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          Inger Christensen’s book length poem, alphabet, was originally published in
Danish in 1981 during the Cold war. Christensen utilizes an echoing pattern and also
structures the book in the Fibonacci sequence to mimic the mathematical structure of
nature and emphasize the   importance of the nonhuman through both content and
form. By using patterns in nature and nonhuman objects, Christensen refers to the
severity of the threats that are created by society. This theme of the nonhuman
involves anything not directly connected to humans that can exist independently from
humans. This excludes human-made ideas or concepts, such as mythology. The poem
mentions geopolitical events such as the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki to
show how they serve as a warning to society of the potential for the destruction and
vanishment of the existing nonhuman. Also, the repetition of phrases related to nature,
such as “apricot trees exist,” supports our theme of the nonhuman by calling to mind
the existence of the nonhuman throughout the poem. The poet’s constant
acknowledgement of the nonhuman existing forces the reader to realize what exists
outside of themselves thus allowing the reader to form an ethical relationship to the
threat of losing the nonhuman.
        During the process of compiling the index, we encountered a few discrepancies in
whether or not some words should be included. For instance, we were unsure if we
should include adjectives and colors, but we quickly realized that adding these words
would make the scope of the nonhuman theme much broader than we wanted it to be.
Also, we debated on including emotions in our index, since emotions are typically
associated with humans. However, we found that within the poem, Christensen used
these emotions to describe animals and other nonhuman objects thus allowing them to fit
our theme of the nonhuman. Our criteria for nonhuman involves anything not directly
connected to humans, and excludes human-made ideas. After the completion of the
individual indexes, we merged them all into one large one. This index helps analyze the
nonhuman themes in alphabet by showing how Inger Christensen reiterates the same
nonhuman elements throughout the poem. 
     Through this process, we realized that when we first read the poem, we focused on all
literary elements and were less able to note thematic patterns. However, by re-reading
the poem using distance reading methods, it allowed us to focus on and better
understand the patterns within the poem, specifically those of the nonhuman theme. This
method granted us the ability to reflect on Christensen’s purpose of revealing to the
reader what exists outside of one’s self. Subsequently, we were made well aware of the
many nonhuman things in the world that are overlooked, which can be surprising for
readers who would not normally appreciate them. We recognized that distant reading
permits us to further develop our understanding of thematic patterns within a poem or
book; whereas, close reading forces us to look at a wide range of reading elements thus
making these patterns less visible.

The Existence of Nonhuman



       We found that Christensen repeated many of the same terms relating to the
nonhuman theme throughout the poem alphabet. This can be seen in the graph below,
which compares the number of times the top ten words were used in the nonhuman theme.

        Through this graph, we can see a trend of nonhuman words relating to the natural
elements, such as “water” and “light,” as well as words referring to birds, such as “birds”
and “doves,” being used repeatedly throughout the poem. Moreover, we realized that the
words “rain,” “water,” “sky,” and “snow” are connected in the water cycle, and the
appearance of these words throughout the poem creates the sense that the narrator is
enacting these natural sequences of the cycle. Additionally, many bird species and the
word “bird” are mentioned throughout the poem; however, the word “dove” is mentioned
the most frequently. Christensen's choice to include “doves,” which symbolize love and
peace, more than any other bird species in the poem alludes to the idea of  the ability to
love and cherish thus emphasizing the idea of appreciation for the nonhuman in the
poem. In our graph, “name” is an outlier as it is not explicitly related to nature like the
other most frequent nonhuman words. The appearance of “name” and various words
pertaining to the nonhuman in the poem suggests a similarity to the Biblical Book of
Genesis, where all things in the world are named, but in the poem it’s referenced in a
secular Cold War context as war related words like “hydrogen bomb” and “dioxin” appear.

       By compiling an index for alphabet, we were able to learn new ways of interpreting a
text. For instance, this method allowed us to view the book in a quantitative and
mathematical manner as opposed to our normal literary and qualitative point of view. We
were able to break down the book into sets of data as seen in our graph. This method
allowed us to track the progression of the nonhuman theme throughout alphabet. We
found this approach very interesting because we could see the frequency of words
related to nature, which we would have normally not paid much attention to while reading
close. Ultimately, our index reminds readers of the nonhuman that exists outside of
themselves and cautions readers to value them.



