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DUALITY
     Inger Christensen’s alphabet takes the form of a book-length poem that makes
a powerful statement regarding the human capacity to destroy the natural world.
In accordance with the title, each section of the poem emphasizes one letter of
the alphabet. Furthermore, it follows the Fibonacci sequence in the increasing
length of each section. Whereas the first section only contains the phrase
“apricot trees exist, apricot trees exist,” the fourteenth section, keeping with the
numerical sequencing, has 610 lines. The poem’s progression also increases the
complexity in its description of how humans affect the world around them. The
work largely does this by describing how different aspects of the world “exist.”
As she juxtaposes her descriptions of natural beauty with imagery of its
destruction, Christensen demonstrates how the blind pursuit of science has led
to the decimation of a natural order.    
     Our index of alphabet focuses on words relating to “science.” In the poem, the
progress of science is paralleled with the destruction of nature. The most basic
component of the world, an atom, is slowly taken to the development of the
atom bomb and other weapons. Thus, Christensen shows the duality of science: it
creates and destroys. Our criteria for science-related words can be broken down
as follows: Terms related to biology, chemistry, and physics in the context they
were written in were included. As subsets of these subjects, we made sure to
include words within more specific scientific fields such as ecology, taxonomy,
and astronomy. We also added words like “if” and “detail” that could signify use
of the scientific method, as well as the complexity and thought associated with
furthering scientific discoveries . More than just measuring the frequency of
scientific words, we also categorized the words by which field of science they
were a part of, separating them into biology, chemistry, physics, and “other” ( this
included words about the scientific method, field-specific jargon, and
motivations for pursuing science). This provided insight into how different fields
of science developed various concepts in the poem.
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     Words such as “if” and “detail” marked milestones in the increasing
complexity of the poem. With the introduction of “if” in the ninth
section, the poem sees a major change from simply stating that things
“exist” to having a conditional dependent on “if” something exists.
These words created opportunities for the writer to convey more depth
in future concepts. Similar to how the growth of a Fibonacci sequence
is dependent on the magnitude of previous values, the growth of
alphabet’s concepts depended on previously established lines of
thought. Equally similar to the Fibonacci sequence is the development
of science itself. For most of human history, the rate at which
technology developed was abysmal. In a few short millennia, however,
sticks and stones were replaced by machine guns and nuclear bombs.
Therefore, the writing style of alphabet mimics the progress of science
and technology.D
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       In analyzing our theme, we found that the number of science-
related words peaked near poetic shifts. The largest peak on our data
visualization occurs around pages 20-22. These pages highlight the
natural world utilizing language such as “oxygen” and the frequency of
“Earth”. This allows the  build-up to “atom bombs exist.” The explosion
of science-related terms correlates to the explosion of research done
before the usage of atom bombs. Christensen mimics the frenzied state
of the world in the centuries leading up to WWII with horrifying
imagery about skin, mentions of time and space, and allusions to
global cultures. These elements induce confusion and skepticism due
to their unfamiliarity. However, following these winding streams of
ideas with a staccato about dropping the atom bombs depicts how the
destructive power of science dumbfounded everyone. The military-
industrial complex skyrocketed the importance of science for
warmongers, but philosophers, humanitarians, and scholars demonized
the death and destruction caused by science. This statement’s duality is
only amplified by the poem’s kairos. alphabet was published in 1981
amidst the Cold War, an era when countries piled up warheads despite
knowing the carnage they caused. Accordingly, Christensen’s work
serves as a warning to those blinded by the wonders and
advancements of science.
     A breakdown of the scientific fields present in alphabet’s diction
presents the meanings assigned to each practice. Throughout the
poem, biology was the most common category, but later, there were
more chemistry terms, and then more physics terms. The poem
transitions from nature, to the base components of elements, to the
effects that these components can have when manipulated. Whereas
biology mostly consists of observing the natural world to learn its
mechanisms, chemistry and physics entail tweaking the fabric of our
reality to bring out abominations of possibility. The shift from learning
science to using knowledge adds to the poem’s commentary on how
science brings destruction: Science isn’t inherently responsible for
devastation. Rather, the intent with which science
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is used causes devastation. However, the poem focuses on the
despicabilities of science because it is impossible to separate the
scientist’s intent from the science they perform. Christensen is critical
about this because most leading scientists in her day worked for the
military. 
     Our index gives a one-dimensional glimpse at the multi-faceted
motives behind Christensen’s work. This distant and narrow view
allows the reader to extract more meaning from the text. The themes
derived from measuring the frequency of science-related words in
alphabet have more interpretive freedom. Whereas a novel might
contain themes in what the characters experience, experimental poetry
allows readers to choose how they interpret the work. Inger
Christensen didn’t have control over how we collected and organized
data from her work. Our interpretation stemmed from the connotations
we attached to the words. Viewed in the context of science, alphabet is
a cautionary tale about advancing our understanding of the world.
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aborted  27
afterglow  15
aftertaste  22
air  33 (3), 41, 52, 54, 58, 59, 67, 71,
73
alien  34, 47
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animals  44, 49, 54, 58, 76
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atomic  25
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boil  31
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bomb  23

