
 

 

ASM TUITION ACADEMY 

WINTER SWANS 

The clouds had given their all - 
two days of rain and then a break 
in which we walked, 
the waterlogged earth 
gulping for breath at our feet 
as we skirted the lake, silent and apart, 
until the swans came and stopped us 
with a show of tipping in unison. 
As if rolling weights down their bodies to their heads 
they halved themselves in the dark water, 
icebergs of white feathers, paused before returning again 
like boats righting in rough weather. 
'They mate for life' you said as they left, 
porcelain over the stilling water. I didn't reply 
but as we moved on through the afternoon light, 
slow-stepping in the lake's shingle and sand, 
I noticed our hands, which had, somehow, 
swum the distance between us 
and folded, one over the other, 
like a pair of wings settling after the flight. 

Context of "Winter Swans" by Owen Sheers 

"Winter Swans" is a poem that explores themes of love, reconciliation, and the natural world. 
The poem is part of Owen Sheers' collection Skirred Hill, which often deals with themes of 
emotional distance, relationships, and the complexities of human interactions. 

In Winter Swans, a couple, seemingly at odds or in a strained relationship, takes a walk by a 
lake on a cold, wintry day. Their relationship mirrors the tension and chill of the surrounding 
environment. The bleakness of the setting — with heavy clouds and rain — reflects the mood 
of the couple. As they walk in silence, they witness two swans on the lake, which serve as a 
metaphor for the couple's relationship. 

The swans, which are often associated with love and fidelity, are described as "tipping in 
unison," symbolizing unity and harmony after turbulence. Their graceful movements on the 
water remind the couple of the potential for reconciliation and balance in their own 
relationship. By the end of the poem, the couple is holding hands, suggesting a resolution or a 
rekindling of their emotional connection, much like the swans’ unity. 

The natural imagery, particularly the swans, plays a crucial role in conveying the emotional 
journey from estrangement to reconnection. Through simple but evocative language, Sheers 
uses nature to reflect human emotions and relationships, showing how moments of beauty 
and clarity can emerge even in the coldest and most difficult times. 



 

 

Themes of the Poem: 

 Conflict and Reconciliation: The couple begins in a place of tension but moves 
toward unity. 

 Nature as a Reflection of Human Emotion: The wintry landscape reflects the 
couple’s strained relationship, while the swans’ graceful movements offer a symbol of 
hope and harmony. 

 Love and Partnership: The swans serve as a metaphor for love and enduring 
partnership, embodying grace and balance, even amidst turbulent surroundings. 

Tone and Style: The tone of Winter Swans is reflective, understated, and ultimately hopeful. 
Sheers uses a conversational style, with vivid, yet restrained, natural imagery to evoke the 
emotions of the couple. The free verse structure mirrors the fluidity and unpredictability of 
both nature and relationships. 

The poem Winter Swans by Owen Sheers uses a range of poetic devices and literary 
techniques to explore themes of reconciliation, love, and the connection between nature and 
human emotions. Here’s a breakdown of the key poetic devices and techniques used: 

1. Metaphor 

 The swans serve as a metaphor for the couple’s relationship. Just as the swans move 
in unison despite the tumultuous weather, the couple, after a period of tension, finds 
harmony and unity. 

 Example: "icebergs of white feather" – This metaphor emphasizes the purity and 
grace of the swans, contrasting with the cold and hostile environment. Icebergs also 
suggest that, like the couple, much of their emotions or issues lie beneath the surface. 

2. Simile 

 Comparisons are made to create vivid imagery. 
 Example: "like boats righting in rough weather" – This simile illustrates the swans 

regaining balance after turbulence, which mirrors the couple's emotional journey 
towards reconciliation after a rough period. 

3. Personification 

 Nature is personified to reflect human emotions. 
 Example: "the waterlogged earth gulping for breath" – The earth is personified, 

showing the landscape as heavy and suffocated, much like the tension in the couple’s 
relationship. 

4. Enjambment 

 The poem uses enjambment (the continuation of a sentence without a pause beyond 
the end of a line) to create a sense of fluidity and movement, much like the swans’ 
graceful motion. 

