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Different Interpretations of “The Swimmer’s Moment” 

 

The poem “The Swimmer’s Moment” by Margaret Avison describes a swimmer who 

reaches a whirlpool in her life. She, along with other other swimmers must make a decision that 

will impact the rest of their lives: jump in and try to survive and make it to the other side, or stay 

safe around the rims of the whirlpool. After reading the poem for the first time, I came up with a 

theme statement. I used my past experiences in life to relate to the speaker in the poem in order 

to come up with the general message that the poem was expressing. I put the poem away and 

came back to it later. After carefully reading it a second time, I thought of a different theme 

statement from the same poem. I looked back at my first analysis, and it still seemed to work, 

but I was a bit shocked at how I didn’t see my second interpretation earlier. It was so obvious! 

But then I realized that the only reason why I was able to come up with the second analysis of 

the poem was that I experienced something new in my life that didn’t occur before reading the 

piece for the first time. After the experience, I was able to see the poem a bit differently. Poems 

can offer multiple interpretations and different people will analyze them differently, depending on 

their thinking styles, past experiences, and ability to relate the poem to their own personal life. 

 

Before reading “The Swimmer’s Moment”, I never had a particular interest in the choices 

I would make about my future. I knew eventually that I would come across my own whirlpool. 

However, I’d been putting it off because I knew that once I made my decision about where I 

wanted to go in life, I’d have to stick with it. While my parents always encouraged me to pursue 

my own interests despite the difficulty of finding a job in the field, I had always thought 

differently. I was always interested in the field of engineering. Ever since I took a STEM program 

that used the applications of math and physics into the physical world of design and architecture 

during the summer after grade seven, I was almost certain that it was what I wanted to do in life. 

However, after realizing that there were very few women in STEM related fields, I became 
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discouraged. A study in 2016 showed that among young Canadians (aged 25 to 34), men were 

about twice as likely to work in science and technology as women. Reading statistics like this 

told me that it was hard for women to be hired in these fields. Being the careful and cautious 

person I was, I thought that I’d pursue something easier to obtain a job in, even if it wasn’t 

something that interested me. Recently, there has been a trend in encouraging diversity in the 

STEM fields. I see advertisements all over social media encouraging women to study 

engineering, and there were many universities that featured successful female engineer alumni 

in talks and events. However, the statistics showing the number of men to women in these fields 

didn’t really change even after all this encouragement. Therefore, I didn’t think I would see 

myself break through in engineering. I soon accepted the fact that I was going to work in a field 

that I wasn’t interested in. However, after reading “The Swimmer’s Moment”, I viewed my 

available choices in the future differently. 

 

“The Swimmer’s Moment” follows a swimmer through her decision about what to do with 

the whirlpool that she encountered. The speaker is among the swimmers who recognize the 

hazards of the “black pit, and [the dangers] from/contesting the deadly rapids”. They “dare not 

“[emerge] in/the mysterious” waters and stay behind. While she stays “forever on the rim of 

suction”, she witnesses the “deaths” of those who “dare the knowledge” and are “whirled into 

the ominous center”. At this moment, she regrets her decision. While witnessing the “deaths” of 

the few knowledge-thirsty swimmers, she “[turns] away/With a despair”, but “not for their deaths, 

but for/[herself]”, for not ever being able to “penetrate [the] secrets” of the whirlpool, “nor even 

[being able to] guess at the anonymous breadth” of the prize “where one or two have won”. 

