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COSMOSIS

Cosmosis was created for the talented and inspirational music students at the University of Michigan to tap 
their boundless imaginations.

The American poet, May Swenson wrote “The Cross Spider” in response to the news of a Skylab 
experiment in which a student project proposed to see whether a spider could spin a web in space. A 
common cross spider (araneus diadematus), named Arabella, is mythically portrayed by Swenson. Her shape 
poem, “Overboard” (a play of gravity) serves as a prelude.

In Cosmosis, “Overboard” plays with musical equivalents of gravitational force following the shapes 
laid out in the poem, before entering the gravitation-free sea of space. Here, Arabella succeeds in her 
quest on “The First Night”. A musical interlude follows, reflecting on the vastness of space as well as the 
heroic undertaking. In “The Second Night”, Arabella succeeds again…but is sacrificed in the process…
”experiment frittered”. Yet the resonant energy of the mission still spins in the air, like the soundwaves in 
space that echo throughout the cosmos, becoming a part of it, and inspiring others. 

Cosmosis was commissioned by a consortium organized by  
Michael Haithcock, Director of Bands at the University of Michigan 

and including the additional participants: Baylor University (Kevin Sedatole),  
Florida State University (Patrick Dunnigan), Michigan State University (John Whitwell),  

University of Texas-Austin (Jerry Junkin).

poetry of May Swenson used with permission of the Literary Estate of May Swenson

Premiered by The University of Michigan Symphony Band 
Michael Haithcock, conductor
Susan Botti, soprano soloist 

Women of the University of Michigan Chamber Choir 
Jerry Blackstone, Director

February 25, 2005
Carnegie Hall



OVERBOARD

What throws you out is what drags you in
What drags you in is what throws you
What throws you out is what drags
What drags is what throws you
What throws you drags
What drags throws
Throws drag
Thrags
Drags throw
What throws drags
What drags you throws
What throws is what drags you
What drags you in is what throws
What throws you out is what drags you
What drags you in is what throws you out
What throws you in is what drags you
What drags you out is what throws
What throws you out drags you
What drags throws you in
What throws drags you
Drags throw you
Thrags

from May Swenson: New and Selected Things Taking Place, 1984.
 
THE CROSS SPIDER

The 1st Night
 A spider, put outside the world,
given the Hole of Space for her design,
herself a hub all hollow, having no weight,
tumbled counterclockwise, paralytically slow
into the Coalsack.
Free where no wind was, no floor, or wall,
afloat eccentric on immaculate black
she tossed a strand straight as light,
hoping to snag on perihelion, and invent
the Edge, the Corner and the Knot.
In an orbit’s turn, in glint and floss
of the crossbeam, Arabella caught
the first extraterrestrial Fly
of Thought.  She ate it, and the web.

The 2nd Night
 “Act as if no center exists,”
Arabella advised herself.  Thus inverted
was deformed the labyrinth of grammar.
Angles melted, circles unraveled, ladders
lost their rungs and nothing clinched.
At which the pattern of chaos became plain.
She found on the second night her vertigo
so jelled she used it as a nail
to hang the first strand on.
Falling without let, and neither up nor down,
how could she fail?
No possible rim, no opposable middle,
geometry as yet unborn, as many nodes and navels
as wishes – or as few – could be spun.
Falling began the crazy web.
Dizziness completed it. A half-made, half mad
asymmetric unnamable jumble, the New
became the Wen.  On Witch it sit whirlygiggly.
No other thing or fly alive.
Afloat in the Black Whole, Arabella
crumple –died.  Experiment frittered.

from Songs from Unsung Worlds: Science in Poetry.  (Boston: Birkhäuser) 1985.
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