the grass bank to the path, // trot 
along in the lovely dust / that talcumed over his hoofs, / hiding my toes, and turning 
// his feet to swift half-moons.” Here as the girl rides her horse through dust, 
Swenson creates ambiguity between who is the horse and who is the speaker with the 
dirt covering “his hoofs,” but “hiding my toes” and “turning his feet.” The speaker’s 
toes are covered, but it’s the horse that’s trotting. Of course, we already know the 
horse is imaginary, but Swenson is purposely blurring the line between animal and 
person, master and pet. She does this with image-packed description, “talcumed,” 
followed by “swift half-moons,” which Swenson chose to describe horseshoes as well 
as the outline of human feet. 

The speaker is the horse, the horse is the speaker, but before Swenson strengthens 
the meshing of animal and human, she throws in, “The willow knob with the strap / 
jouncing between my thighs / was pommel and yet the poll / of my nickering pony’s 
head.” This is a male image, a gender-bending image. Swenson creates homogeny and 
more ambiguity with the merging of female, male, and horse. 

The next six triplets focus on merging speaker and horse. 

My head and my neck were mine, 

yet they were shaped like a horse. 
My hair flopped to the side 
like the mane of a horse in the wind. 

My forelock swung in my eyes, 
my neck arched and I snorted. 
I shied and skittered and reared, 

stopped and raised my knees, 
pawed at the ground and quivered. 
My teeth bared as we wheeled 

and swished through the dust again. 
I was the horse and the rider, 
and the leather I slapped to his rump 

spanked my own behind. 
Doubled, my two hoofs beat 
a gallop along the bank, 

the wind twanged in my mane, 
my mouth squared to the bit. 
And yet I sat on my steed 
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As in “Question,” the speaker’s body is the horse. The verbs are wild, human and 
horse flopping, swinging, snorting, skittering, rearing, pawing, quivering, slapping, 
spanking, galloping. They insist and strengthen the explicit metamorphosis. Not only 
are these verbs instantly related to a horse’s behavior, they are also pushing against 
confinement; they are untamed. These stanzas read quickly, in a rhythm like a horse’s 
gallop. The verbs trot in close proximity, building the horse’s movements and the 
speaker’s freedom. Reading these stanzas we feel the speaker about to lose control, 
but just as she might slip into chaos, she reins herself in by slapping the horse’s rump, 
spanking her own. As soon as the speaker squares her mouth to the bit, she gains 
control and separates herself from the beast, “And yet I sat on my steed // quiet, 
negligent riding, my toes standing the stirrups, / my thighs hugging his ribs.” As soon 
as we read, “And yet…” we are pulled out of the mad gallop. Swenson slows the pace 
of the poem down along with the speed of the horse, and the speaker is back in 
human form, guiding the horse home. 

At a walk we drew up to the porch. 
I tethered him to a paling. 
Dismounting, I smoothed my skirt 

and entered the dusky hall. 
My feet on the clean linoleum 
left ghostly toes in the hall. 

Once home, the horse remains real to the speaker, she “tethered him to a paling. / 
Dismounting…” but now she is concerned about her appearance. By having the 
speaker immediately straighten herself up, Swenson pulls the gender issue to the 
forefront. The speaker didn’t smooth her shirt, she smoothed her skirt. 

Restraint and confinement are further heightened by the “dusky hall,” which is 
opposite the environment the girl just left. The speaker’s feet leave “ghostly toes” in 
the hall, remnants of nature and the horse she was one with just moments ago. The 
speaker’s sense of limitation and freedom is fulfilled for the reader with the following 
interaction between the girl and the mother: 

Where have you been? said my mother. 
Been riding, I said from the sink, 
and filled me a glass of water. 

What's that in your pocket? she said. 
Just my knife. It weighted my pocket 
and stretched my dress awry. 

Go tie back your hair, said my mother, 
and Why Is your mouth all green? 
Rob Roy, he pulled some clover 
as we crossed the field, I told her. 
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The mother questions and the speaker casually answers, finishing the poem with 
typically working-male language, not proper or ladylike, “Been riding…filled me a 
glass of water…pulled some clover…” The gender melding continues when the 
mother asks “What’s that in your pocket?” and the girl responds that it’s “just my 
knife.” The image is phallic—not only is she claiming her brother’s knife, it weighs 
her pocket down and stretches it awry. A metaphor of gender crossing and 
questioning, the brother’s knife is literally skewing the girl’s dress and, in turn, her 
gender identity (Hogue 123). 