Then, from beyond the speaker’s view, a swimmer comes from successfully battling the 

whirlpool and reaches “the estuary”, which links the mouth of a river and an ocean. From there, 

the swimmer has reached many opportunities in the big ocean for him/herself.  
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1
Picture analysis of “The Swimmer’s Moment” 

 

After reading and analyzing this poem for the first time, I put myself in the place of the 

speaker and imagined myself choosing to stay behind and stay safe while watching others 

pursue in the field that I wanted. I felt lost and lonely, and jealous too, even if everyone chasing 

the field failed. At least those who tried will have gained knowledge and experience when they 

persisted their dreams and will get their “eternal boon of privacy” from obsessing over regret of 

never trying in the first place. The fact that they tried still sets them apart from the rest of us who 

never dared to go in in the first place. If I was the speaker in my future, I would only have 

feelings of regret and anger at myself for shying away and never trying at all. Hence, I declared 

that the theme of the poem was “ignorance versus knowledge”. The poem taught me that only if 

I work hard and try in life will I be able to gain knowledge and experience that can lead to 

victory. Similarly, only if I tried to pursue the field that I wanted will I have a chance at success in 

the field, which will benefit me and help me grow in the vast opportunity filled ocean. If not, then 

I will forever be stuck in limbo in my own river, as I will do nothing that interests me and will 

always be regretful and wondering “What if?”. 

                                                
1
 Refer to email for colour in the picture. 
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While my first interpretation of the “The Swimmer’s Moment” was “ignorance versus 

knowledge”, my second reading of the poem gave me a slightly different perspective. Briefly 

before my second reading, I was given the opportunity to apply for this program called “SHAD”. 

SHAD is a well known national summer program that allows like-minded individuals who have 

an interest in the STEM fields to work together on various Canadian university campuses. While 

this was a great opportunity to learn more about the applications of mathematics and physics 

into real life engineering, I was hesitant. If I was accepted into the program, there was a big 

chance that I’d be sent away to a university in another province for a whole month to participate 

in the program. The idea of taking care of myself without the support of my parents was 

unpleasant, and I quickly gave up on the idea. Being by myself for almost 10% of a whole year 

was not appealing. Soon after this incident, I gave “The Swimmer’s Moment” another read, and I 

found another meaning in the poem that inspired me once again. 

 

After the second reading, I realized that the poem could’ve been suggesting something 

different. When the speaker of the poem was “[turning] from their deaths”, it may not have been 

completely because she knows that she can never attain all the knowledge and experience from 

the whirlpool, but because she knew that she doesn’t have, nor ever will have the bravery 

required to jump in to gain that knowledge. Instead of the theme of “ignorance versus 

knowledge”, I recognized that it could also be “cowardice versus bravery”. After all, those who 

never jump in will “turn and turn” with their “bland-blank faces”, “forever on the rim of suction” 

because they will never gain the courage to go into the mysterious beyond and give themselves 

a shot at success. Upon this discovery, I looked back at myself as cowardly as the speaker and 

those who chose to never try. What good would it be if I were to cower from a great opportunity 

to expand my knowledge? If I were to never take risks in life, then I would not be living to my 
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fullest potential. This poem taught me that some risks in life are worth taking. Also, it’s better to 

live in rejection than regret. If I were to continually refuse opportunities in life, I can imagine 

myself years and years from now, feeling sorry for myself at all the lost possibilities and not 

being able to “guess at the anonymous breadth/where one or two have won”. Later, I applied to 

the program, thinking of all the great opportunities of talking to other STEM loving students and 

learning new skills. 

 

After discovering two different interpretation of “The Swimmer’s Moment”, I realized that 

it’s possible for even the same person to look at the same thing differently. What prompted me 

to find an interpretation of the poem during my first read through was my relating to the speaker 

through my own past experiences and our similar mindsets. Some time later, I was able to 

grasp another analysis, and I got it through the same process. Between the time in which I first 

read the poem and the second, I experienced something new, and while reading the poem for 

the second time, I related the poem to that new experience, which is how I got a new 

interpretation. Both analyses are quite similar. They both showed the contrast between the 

advantages of taking risks and staying behind and cowering in fear, never to know what life can 

offer. From my experience in reading “The Swimmer’s Moment” and reaching two 

interpretations based on my different experiences, I have learned that interpretations from 

poems can come from people’s own relatability to the poem from their own life experiences. 
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