A
Africa, 64 (2)
air, 33 (3), 52, 54, 58, 59, 67 (2), 73
Alaska, 64 (3)
alone, 75
anemone, 60
anger, 23 
animal, 44, 49, 58
apartment, 75
apple, 35
apricot, 29 (2), 16, 35

apricot tree, 11 (2), 16(2), 28 ,
34, 

arm, 52
ash tree, 17
atom, 19
autumn, 60
avenue, 57

B
back, 23
back yard, 17
barkskin, 42
bat, 22
beach, 46
beak, 45
Beaufort Sea, 64 (3)
bed, 47, 55, 67
bench, 67
bindweed, 57
birch, 29, 45 (2), 49
 

INDEX
birch tree, 17

bird, 16, 25 (2), 28, 42, 48, 49 (2), 54,
76
bit, 28, 62
bittern, 23
blackberry,12 (2), 18 (2), 39
black-feathered crest, 16
black slug, 36
blood, 57
blossom, 21 
body, 37, 45, 73
bomb, 23
bone, 21 
bottle, 50
bowl, 53
box, 50
bracken, 12, 18, 36 (2), 71
brain, 18, 23, 47, 55
branch, 17, 28
bread, 52
breath, 67
brick, 28

brickwork, 38 (2)
bromine, 12, 45

C
calendar, 36
cancer, 21 
canopy, 54
canvas, 73
cargo, 23
carnation, 63 (2)



catkin, 29
cavern, 54, 70
cedar, 13 

cedar tree, 17
cell, 62
cerebellum, 13
chaffinch, 45
chair, 47
chaos, 74
chemical, 26
chestnut, 35
chicory, 13, 20 (2), 52
chimera, 27
chiming, 22
chlorine, 55
chrome, 20 (2)
chromium, 13, 20
chromosome, 27
cicada, 13 (3), 20 (2), 49, 50
circle, 32
citrus tree, 13, 66
city,

Hiroshima, 24 (3)
Jabalpur, 23
Jabrun, 23
Jerusalem, 23 (2)
Jogjakarta, 23
Johannesburg, 23
Judenburg, 23
Jullundur, 23
Jungfrau, 23
Jura, 23
Nagasaki, 24 (3)
Siena, 23

clay, 57

cloak, 52
cloud, 20, 38, 42, 54, 59, 66 
clucking, 70
coal, 38 (2),52
coastline, 23
cobalt, 40
cobalt-60 
isotope, 40
cobalt bomb, 40
coffin, 21 (2), 41
coin, 50
cold, 60, 70
computer, 76
corner, 47, 58
country,

Finland, 65 (4)
Karelia, 27
Romainia, 65 (3)
Soviet Union, 65 (4)
Turkey, 65 (3)

course, 23
cove, 20 
coverlet, 67
cradle, 52
crane, 23
creature, 22
crooning, 70
crown, 62
crystal, 21 (2), 49
currant, 17

D
dark, 57

darkness, 21 (3), 44
dark side, 62



paradise-darkness, 21
day, 14 (4), 30 (3), 49, 62, 70

daylight, 58
death, 14, 43, 50, 53, 54, 60, 71

Dead, 24, 27, 73
deathbed, 51

decay, 19
defeat, 62
depth, 57
design, 33 (2)
detail, 15
dew, 22
died, 19
dioxin, 14, 54
dog, 18, 26, 34, 67, 75
doll, 14, 21 (2), 47, 53 (2)
door, 47

doorstep, 58
dove, 14 (3), 21, 23, 57, 66, 69 (4),
71, 70 (5)
drawing, 17
drizzle, 21 
drop, 73
dryrot, 21 
dry rot, 42
dust, 19 (2), 52

duststorm, 23
Dutchman's breeches, 23
dwarf birch, 42
dying, 74

E
eagle, 67
ear, 22, 43
earth, 19, 22, 23, 28, 55, 47, 73
 

earthworm, 23
eddy, 20, 45, 54
egg, 45, 52
eider duck, 15
elder tree, 18
elk, 15
elm, 15, 33 

elm tree, 57
embryo, 73
empty, 27
entrail, 73
eternity, 57 (6)
evening, 19, 32, 37, 57, 68, 74
evening primrose, 63 (2)
everywhere, 27
experiment, 31 (3)
expression, 33
eye, 21, 52, 53, 58, 69, 72, 75

F
falcon, 16

gyrfalcon, 23
fall, 15, 22, 54
feather, 63, 66 (2)
fear, 74
feet, 60, 70
fence, 38
fever, 63
field, 38, 54, 77
fig tree, 16
figure, 38
Finnmark, 65 (2)
fire, 25, 52, 53 (2), 62
fireweed, 17
fish,  16
 



flax, 18 (2)
flesh, 74
flight, 45, 54, 55, 69
flock, 67
flower, 18, 35, 59
foam, 59
fog, 18, 60
food, 33,70
forest, 38, 50,  54 (2), 75

forest clearing, 42
fossil, 73
fruit, 16, 27, 29 (2), 34, 54

fruit tree, 16, 21
fur, 20 (2)
future, 15 (2), 67, 75

G
game, 57
garden, 18, 28
gauze, 73
gaze, 21 
glass, 53
goat, 12
goose, 17

greylag goose, 17 (2)
gorse, 17
gossamer, 22
gourd, 17
grain, 43
grass, 17, 23, 45, 54

grassblade, 52
knotgrass, 26
sweetgrass, 16
tundra grass, 21

gravel, 67
 

gravel garden path, 17
graveyard, 57
growth, 21
grub, 42
gun, 17 (4)

