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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation studies the relationship between 

art and identity in the poetry of Theodore Roethke. Chapter 

One introduces Roethke's belief that both artist and individ 

ual attempt to order and reshape reality, for the purpose of 

self-realization. Roethke sees poetry as a metamorphic art 

which illuminates the affirmative vision essential to the 

search for identity. For Roethke, poetic transformations 

result in the discovery of poetic voice and perception of 

spiritual possibility, an intuition of God as an inner cre

ative principle. The dissertation traces the beginnings of 

Roethke's poetic consciousness in Open House, and follows 

its development through The Lost Son and Other Poems, "Four 

for Sir John Davies" (The Waking), and Love Poems and Medi

tations of an Old Woman, (Words for the Wind) . 

Chapter Two focuses on Open House to show Roethke 

already defining the boundaries of his artistic vision. This 

volume exposes the artist's inner conflict between love and 

rage, and reflects his desire to break through self-

imprisoning modes of existence. Such concentration on psy

chic stress is characteristic of Roethke, although he is 

not yet able to achieve shifts in subject and rhythm his 

mature poems display. Roethke does establish here a 
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connection between ending and beginning, along with a call 

for inner renewal, as crucial to the creative process. 

Chapter Three examines the Greenhouse and Lost Son 

Sequences, (The Lost Son and Other Poems), which reveal the 

relationship Roethke discovers between his life and art. 

In the subterranean, greenhouse world, Roethke finds impera

tive sources of renewal and a poetic mode to depict the psy

chic journey in its pull between ending and beginning, 

combat between chaos and order, movement from exhaustion to 

creation. The Lost Son Sequence, especially, envisions a 

genuine imaginative order, perceived and communicated by 

the intense poetic mind. 

Chapter Four considers "Pour for Sir John Davies," 

where Roethke explores the relationship between his own 

poetic craft and literary tradition. The voices of the 

great dead poets, Davies, Yeats, and Dante, speak in coun

terpoint to Roethke's own, as Roethke searches out the 

sources and meaning of artistic vision. Roethke asserts 

that powerful vision must rise from and lead back to life 

experience. 

Chapter Five studies the Love Poems to elaborate 

upon Roethke*s view of artistic vision. Here, the woman is 

a metamorphic poetic symbol that reconciles opposing forces 

of existence, and love itself is a force that pushes the 

poet toward sensual, artistic, and metaphysical knowing. 
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Working against alienation and withdrawal, love brings in

tervals of encounter and identification that betoken self-

realization. 

Chapter Six, on Meditations of an Old Woman, con

siders the death theme that dominates Roethke's late poetry. 

Death demands an ultimate definition of self: a choice, a 

Yes or No, a recognition of spirit or nothingness. The old 

woman, in her movement toward death, symbolizes the journey 

Roethke undertakes as a poet, to achieve an identity that 

embraces the contradictions of existence. She rises, an 

anima shape, from the poet's imagination, possessing quali

ties of creation and renewal which enable her to attain 

intuitions of her immense spiritual possibilities. 

In his poetry, Roethke is protagonist, bard, and 

seer. The study of his art thus becomes the study of his 

metamorphic voice whose development through diverse rhythms, 

styles, and tonalities emphasizes the paradox that final 

identity must be sought but cannot be found. Roethke 

achieves a distinct, intense, affirmative voice: he takes 

the route of identification—with his spiritual and literal 

ancestors, with the snail and with God, with."all things 

innocent, hapless, forsaken "—and at the same time, he re

veals the integrity of the simple, separate self. 



CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION: A POET OF LOVE 

I think of myself as a poet of love, a poet 
of praise. And I wish to be read aloud. 

—Theodore Roethke 

Theodore Roethke wrote in the middle generation of 

twentieth century poets. Although he had been publishing in 

journals and magazines for more than ten years, his first 

volume, Open House, was not published until 1941; Words for 

the Wind, the collected verse which won the Bollingen Prize 

and the National Book Award, was published in England in 

1957 and in America in 1958. His last book of poetry. The 

Far Field (which also won a National Book award) appeared in 

1964, a year after the poet's death at the age of fifty-six. 

It is difficult to imagine what it must have been like for 

Roethke, and his contemporaries, to write in the aftermath 

of poets like W. B. Yeats and T. S. Eliot, who had tackled 

the nineteenth century inheritance, appraised the modern 

world, and transformed taste, tradition, and thought in the 

twentieth century. 

The question for Roethke, as a mid-century poet, was 

how to express his individual talent forcefully and unmis

takably, in the face of an overwhelming tradition. For a 

1 



symposium on "Identity" at Northwestern University in 1963, 

Roethke commented on the encounter with this tradition: 

In any quest for identity today—or any day—we 
run up inevitably against this problem: What to do 
with our ancestors. Both as we know, can overwhelm 
us. The devouring mother, the furious papa. And 
if we're trying to write, the Supreme Masters.! 