atom bomb  24
cobalt bomb  40
hydrogen bomb  30
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cancer  21
cave  76
cavern  54, 70
cell  44, 61, 62
cerebellum  13
chamomile  21, 58
charred  75
chemical 17, 26
chicory  13, 20 (2), 52
chlorine  55
chrome  20 (2), 65
chromium  13, 20
chromosomes  27
cicadas  13 (3), 20 (2), 49, 50
cloud  20, 38, 41, 42, 54, 56, 66,
71
coals  38 (2)
cobalt  40
cold  49, 60, 70
computer  76
congealed  56
consciousness  23, 62 (2), 74
contagious  73
control  16
cooks  29
cores  47
crane  23
crystal  21 (2), 49, 51
crystalline  70
cypresses  13
 

D
dead  24 (2), 27, 29, 50, 51, 73
death  14 (2), 26, 43, 50, 53, 54, 56 (2),
60 (2), 71
decay  19
defoliant  54
design  33 (2), 71
detail  15
die  24, 27, 30 (2), 35, 56
dioxin  14, 54
dissolve  20, 22, 37, 45
dog  18, 26, 34, 67, 75
doves  14 (3), 21, 23, 26, 41, 57 (2), 69
(4), 70 (5), 71 (2)
dreams  22 (2), 34, 49, 73 (2)
dried  27, 28, 29 (2), 34
drift  22, 64 (2)
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earth  19, 22 (2), 23 (9), 28, 30, 44,
45, 47, 55, 56 (2), 63, 73, 76
effects  40
eggs  45
eider duck  15, 46
elk  15
embryo  73
entrails  73
equation  33
errors  16
experiments  31 (3)
eye  21, 41, 52, 53, 58, 69, 72, 75
 

F
falcon  16
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fission  16
flesh  16, 74
flight  45, 54, 55, 69
floes  20
flower  18, 35, 46, 55, 59
forest  38, 42, 50, 54 (2), 75, 76
fossil  43, 73
fragment  29
future  67, 73, 75
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galactic  22
garden  17, 18, 66, 76
goats  16
grain  43
grass  17, 23, 45, 54

grassblades  52
knotgrass  26
sweetgrass  16
tundra grass 21

grazing  46
greylag geese  17 (2)
groundwater  22
growth  21, 27
grubs  42, 75
gulls  70
gyrfalcon  23
 

hair  21, 52, 60
half-life  19, 40, 42
half-moon  18
Halley's comet  18
hare  18 (2), 76
harvest  18, 26
hawk  41, 58
heart  19 (3), 23, 42, 61 (2), 66, 71, 74

beating heart  60 (2)
heart defects  23
stone heart  57

helicopter  18
heliocentric  18
high-speed  19
horizontal  19
horticulture  18
hosts  18
human  18 (2), 34 , 41, 58, 71, 73
hydrogen  12 (2), 47
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ice  20 (5), 21, 36, 52, 60, 62, 64 (4)
iceplant  21, 52
identification  20
if  21 (2), 22 (3), 33, 45 (3), 47 (3),
49, 53 (3), 56, 67, 69, 70, 72, 75
(2), 76
infrared  76
inhale  20, 33
insects  22, 49, 62
instrumental  16
ionized  22
iris  20, 21
iron  23 (3)
isotopes  40
 

