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INTRODUCTION: A POEM OF
DISCOVERY ON THE SHORE

In  the  vast  landscape  of  twentieth-
century  poetry,  few  voices  stand  as
distinct  and  playful  as  that  of  E.E.
Cummings.  Among  his  most  beloved
works  is  the  deceptively  simple  yet
profoundly  insightful  poem  "Maggie
And Milly  And Molly  And May".  At
first glance, it reads as a gentle narrative
about four girls spending a day at the
beach.  However,  beneath  its  rhythmic
surface  l ies  a  rich  meditation  on
individuality,  perception,  and the quiet
revelations  that  occur  when  we  step
away from the noise of everyday life and
into  the  natural  world.  This  article
explores  the  poem  in  depth,  peeling
back its layers to reveal why it continues
to resonate with readers of all ages. We
will  examine  each  character,  the
symbolism  they  carry,  the  literary
craftsmanship  of  Cummings,  and  the
enduring  lessons  the  poem offers  about
knowing  ourselves  through  the  world
around us.

WHO ARE MAGGIE, MILLY,
MOLLY, AND MAY? AN OVERVIEW
OF THE POEM

Before diving into analysis, it is essential
to  understand  the  poem's  structure.
"Maggie  And  Milly  And  Molly  And
May" is a short, lyrical poem consisting

of twelve lines. It recounts a day when
four girls go down to the beach. Each girl
finds something different during her walk
by  the  sea,  and  the  objects  they
discover—a shell, a star, a horrid thing, a
kite—become  mirrors  reflecting  their
inner selves. The final couplet delivers a
gentle,  universal  truth:  i t  is  not
necessarily the ocean itself, but what we
find  in  our  solitary  wanderings,  that
helps  us  understand  who  we  truly  are.
The  poem  is  written  in  Cummings's
signature  style,  characterized  by
unconventional  punctuation,  lowercase
letters,  and  a  musical  rhythm  that
mimics  the  ebb  and  flow  of  waves.
Despite  its  brevity,  it  captures  a
complete  narrative  arc:  departure,
discovery, and a return with newfound
understanding.  This  makes  it  an
excellent entry point for readers new to
poetry, as well as a rewarding text for
those seeking deeper meaning.

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE TITLE

The title "Maggie And Milly And Molly
And  May"  immediately  establishes  a
rhythmic, almost incantatory quality. The
repetition  of  the  conjunction  "and"
linking four  names creates  a  sense of
unity and friendship, while also hinting at
the individuality of each girl. Cummings
often used names that evoked common,
archetypal  figures  rather  than  highly
specific  characters.  These  names  feel
familiar, almost like the girls next door,
which allows readers to project their own
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experiences  onto  the  poem.  The  title
also  sets  up  the  expectation  of  a
collective  adventure,  but  as  the  poem
unfolds,  we realize that while the girls
share the same beach, their experiences
are profoundly personal and separate.

LINE-BY-LINE EXPLORATION:
WHAT EACH GIRL FINDS

The poem proceeds by introducing each
girl and the object she discovers. Let us
examine  each  stanza  closely,  paying
attention to the language and imagery
Cummings employs.

Maggie and the
Shell That Sang
"Maggie  and  milly  and  molly  and
may  went  down to  the  beach  (to
play  one  day)"  —  the  opening  line
introduces all four girls and the setting.
The parenthetical "(to play one day)" is
pure  Cummings,  adding  a  whispered,
almost secretive tone. It  suggests that
this  is  a  special  day,  set  apart  from
routine, a day for openness and wonder.
Next, "and maggie discovered a shell
that  sang".  Maggie  finds  a  shell  that
produces a sound, a song. This is not just
any shell; it is one that sings. The shell
symbolizes beauty, art, and the voice of
nature.  Maggie,  the  first  girl,  is  perhaps
the most attuned to beauty and music.
Her discovery suggests a sensitivity to
the world's hidden harmonies. The shell
sings, meaning it communicates, it offers
a melody to those who listen. Maggie's
finding indicates a person who is open to
receiving  beauty  and  who  finds  joy  in
simple,  aesthetic  pleasures.  She
represents the artist or the dreamer, the
one who hears music where others hear
only silence.