H
hail, 18, 21
hair, 52, 60
Halley’s comet, 18
hand, 60
happiness, 33
hare, 18 (2)
harvest, 18
hawk, 41, 58
haze, 14, 18, 22, 47, 49
hazel, (2)
heart, 19 (3), 23, 42, 57, 60 (2), 74

heart defect, 23
heaven, 18, 19
hedge, 45
height, 22
helicopter, 18
henbane, 18 (2)
herd, 39
heron, 

egret, 23
fisherbird heron, 16, 23 
night heron, 23

high plain, 28
history, 18
hollow, 18 (3)
honey, 19
Holy lotus, 33
horde, 18
 



horse, 18
host, 18
house, 18, 28 (2), 29, 58 (2), 67 (2)
hyacinth, 19
hydrangea, 18
hydrogen, 12 (2), 47

hydrogen bomb, 30

I
ibis, 20
ice, 20 (2), 21, 36, 52, 60, 64

ice age, 20 (2), 62
ice drifts, 64 (2)
ice floe, 20 
ice-light, 21 (2)
iceplant, 21 

inhale, 20 
insect, 22, 49, 62
invisibility, 22
iris, 20, 21 
iron, 23
isle, 52
i-sound, 20 

J
jacaranda, 23
jade, 22
jasmine, 23
jasper, 23
jerk, 67
jet plane, 23
jewel chest, 52
journey, 23
jubilation, 23
jungle, 74
 

juniper,15

K
kale patch, 27
key, 33
kingfisher, 20 (2)
kitchen, 25, 30

L
lacewing, 20
lake, 20, 50, 52
lamb, 21
land mass, 23
landscape, 21 
lantana, 20
lark, 57
leaf, 18 (2), 25, 42, 45 (2), 52, 57, 59
lichen, 42 
lid, 30 (2), 31
life, 19, 33, 38, 60, 69

half-life, 40, 42
light, 15, 17, 21, 25 (2), 42, 45, 58, 63,
65

greylight, 21
light-chasm, 52
light-filled, 54
lightness, 33
lightning, 60
lightstorm, 60

likeness, 33
limit, 62

given limit, 17 (2)
northern limit, 62

lint, 37
lip, 60
 



livestock, 26
longing, 33
lychee, 27

M
maize, 44
mackerel, 44
manna, 33
manor ground, 67
marble, 44
marsh, 42
meadow, 36, 55
meat, 53
melt, 21 

melting, 21
melon, 44
membrane, 52, 73
memory, 15 (2), 60
metal, 44 (3)
midnight, 48
milk, 21(2), 44
Milky Way, 23, 52
mind, 20 
miniplunge, 20 
mirror, 37, 42, 55
moa, 44
moon, 27, 44, 75

half-moon, 18
morning, 54, 72
mother, 37
mountain, 52, 45
mouse, 54
mud, 42
mugwort, 17
mussel, 59
 

N
nadir, 62
nail, 60
name, 62 (2), 63 (14)

namelessness, 62 
naos, 62
narwhal, 63 (2)
nest, 23, 42

nest-building, 58
nettle, 55, 63 (2)
new moon, 63 (2)
newspaper, 67
night, 22, 62 (2), 63
nightingale, 63 (2)
nightjar, 63 (2)
nightshade, 62
North Pole, 64 (2)
North Star, 53
nothing, 21, 40 (3), 62(3), 75

O
oak, 15

oak tree, 17
oblivion, 17, 42
Old World warbler, 63
option, 33
ore, 44
osprey, 16
other, 53
owl, 17
oxygen, 20 (6), 21, 71

P
painting, 38
 



paper, 72,75
parrot, 41
particle, 57
passion, 33 (2)
patch, 18
path, 38 (2), 52, 67
peace, 57, 69, 72 
pearl, 36, 59
permafrost, 52
pin, 21 
place, 37, 57
plain, 52
planet, 22, 74
plant, 54

plantation, 41 
platform, 67
plea, 31 (2)
plum, 57
poem, 23
poetry, 41
point, 62 (2)
poison, 18 (2)
polar bear, 20 
polar sea, 20 (2)
pollen, 21
pondweed, 63
poppy, 38
potato, 25, 30, 31
precision, 17
product of fission, 16 
province, 67 (2)
ptarmigan, 16