In that statement, published as "On 'Identity,"' Roethke re

calls that during his early career he had not come to terms 

with his inherited tradition, and he cites these lines from 

"Feud," an Open House poem: "... the spirit starves/Until 

the dead have been subdued" (SP 23). At the core of 

Roethke's development as a poet is his desire and his need 

to come to terms with his literal and spiritual ancestors, 

for the sake of his own identity; thus, he came to believe 

that one way to go on is to embrace those insistent voices 

from the past: "Let me say boldly, now, that the extent to 

which the great dead can be evoked, or can come to us, can 

be eerie, and astonishing" (SP 23). 

While Roethke brings the tradition into his work to 

an astonishing degree, his voice remains (partly for that 

reason) one of the most interesting and distinctive in modern 

American poetry. Anthony Libby in "Roethke, Water Father," 

1. Theodore Roethke, On the Poet and His Craft: 
Selected Prose of Theodore Roethke, ed. Ralph J. Mills# Jr. 
(Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1965), p. 23. 
Subsequent quotations of Roethke's prose are from this vol
ume and will be parenthetically designated in the text by 
SP and page number. 
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2 calls the poet a "seminal voice in contemporary poetry," 

and it is the poetry itself that reveals Roethke's origi

nality, for in an era of poetic doctrine, Roethke was not an 

originator of poetic theory. On the Poet and His Craft: 

Selected Prose of Theodore Roethke (ed. Ralph J. Mills, Jr.) 

contains the bulk of what Roethke publicly had to say about 

his poetic theory and practice. It is a slim volume com

prised mainly of reviews of contemporary poets and essays on 

his own career and work. While the essays are essential to 

understanding Roethke's poems (Roethke explains his intent 

better than any critic has yet), it also shows Roethke re

sponding to the twentieth century tradition. 

The most important critical ideas in the Selected 

Prose reflect the tradition of T. S. Eliot. Roethke's 

poetry is kinesthetic and tactile to an extent that Eliot's 

is not; yet, for Roethke as for Eliot, the image as super-

sensuous meaning, as metamorphic symbol, is central to 

poetic theory and practice: 

'We think by feeling. What is there to know?' This 
in its essence, is a description of the metaphysical 
poet who thinks with his body: an idea for him can 
be as real as the smell of a flower or a blow to the 
head. And those so lucky as to bring their whole 
sensory equipment to bear on the process of thought 
grow faster, jump more frequently from one plateau 
to another more often. (SP 27) 

2. Anthony Libby, "Roethke, Water Father," American 
Literature, 46 (November 1974), 267. 



In his letters and notebooks, Roethke, who sometimes re

sented the Supreme Masters, complained of Eliot's lukewarm 

rhythms and abstracting tendencies. Yet he undeniably re

sponded to the profoundness of Eliot's poetic insights. 

Roethke bases his own craft on the "primitiveness of the 

imagination (SP 81);" on dark psychic experience, as a "per 

petual slipping back, then a going forward (SP 39);" and on 

the power of rhythm, "the recurrence of stress and unstress 

that is related to the rhythms of the blood" (SP 80). And 

these essential ideas clearly relate to Eliot's brilliant 

conception of the auditory imagination. 

Even in the poems, Roethke persistently echoes the 

voices of the great dead in specific images, lines, and 

rhythmic development. The possible objection is, of course 

that he does not assimilate tradition, he merely imitates 

it. However, in "How to Write Like Somebody Else," Roethke 

insists that his "imitation" of other poets is a deliberate 

purposeful aspect of his poetic practice: 

In a time when the romantic notion of the inspired 
poet still has considerable credence, true "imitation" 
takes a certain courage. One dares to stand up to a 
great style, to compete with papa. In my own case, I 
should like to think I have over-acknowledged, in one 
way or another, my debt to Yeats. (SP 70) 

For years Roethke was considered by some critics to be a 

"derivative" poet. However, recent critics have taken into 

consideration the deliberate aspect of Roethke's use of 

tradition. Jenijoy La Belle, in The Echoing Wood of 
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Theodore Roethke (1976), argues that Roethke brilliantly 

applies Eliot's concept of tradition and the individual tal

ent, and she specifically traces literary influences from 

Open House through The Far Field. Richard Blessing, in 

Theodore Roethke's Dynamic Vision (1974), develops an inte

gral, formalist theory for the use of spiritual ancestors, 

particularly Yeats, in Roethke's work. In my own study of 

Roethke's poetry, I study the poet's relationship with his 

spiritual ancestors as it helps to clarify his exploration 

of poetic identity and consciousness. 