The poem is constructed of triplets, with the final stanza being four lines. Three lines, 
being the first prime number and odd, is not as stable as a two- or four-line stanza. 
The girl has been on an adventure, riding her horse, being her horse, mingling with 
nature, leaving femininity behind, and now she has returned home to a much more 
predictable environment, governed by rules and roles. By allotting four lines, 
Swenson gives it more weight, which stabilizes and domesticates the final stanza. 

In this last stanza, the speaker is told to go and fix her hair; the mother is trying to get 
the girl to return to or establish a state of femininity, to contain her wildness. But 
with the final question, “Why is your mouth all green?” we are surprised. The girl so 
fully adopted the horse’s characteristics, she literally ate clover. This gives the speaker 
the last word and allows her to maintain a piece of liberation, of being more than just 
a girl. 

Most of Swenson’s poems have an adult speaker, where the sexuality and gender 
issues raised in “The Centaur” are more straight forward, but still play with animal 
metaphors. With “Poet to Tiger,” Swenson constructs a relationship between the 
speaker and a tiger. This tiger is living with the speaker as a lover/companion. In the 
first section of the poem ‘The Hair,’ the reader is introduced to the partially 
domesticated tiger. 

You went downstairs 
saw a hair in the sink 
and squeezed my toothpaste by the neck. 
You roared. My ribs are sore. 
This morning even my pencil’s got your toothmarks. 
Big Cat Eye cocked on me you see bird bones. 
Snuggled in the rug of your belly 
your breath so warm 
I smell delicious fear. 
Come breathe on me rough pard 
put soft paws here. 

The lover is portrayed as somewhat violent, but also loving as the speaker “snuggled 
in the rug” of the tiger’s “belly,” and later in the poem, wakes the speaker “every hour 
with sudden / growled I-love-yous.” This peculiar relationship illustrates the 
dichotomy of pain and love typical of a lengthy relationship, especially in a situation 
where the couple lives together. Swenson emphasizes the small things that get on 
people’s nerves—the hair in the sink, tooth marks on pencils, bland cooking, grains 
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of sand in the bed. These small, perturbing things are stressed, while the fact that the 
lover is a tiger is downplayed. What becomes important is love, the reality of the 
relationship, and that despite all the talk of what the tiger is doing, good and bad, the 
speaker says she is “not complaining I’m saying I’m / living with YOU.” 

This crazy couple is a metaphor for relationships; additionally, Swenson has revisited 
a predatory cat, as in “Forest.” The speaker this time is human and the lover is 
animal. As Swenson avoids gender pronouns throughout, the question and 
uncertainty of gender roles emerges with the loaded juxtaposition of the tiger. It takes 
on the more masculine role, because of its force and size, but at the same time, any 
feline is typically tied to female. With this duality of metaphor and lack of gender 
specification, Swenson creates, as with “The Centaur,” an ambiguity of gender and 
sexuality and, once again, emphasizes the animal in the human. 

“Little Lion Face” is another love poem that plays with the metaphor of the lover as 
the natural world. The poem describes the speaker’s interaction with a dandelion, but 
it becomes clear the dandelion is not just a dandelion in the third and forth stanzas: 

Now I’m bold 
to touch your swollen neck, 
put careful lips to slick 
petals, snuff up gold 

pollen in your navel cup. 
Still fresh before night 
I leave you, dawn’s appetite 
to renew our glide and suck. 

Swenson writes of the dandelion: “succulent blooms…streaked flanges of your silk / 
sunwheel relaxed in wide / dilation.” The poem is striking in sound with a wide use 
of assonance and consonance, as well as Swenson’s adept use of rhyme in lines one 
and four and lines two and three of each quatrain. 

The relationship of the speaker and flower is clearly erotic, with the speaker 
addressing the flower directly and images of sexual intercourse. Swenson likens the 
speaker’s lover to a flower, a flower that is likened to a lion in the title and first line of 
the poem, “little lion face.” As witnessed earlier, it’s a metaphor within a metaphor 
and again, the metaphor of a predatory cat. She incorporates “…metaphors that 
double and multiply whatever she turns her eye to” (Mitchell xx). 