Q
quilt, 37
 

R
rain,  21, 36, 38, 58, 63, 66, 69 (3), 70
(3),71, 72, 76 (2)

rainbow, 21, 42, 52
raining, 69

raven, 57
red currant, 17
reflection, 55
relationship, 70
rest, 67
rhubarb, 28
rime, 21 
river, 18, 23, 58
room, 47
rot, 54
route, 28, 58
rush, 20

S
salt, 23, 44
sand, 43, 54 (2)

sandstorm’s vortex, 43
scent, 29, 50
script, 56 (3)
sea, 20, 43
season, 34
seaweed, 59
seed, 22, 35, 62
set, 22
sex, 60
shadow, 18, 23, 33, 42

half-shadow, 18 (2)
shape, 45
sheep, 39, 38, 45 (2)
 



fleece of sheep, 16
sheets, 68
shell, 59
shelter, 43
shepherd’s purse, 18 (2)
ship, 73

steamboat, 41
shoal, 44
shore, 32, 54
shore lark, 52
sick, 27
silence, 29
sixteen, 37
skeleton, 60
skin, 21, 60, 73
skull, 60
sky, 20 (2), 22 (2), 25 (2), 35, 40, 52,
59, 62, 67

stonesky, 18
sleep, 18
slime-trail, 55
slugs, 28, 55
small being, 21 
smiles, 21 
snow, 35 (7), 36, 45, 50, 52, 57, 60,
74

snowbank, 58
somewhere, 28
soot, 57, 74
sore, 52
sorrow, 54, 73
sound, 27, 32, 67
South Pole, 64 (2)
space, 22, 62

alien space, 47

sparrow, 58, 67
hedge sparrow, 23

sphere, 70
spider, 15
spire, 52
Spitzbergen, 64 (2)
spring, 60

dried-up spring, 27
springtime, 19

squawroot, 42
stalk, 55, 59
star, 52, 53, 55, 58, 76(2)

stars’ core, 47
starfish, 59
starling, 57
steam, 31
step, 70
stick, 75
stone, 29, 32, 34, 42, 43, 57, 58, 75
(2)
storm, 41
strawberry, 23
stream, 20 (3)
street, 17, 21, 23, 28, 57, 66

street trees, 66
substance, 43
suffering, 33
sullen, 28
summer, 19, 22, 28, 60, 54, 57 (2)
early summer, 33
sun, 20, 23, 38, 45, 50, 52, 63, 74, 75

sunburst, 52
sunlight, 36, 37, 45, 52
sunshine, 62

swallow, 59



T
table, 47
tail, 16
tap, 25
tawny owl, 63 (2)
tent, 52
thicket, 39, 63
thigh, 52
thimble, 50
thing, 43 (2), 48
throne, 43
thunder, 60
tideline, 59
tilting, 22
time, 47, 57
today, 69, 75
tomato, 26
tooth, 50, 60 
town, 28, 45
track, 58
train, 38, 67, 68
tranquil frond, 36
tree, 17 (2), 29, 33 (2), 34, 42, 54 67,
76

tree bark, 27, 42
treetop, 60

tremor, 23
trip, 43
tuft, 45
TV, 67

U
ultrasound, 22
unhappiness, 33

unreality, 32

V
veil, 28, 73
vetch, 21 
victory, 62 
village, 75
vinegar, 15
virus, 21

W
walk, 57
wall, 28, 52, 57
wallpaper, 67
water, 20, 23, 26 (2), 32, 41, 44, 45,
46, 54 (2), 59 (2), 64 (4), 65, 66, 74,
75, 76

Antarctic Ocean, 64 (2)
Arctic Ocean, 31, 64 (2)
Arctic sea, 63
Barents Sea, 64 (5), 65 (3)
Black Sea, 65 (2)
Fonte Gaia, 23
Gävle canal, 66
groundwater, 22
Mediterranean, 64 (2)
Pacfic, 31
Pacific Ocean, 64 (4)
South Atlantic, 64 (2)
waterfall, 56
water-thyme, 21 
wave, 31 (2), 59

wax, 21 
way, 27, 58
weather, 30 (2)



well, 75
wheat, 18 (2), 56, 60
wheatfield, 18, 19
whispering, 18 (2), 63
widow, 15
wild chamomile, 21, 58
wind, 17, 21, 41, 52, 56, 58, 59 (2),
63, 67, 76

gust, 38
window, 37, 68
wing, 21, 45, 69

wingbeat, 23
winter, 60
world, 32, 40, 70
worm, 41

Y
yard, 25
year, 67
young, 17, 48

Z
zenith, 62