From the beginning of his career, as the passage 

cited from "On 'Identity'" implies, Roethke recurrently re

lated the search for poetic identity to the personal search 

for self-discovery. Throughout his development, the explo

ration of this relationship between personal and poetic 

identity influences both form and substance of his work, and 

becomes a distinctive aspect of Roethke's poetic voice. 

Stephen spender, in "The Objective Ego," remarks on the per

vasiveness of this relationship in the poetry: "More than 

with many poets, Theodore Roethke's self, his ,'I' and his 

poetry seemed inseparable." Spender's statement implies 

the unbroken link between personal experience and art, be

tween the personal and poetic selves, that exists in 

3. Stephen Spender, "The Objective Ego," in Theo
dore Roethke: Essays on the Poetry/ ed. Arnold Stein 
(Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1965), p. 3. 



Roethke*s poetry. James Dickey calls this type of connec

tion, or the process that engenders it, the "Second Birth": 

"During the writing of the poem, the poet comes to feel that 

he is releasing into its proper field of response a portion 

of himself that he has never really understood."^ Roethke 

sees poetry as just such a vital extension of self; it is a 

rebirth, a transformation, an ordering of personal experi

ence. Thus he says in "Theodore Roethke," that "I have 

tried to transmute and purify my 'life,' the sense of being 

defiled by it . . ."{SP 15). Such a view grants poetry a 

life of its own, and the transformations achieved during the 

creative process become direct revelations of self. 

Because Roethke views the creative imagination as a 

force that directly affects and shapes reality, we may view 

him as a descendant of Wallace Stevens, and, more generally, 

of the modern symbolist tradition Bernetta Quinn examines in 

The Metaroorphic Tradition in Modern Poetry. Quinn, like 

other modern critics, recognizes that literature, particu

larly poetry, in the twentieth century, has been created in 

opposition to a scientific, materialistic culture. In Poets 

of Reality, J. Hillis Miller describes the current in civili

zation which the modern writers counters: "The triumph of 

technology is the forgetting of the death of God. In the 

4. James Dickey, "The Self as Agent," in Sorties: 
Journals and New Essays, ed. James Dickey (Garden City, New 
York: Doubleday and Company, Inc., 1971), p. 157. 
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silence of this forgetting the process of universal calcula

tion and reduction to order can go on peacefully extending 

its dominion." Roethke's poetry, in its formal expression 

and underlying commitment, takes part in the refusal to 

accept the death of God, the denial of spirit. And Roethke 

calls upon his reader to resist modern versions of "order": 

The 'order,' the trivia of the institution is in human 
terms a disorder, and as such must be resisted. . . . 
How far-reaching all this is, how subtle its ramifica
tions, how disastrous to the human psyche—to worship 
bigness, the firm, the university; numbers, even, let 
me say the organized team effort. (SP 20) 

His entire poetry works against seeing the self as one more 

useless commodity in an economy dedicated to waste, and it 

makes individual survival a crucial issue: "The human prob

lem is to find out what one really is: whether one exists, 

whether existence is possible. But how? 'Am I but nothing, 

leaning toward a thing?'" (SP 20). For Roethke, then, 

poetry takes part in that "vital self-assertion" Wallace 

Stevens alludes to when he says: 

Men feel that the imagination is the next greatest 
power to faith: the reigning prince. Consequently 
their interest in the imagination and its work is 
to be regarded not as a phase of humanism but as a 
vital self-assertion in a world in which nothing but 
the self remains, if that remains.6 

5. J. Hillis Miller, Poets of Reality: Six Twenti
eth Century Writers -(New York: Antheneum, 1969), p. 5. 

6. Wallace Stevens, "The Relations between Poetry 
and Painting," in The Necessary Angel: Essays on Reality 
and the Imagination (New York: Vintage-Random House, 1951), 
p. 171. 
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Roethke's defense of the self is clearly in the Amer 

ican tradition. And he (like Stevens) must be understood, 

at least in part, in relation to his American predecessors. 

Stanley Kunitz, in "Roethke: Poet of Transformations," 

names one such predecessor when he calls Roethke "... the 

first American bardic poet since Whitman who did not spill 

out in prolix and shapeless vulgarity for he had the cunning 

7 to match his daemonic energy. . . ." Roethke, like Whitman 

is a bardic poet to the extent that he becomes the hero and 

protagonist, the voyager and explorer, daring the edge of 

the abyss, prophetically speaking his own truths. For all 

its formal discipline, its cunning, his poetry is immediate, 

unschematic, investigative, tentative, an experiment in 

journey and discovery. Roethke doesn't claim to offer 

theory, but his life: "I take it as the poet, as the intu

itive man, I am entitled to, am expected to, throw out what 

suggestions, what hints I can from my own work, my own life. 

I think of this life as an instrument, an example. . ." (SP 

19). 

Self-reliance, personal experience as a path to wis

dom, the lesson of spiritual autobiography. This tradition, 

with its overtones of religious ardor and evangelical in

tensity, moves through Roethke's poetry. 