Milly and the
Friendly Star
"and  milly  befriended  a  stranded
star". Milly's encounter is with a starfish,
referred  to  as  a  "stranded  star."  The
word "befriended" is crucial. Milly does
not simply find the star; she befriends it.
This implies a capacity for empathy and
connection. A star is a celestial object,
vast and distant, but here it is stranded,
vulnerable,  brought  low.  Milly  reaches
out to it. She sees something of value in
a creature that is out of its element. This
act of befriending suggests that Milly is
compassionate,  nurturing,  and  able  to
form bonds with the vulnerable and the
displaced. She represents the heart, the
one  who  offers  kindness  without
expectation.  The  star,  in  turn,  reflects
back  her  own  inner  light  and  warmth.

Molly and the
Horrid Thing
"and molly was chased by a horrible
thing".  Molly's  experience  is  starkly
different  from  the  first  two.  She  is
chased by "a horrible thing." Cummings
deliberately  keeps  the  description
vague. We are not told exactly what the
thing is—a crab,  a wave,  a shadow, a
fear.  This  ambiguity  is  powerful.  The
"horrible  thing"  represents  whatever
frightens  us,  whatever  we  run  from.
Molly's  encounter  is  one  of  fear  and
flight.  She  does  not  stop  to  examine  or
befriend; she runs. Molly represents the
part of us that is afraid, that encounters
the unknown and reacts with instinctive
terror.  Her experience reminds us that
not  every  discovery  by  the  sea  is
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pleasant.  Sometimes,  the  beach
confronts us with our own anxieties. The
"horrible  thing"  could  be  anything:
failure, rejection, a memory, a fear of the
dark. It is the shadow side of the day's
adventure.

May and the Kite
That Waited
"and may came home with a smooth
round stone as small as a world and
as large as alone". May's discovery is
profoundly  philosophical.  She  finds  a
small,  smooth  stone.  The stone is  "as
small  as  a  world"  and  "as  large  as
alone."  This  paradoxical  description
suggests that in its smallness, it contains
a universe, and in its solitude, it mirrors
the vastness of being alone. May's stone
represents  introspection,  the  self,  and
the realization that solitude can be both
confining and expansive. A stone is solid,
unchanging,  and  enduring.  May  is  the
thinker, the one who reflects. She brings
home not  a  song,  not  a  friend,  not  a
story  of  fear,  but  an  object  that
embodies the mystery of existence. Her
finding  suggests  that  the  deepest
discoveries  are often the simplest  and
most personal.

THE FINAL COUPLET: THE POEM'S
CENTRAL TRUTH

The poem concludes with the lines: "For
whatever we lose (like a you or a
me)  /  it's  always  ourselves  we  find
in the sea". This couplet transforms a
simple  beach  outing  into  a  universal
statement about human experience. The
parenthetical  "(like  a  you  or  a  me)"
emphasizes that the "we" here includes
everyone—the  reader,  the  poet,  the
characters. Loss is part of life; we lose

people,  possessions,  aspects  of
ourselves.  Yet,  the  poem  offers
consolation: in the vast, eternal sea, we
rediscover who we are. The sea becomes
a  metaphor  for  the  unconscious,  for
nature, for the infinite. When we engage
with  something  larger  than  ourselves,
we  find  ourselves  reflected  back.  The
girls went to the beach to play, but they
returned with pieces of themselves they
had not known were there. The sea is a
mirror, and what we find there is always,
ultimately, ourselves.

LITERARY DEVICES AND
CUMMINGS'S CRAFT

E.E.  Cummings  is  renowned  for  his
stylistic innovations, and "Maggie And
Milly And Molly And May" showcases
many of his signature techniques. Let us
examine a few.

Lowercase and
Punctuation
Cummings  famously  avoided  capital
letters, even for proper names, though
the title uses standard capitalization. In
the body of the poem, the names appear
in lowercase: maggie, milly, molly, may.
This choice democratizes the characters,
stripping  away  formality  and  making
them  feel  more  approachable  and
universal. It also visually aligns the text
with the natural, unforced quality of the
beach .  The  l ack  o f  t rad i t i ona l
punctuation creates a flowing, stream-of-
consciousness  effect,  mirroring  the
continuous  movement  of  the  waves.