 Example: "silent and apart, / until" – The flow between lines mimics the emotional 
journey of the couple and the continuous movement of the swans. 



 

 

5. Symbolism 

 The swans are symbolic of love, fidelity, and grace. Swans are often seen as symbols 
of monogamous relationships, and their graceful movements represent the potential 
for unity even after moments of discord. 

 Example: The swans tipping in unison symbolize harmony and balance, which 
contrasts with the earlier distance between the couple. 

6. Contrast 

 The poem contrasts the initial emotional coldness between the couple with the 
graceful unity of the swans. The roughness of the weather and the coldness of their 
relationship shift to a more hopeful tone by the end. 

 Example: The "clouds" and "rain" at the beginning contrast with the peace and 
reconciliation implied by the swans at the end. 

7. Imagery 

 The poem is rich in visual and tactile imagery, particularly of the natural world, to 
evoke emotions and mirror the relationship between the couple. 

 Example: “clouds had given their all” and “the waterlogged earth” – These images of 
nature reflect the emotional heaviness and tension in the relationship. 

8. Tone Shift 

 The poem moves from a tone of tension and distance to one of calm and 
reconciliation. The shift occurs when the swans appear, offering a sense of hope and 
renewal for the couple. 

 Example: The final image of the couple "hands...folded" suggests a resolution to their 
conflict. 

9. Alliteration 

 Alliteration subtly reinforces the mood and tone of the poem. 
 Example: "slow-stepping in the lake's shingle and sand" – The repetition of the 's' 

sound mimics the quiet, calming movement of the swans and the couple as they move 
towards reconciliation. 

10. Caesura 

 Caesura (a pause in the middle of a line) is used to reflect the emotional pauses and 
hesitations in the couple’s interaction. 

 Example: "As we skirted the lake, silent and apart," – The comma in the middle of 
the line reinforces their emotional distance at the beginning. 

11. Pathetic Fallacy 

 The weather and landscape reflect the emotions of the couple. The gloomy and cold 
weather mirrors the emotional coldness and tension between them. 



 

 

 Example: The "clouds had given their all" and the "waterlogged earth" reflect the 
strained nature of the couple's relationship. 

12. Free Verse 

 The poem is written in free verse, with no set rhyme scheme or regular meter. This 
allows the poem to mimic the natural flow of conversation and the unpredictability of 
emotions. 

13. Juxtaposition 

 The juxtaposition of conflict and unity is central to the poem. The couple’s initial 
silence and distance is contrasted with the graceful harmony of the swans. 

 Example: The tense and uncertain mood at the beginning is juxtaposed with the 
peaceful and hopeful mood by the end, as reflected in the swans and the couple 
holding hands. 

COMPARISON WITH, 

Letter from Yorkshire 

Love’s Philosophy 
Comparison of Winter Swans, Letters from Yorkshire, and Love's Philosophy 

When comparing Owen Sheers' Winter Swans with Letters from Yorkshire by Maura Dooley 
and Love’s Philosophy by Percy Bysshe Shelley, we can explore how all three poems deal 
with relationships, connection, and the natural world. Despite these shared themes, the poets 
approach them differently in terms of tone, style, and use of literary devices. Below is a 
comparison focusing on key aspects of the poems. 

 

1. Theme of Connection and Distance 

 Winter Swans: 
The poem focuses on a couple going through emotional distance but moving toward 
reconciliation. The swans act as a metaphor for unity and healing in their relationship. 
The natural world mirrors their journey from separation to togetherness. 

 Letters from Yorkshire: 
The poem reflects on the emotional distance between two people living apart. The 
physical distance is bridged by letters, and despite the separation, the speaker feels a 
deep connection to the person in Yorkshire. The poem emphasizes communication, 
the warmth of human connection, and the simplicity of shared experiences. 

 Love’s Philosophy: 
This poem highlights the desire for physical and emotional union. Shelley uses nature 
as a metaphor for love, arguing that everything in nature is interconnected, so the 



 

 

speaker and the object of their affection should also be united. The emphasis is on 
romantic and physical connection. 