“Little Lion Face,” like “Poet to Tiger,” refrains from using gender identification and, 
in fact, purposely instills gender ambiguity through imagery, thus returning to the 
question of gender roles and sexuality. “Put careful lips to slick / petals,” is construed 
as female genitalia. While “your shaggy stem / sticky on my fingers,” and “your / 
undulant stem to suck,” conjure male parts. 
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Swenson’s insistent use of indistinct gender, nature, humans, and animals urges the 
reader to see a deep connection in all of these things, particularly that “human beings 
are animals.” Her metaphors transform humans into beasts, beasts into humans, and 
each back again, implying that man cannot live without nature or animal and vice 
versa. 

Her metaphors of equality span an array of topics. Swenson’s body of work is varied 
in structure, style, and subject matter, and is anthologized in many dissimilar places. 
Swenson was a poet of broad talent and tactics, who wanted her work to be wide-
spread and free classification. Swenson’s poetry follows rules she set up for herself, 
often idiosyncratic. Swenson continually pushed traditional poetry: creating found 
poetry; questioning and applauding science; experimenting with language, 
punctuation, anaphora, and word space; writing an entire book, ICONOGRAPHS, 
focused on concrete poems. These varied and invented poetic structures decreased 
her ability to be labeled. 

Walking through several poems we see Swenson’s apt craft, which breaks 
demarcations in gender, sexuality, species, and the feral versus the domestic world. 
Despite the merit and ability of her work, why, as Robert Hass says, is Swenson “a 
wonderful and not very well-known poet?” (Hass, par.1). Why isn’t there more 
academic discourse concerning her work? Why is she not renowned like many of her 
contemporaries, when many of her contemporaries applauded her? She is often called 
“a poet’s poet;” Rozanne Knudson writes in THE WONDERFUL PEN OF MAY 

SWENSON, “Her poems made friends with poets. Each day the mail carrier brought 
May their good comments. For example, Anne Sexton wrote, ‘May, I am one of your 
fans. There are few poets writing today with all our verve, originality, sense of detail 
and sense of rhythm’” (104). Sylvia Plath wrote in her journal, “Read the six women 
poets in the ‘new poets of England and America.’ Dull, turgid. Except for May 
Swenson & Adrienne Rich…” (315). Harold Bloom places two of May Swenson’s 
books in his THE WESTERN CANON: THE BOOKS AND SCHOOL OF THE AGES 
and says she ranks with Marianne Moore and Elizabeth Bishop as one of the three 
best women poets of the twentieth century (Appendix). She won numerous awards 
including a Guggenheim Fellowship, a MacArthur Fellowship, a Bollingen Prize for 
Poetry, and was nominated for the National Book Award five times. So why did it 
take so long to have her collected poems published? 

While Swenson’s work does not fall into a category or school, she wasn’t an outsider, 
not really. She was the chancellor of the Academy of American Poets from 1980–
1989, attended writing retreats, and was friends with a number of poets and other 
artists. She kept in close contact with her family, despite distance and separation from 
their faith. She grew up with a large family in the rural town of Logan and moved to 
New York City in her early 20’s; she lived the remainder of her life in the Eastern 
U.S., but wrote of both the East and West. Making her neither an Eastern nor a 
Western poet. Swenson may have fallen into a lesser-known status because she didn’t 
belong to a specific school or region of poetry and doesn’t have one particular 
following. Or maybe it’s because no one from her home state stepped up to claim or 
champion her until the relatively recent activities of the May Swenson Project, based 
in her hometown but receiving support from critics and poets throughout the United 
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States, such as Mark Doty, Alicia Ostriker, and Ted Kooser. She received her 
bachelor’s degree and an honorary doctorate from Utah State University in Logan. 
Oddly, at one time Utah State rejected donations from her estate. 

Whatever the reason for May Swenson’s lack of literary celebrity, her work raises 
readers’ curiosity and is full of her renegade spirit. Susan Mitchell writes in the 
foreword to Swenson’s posthumous book NATURE: POEMS OLD AND NEW, “My 
first response to these lines was, What a strange thing to say! And yet feelings 
articulated are ones I recognize in myself: a love of the wild and the free, a joy in the 
still untamed” (xvii).  
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