Repetition and
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Rhythm
The repeated structure of "and [name]
[verb]  [object]"  creates  a  lulling,
rhythmic pattern. It  feels almost like a
nursery rhyme or a chant. This repetition
gives  the  poem a  sense  of  ritual  and
inevitability.  Each  girl's  discovery  is
presented  in  the  same  grammatical
frame,  which  highlights  both  their
commonality (they all found something)
and  their  individuality  (each  found
something  different).  The  rhythm  is
iambic  but  irregular,  mimicking  the
natural  cadence  of  speech  and  the
unpredictable rhythm of the sea.

Paradox and
Ambiguity
Cummings uses paradox masterfully in
May's stone: "as small as a world and as
l a r g e  a s  a l o n e . "  T h i s  p h r a s e
encapsulates  a  profound  philosophical
idea in just a few words. A small object
can  contain  the  universe;  being  alone
can  feel  both  t iny  and  vast.  The
ambiguity of Molly's "horrible thing" also
serves  a  purpose:  by  not  naming  it,
Cummings allows each reader to project
their own fear onto the poem.

Symbolism
Each  object  the  girls  find  is  richly
symbolic.  The  singing  shell  represents
art  and  beauty.  The  stranded  star
represents connection and compassion.
The horrible thing represents fear. The
smooth round stone represents selfhood
and  introspection.  The  sea  itself
symbolizes  the  unconscious,  eternity,
and  the  source  of  all  things.  These

symbols  are  not  heavy-handed;  they
arise naturally from the narrative.

THEMES IN "MAGGIE AND MILLY
AND MOLLY AND MAY"

Several  interconnected themes emerge
from the poem, making it a rich text for
discussion and reflection.

Individuality
Within
Community
The girls go to the beach together, yet
each has a separate, unique experience.
This  reflects  the  paradox  of  human
relationships:  we  can  be  in  the  same
place,  at  the  same  time,  yet  each
person's  inner  world  is  distinct.  The
poem  honors  both  the  col lective
adventure and the individual journey. It
suggests that true friendship allows for
these separate discoveries.

Self-Discovery
Through Nature
The central theme is that nature serves
as a mirror for the self. The beach is not
jus t  a  backdrop;  i t  i s  an  act ive
participant  in  the  girls'  growth.  By
interacting with the natural world, they
d i scove r  aspec t s  o f  the i r  own
personalities:  Maggie's  love  of  beauty,
Milly's  compassion,  Molly's  fear,  May's
introspection.  This  underscores  the
Romantic idea that nature is a teacher
and a healer.
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The Value of Play
and Wonder
The poem frames the beach trip as play:
"(to  play  one  day)".  This  is  not  a
structured lesson or a chore. It is free,
unstructured  time.  The  poem  implies
that play and wonder are essential  for
self-knowledge. When we are open and
playful, we are more likely to notice the
small, meaningful things around us. The
girls are not looking for profound truths;
they  are  simply  playing.  Yet,  in  their
play, they find profound truth.

The Universality
of Experience
The final couplet expands the poem from
a  specific  story  about  four  girls  to  a
universal  statement  about  all  people.
"Whatever  we  lose.. .  i t 's  always
ourselves  we  find  in  the  sea."  This
moves the poem from the particular to
the general. The reader is included. We
are all Maggie, Milly, Molly, and May. We
all go down to the beach of life, and we

all find ourselves there.

WHY THIS POEM ENDURES:
RELEVANCE FOR MODERN
READERS

In  an  age  of  constant  connectivity,
digital noise, and structured schedules,
"Maggie  And  Milly  And  Molly  And
May"  offers  a  quiet  invitation  to  slow
down  and  pay  attention.  The  poem
reminds  us  of  the  importance  of
unstructured  t ime  in  nature.  I t
encourages us to be open to whatever
we  might  find,  whether  it  is  beauty,
connection,  fear,  or  introspection.  The
poem  acknowledges  that  not  al l
discoveries are pleasant; Molly is chased
by  a  horrible  thing.  This  honesty  is
refreshing.  Life  includes  fear,  and  the
poem does not shy away from it. Yet, the
overal l  tone  remains  gentle  and
affirming.
Furthermore, the poem's message that
we find ourselves in the sea—in the vast,
the unknown, the natural—is particularly
resonant  for  those  who  feel  lost  or
disconnected.  The  sea  is  a  powerful
metaphor  for  anything  larger  than
ourselves:  the  universe,