 

2. Role of Nature 

 Winter Swans: 
Nature is an essential symbol of the couple's emotional state. The stormy weather and 
waterlogged earth represent the tension in their relationship, while the swans, gliding 
gracefully on the lake, symbolize the potential for reconciliation and harmony. The 
natural world reflects the couple's emotional journey. 

 Letters from Yorkshire: 
Nature is less symbolic but plays a significant role in contrasting the lives of the two 
characters. The person in Yorkshire is in touch with nature, “digging his garden,” 
while the speaker, presumably in a more urban setting, writes about it. Nature 
represents simplicity, grounding, and connection in the rural life, and highlights the 
emotional bond they maintain despite distance. 

 Love’s Philosophy: 
Nature is the primary metaphor for love. The speaker uses images from nature — 
rivers mingling with the ocean, sunlight kissing the earth — to argue that physical and 
romantic unity is as natural as these processes. The connection in nature is an analogy 
for the speaker's desire for romantic love. 

 

3. Tone and Mood 

 Winter Swans: 
The tone begins as tense and cold, reflecting the strained relationship. However, it 
gradually becomes hopeful and tender, as the couple moves towards reconciliation, 
symbolized by the swans' graceful movements. The mood shifts from isolation to 
unity. 

 Letters from Yorkshire: 
The tone is reflective and calm, with a sense of wistfulness about the physical 
separation but also warmth in the connection through letters. The mood is a mixture 
of longing and contentment, with the speaker finding solace in communication. 

 Love’s Philosophy: 
The tone is persuasive and passionate, as the speaker argues for the necessity of 
romantic unity. There’s a sense of urgency and frustration in the mood, especially 
with the rhetorical question at the end, highlighting the speaker’s unfulfilled desire for 
love. 

 

4. Poetic Devices 

 Winter Swans: 
o Metaphor: Swans represent unity and reconciliation. 



 

 

o Personification: Nature is personified to reflect the emotional state of the 
couple (e.g., “the waterlogged earth gulping for breath”). 

o Imagery: Vivid images of the cold, rainy landscape mirror the emotional 
distance between the couple. 

 Letters from Yorkshire: 
o Imagery: Vivid descriptions of nature (“digging his garden”) contrast with the 

more abstract, introspective life of the speaker. 
o Contrast: The physical distance is emphasized through the contrast between 

rural and urban life. 
o Symbolism: Letters symbolize emotional connection and communication. 

 Love’s Philosophy: 
o Metaphor: Uses natural elements like rivers, oceans, and the sun to symbolize 

unity. 
o Repetition: Repeated images of natural mingling stress the inevitability of the 

speaker’s argument. 
o Rhetorical Questions: The poem ends with a rhetorical question, adding a 

sense of frustration and pleading. 

 

5. Relationships and Emotional States 

 Winter Swans: 
Focuses on a couple experiencing emotional distance but ultimately reconciling. Their 
relationship is portrayed as dynamic, moving from tension to unity. The swans serve 
as a metaphor for overcoming challenges in the relationship. 

 Letters from Yorkshire: 
The relationship in Letters from Yorkshire is based on communication and emotional 
closeness despite physical separation. The relationship isn’t necessarily romantic; it 
could be platonic, familial, or even a deep friendship. It emphasizes the bond 
maintained through written words. 

 Love’s Philosophy: 
In contrast, Love’s Philosophy portrays unrequited or unrealized romantic love. The 
speaker longs for a physical and emotional union with someone who does not yet 
reciprocate the same feelings, leading to a sense of frustration and desire. 

 

6. Conclusion 

 Winter Swans: The relationship moves towards reconciliation, with the couple 
coming together by the end. Nature is both a mirror and a guide for their emotional 
journey. 

 Letters from Yorkshire: The poem reflects on a deep emotional connection 
maintained through communication despite physical distance. Nature plays a subtle 
role in illustrating the contrasts between lives but does not directly mirror the 
relationship. 

 Love’s Philosophy: The poem remains unresolved, with the speaker longing for a 
romantic connection that hasn’t been realized. Nature is used as a persuasive tool, 
arguing for the inevitability of love based on natural law. 



 

 

 

 

 