jacaranda  23
jet  23
jungle  74

kingfisher  20 (2)
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knowledge  19
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lake  20, 52
lamb  21
land  23
leaf  18 (2), 25 (2), 26, 42, 45 (2),
52, 57, 59, 76
lichen  42
life  19, 21, 26, 31 (3), 33, 40, 42,
43, 69, 74
light  15, 17, 25 (4), 35, 42, 45, 49,
52, 54, 58, 63, 65, 66

daylight  58
greylight  21
ice-light  21 (2)
sunlight  36, 37, 45, 52, 58

lightness  33
limits  17 (2), 26 (2), 62 (2)
lives  20, 45
livestock   26
lungs  61, 71
 

machines  75 (2)
magnified  39
marshes  42
masses  23
melt  21 (2), 36, 50
membrane  52, 73
memory  15 (2), 60
metal  44 (3), 50, 66
milk  21 (2), 44
Milky Way  23, 52
mind  20 , 58
mirror  42
mist  46
misty  42
moon  18, 27, 44, 63 (2), 75
moss  44
motions  20, 58
mountain  44, 45, 52 (2)
mugwort  17
muscles  61
mussel  59
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natural  69
nerves  61
nests  23, 42
night  23, 62, 76
nightshade  62
normal  17
north  49, 53
North Pole  64 (2)
notice  30
number  20, 24
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owl  17, 63 (2)
oxygen  20 (5), 21, 71

parrot  41
particles  57, 74
pearls  36
plane  23
planet  22, 74
plantation  41
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poisonous  17, 54, 56
polar  20 (3)
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ptarmigan  16
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radiation  76 (2)
rain  36, 38, 58 (2), 68 (2), 69
(3), 70 (2), 71 (3), 72, 76 (2)
rainbow  21, 42, 52
raining  69, 70
random  16
reflected  42, 43, 63
reindeer  46
remote  16
roots  19, 23, 42
 

seaweed  59
secretion  59
seed  22, 35, 62
sex  60
shadow  23, 38, 42, 66
sheep  16, 38, 45 (2)
shoreline  46
sick  27
sickness  26
silt  41
skeleton  60
skin  18, 21, 60, 73
skull  60
sky  20 (2), 22 (2), 25 (2), 35, 46, 54, 56, 59,
62, 66, 67 (2)
slug  28, 36
smoking  75, 76 (2)
snow  35 (6), 36, 45, 50, 52, 57, 60, 74
sound  20, 27, 29 (2), 32, 36, 61, 67
South Pole  64 (2)
space  22, 47, 51, 62
sparrow  23, 58, 67
spider  15
spores  36
squawroot  42
star  47, 52, 53 (2), 55, 58, 76 (2)
starfish  59
steam  31
sterile  18
stillborn  24
stone  29, 32, 34, 43, 46, 56, 58, 75 (2)
storm  41
substance  43
sun  20, 23, 34, 38, 45, 50, 52, 63, 66, 74, 75
systemic  16
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Sakharov group  31
salt  26, 44
sand  43, 54 (2)
sandstorm  43
scent  29, 50, 63
scrutiny  34
sea  20 (2), 43

Antarctic Ocean  64 (2)
Arctic Ocean  63, 64 (2)
Barents Sea  64 (5), 65 (3)
Beaufort Sea  64 (3)
Mediterranean  64 (2)
Pacific Ocean  64 (4)
South Atlantic  64 (2)
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tail  16
tarnished  50
tears  22 (2), 36 (2), 61, 67
teeth  50, 60
Teller group  31
time  36, 47, 50, 57, 66, 71
tongue  61
trajectory  23
tree  17, 25, 33 (2), 34, 42, 54, 66,
67, 76

apricot trees  11 (2), 16 (2), 28,
34
ash tree  17
birch tree  17, 42, 45
cedar tree  13, 17
chestnut trees  35
citrus trees  13, 66
elder tree  18
elm tree  15, 33, 57
fig trees 16
fruit trees 16, 21
juniper  15
oak tree  17
tree bark  27, 42
treetops  60

 

ultrasounds  22
unborn  48
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variations  23
vinegar  15
virus  21
vitally  43
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water  20, 21, 23, 26 (2), 32, 36 (3),
41, 44, 45, 46, 54 (2), 59 (2), 64 (4),
65, 66 (2), 71, 74, 75, 76
waterfall  56
waves  31 (2)
weather  30, 66
wind  41, 67, 76
windless  46
wings  45, 69
worm  41
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