7. Stanley Kunitz, "Roethke: Poet of Transforma
tions," New Republic, 152 (January 23, 1965), p. 24. 
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His work lacks the epical sweep and historical con-

creteness that Whitman's encompasses. Less radically than 

in Emily Dickinson, but nonetheless to a radical degree, his 

poetry is populated by shapes created by the solitary, 

daemonic imagination. Yet the voice that Roethke's poetry 

projects has historical, epical resonance, in The Continu

ity of American Poetry, Roy Harvey Pearce gives a sharp in

sight into the American writers' consciousness, and one that 

bridges tradition through the twentieth century: 

American poets, however much they have wanted to say 
yes, have never been able to conceive of doing so 
until they have said no. . . . The question has always 
been: What is the necessary relationship of the 
poet's inevitable yes to his compulsive no. How to 
say no with Ahab, so to say yes with Ishmael?^ 

Roethke saw this paradoxical direction in his own poetry, 

and comments on it in "Open Letter," an essay on the Lost 

Son and Praise to the Endi sequences: "... in spite of all 

the muck and welter, the dark, the dreck of these poems, I 

count myself among the happy poets. 'I proclaim, once more, 

a condition of joyJ(SP 40). 

He brings to the tension between Yes and No, crea

tion and destruction, affirmation and denial, a contemporary, 

post-wasteland urgency. Roethke's psychic and physical land

scapes are not barren; they are fertile, dark, creative. 

But at the same time, they are often threatening, devouring, 

8. Roy Harvey Pearce, The Continuity of American 
Poetry (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1961), p. 4. 
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terrifying; or, as with the greenhouse, represent a savage 

climate transformed by human will. The boundaries of Whit

man's self were continental, limitless, expansive, but the 

self in Roethke often seeks its existence in minimal life 

forms or dangerous subhuman regressions. And Roethke can

not seek his revelations from open roads. Rather he moves 

9 "along the smokey ridges," "on a plateau of cinders (CP 59) 

or "at the edge of raw cities"(CP 187). Roethke viewed his 

inner conflict with Yes and No as a significant dilemma, an 

exemplary, even sacrificial poetic act: "It is a dark world 

in which to work, and the demands, other than technical, 

made upon the writer are savage"(SP 42). If the poetry con 

vinces us of Roethke's own assessment, then its texture and 

voice, its intervals of psychic fragmentation or joy, the 

threats to being and recoveries of spirit it expresses re

flect the possibilities of existence in the modern world. 

"Is this my final face? Is she what I become? 

(CP 130)" the poet asks in one of his love poems, and he 

knows the answer is no. The final self, the still unity of 

spirit and matter, is not a permanent condition in Roethke*s 

poetry, for "the struggle for spiritual identity is, of 

9. Theodore Roethke, The Collected Poems of Theo
dore Roethke (Garden City, New York: Doubleday and Company, 
Inc., 1966), p. 160. Subsequent quotations of Roethke's 
poetry are from this volume and will be parenthetically 
designated in the text by CP and page number. 
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course, one of the perpetual recurrences"(SP 41). There 

are intervals of intense illumination and knowing, but the 

self is a perpetual beginner, ever emerging, always at the 

edge of discovery. In Roethke's poetry, the final self is 

a supreme fiction. Richard Blessing, generally astute in 

his assessment of the poetry, asserts that Roethke "experi

enced life in terms of speed, energy, whirl—as unceasing 

10 
and often violent motion. ..." Blessing's view corre

sponds to Roethke's vision of a self that undergoes, is^ a 

perpetual process of becoming, of re-enacted metamorphosis. 

Roethke's need as a poet is to reveal this metamorphosis as 

an essential element of the creative process. In this, what 

Bernetta Quinn says of Ezra Pound sheds light on Roethke•s 

own practice: 

One's entire life is, in a sense a struggle for com
plete self-realization. The artist, with his highly 
receptive sensibility, is more intensely aware of this 
search, which Pound describes . . . wherein he speaks 
ruefully of how, as soon as one is able to say "I am 
this" he ceases to be so—a fact making it necessary 
to go on looking for one's true self through all the 
masks afforded by the workings of the imagination.H 

Roethke's own poetry repeatedly mirrors the resemblance be

tween the artist and the self in their struggle for 

10. Richard Blessing, Theodore Roethke's Dynamic 
Vision (Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana University Press, 
1974), p. 2. 

11. Bernetta Quinn, The Metamorphic Tradition in 
Modern Poetry: An Essay on the Work of Ezra Pound and Other 
Poets (New Brunswick, New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 
1965), p. 222. 
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realization. For both poet and individual, the creative 

process involves metamorphosis through many faces, many 

masks, even many selves. 

"On 'Identity'" further illuminates the connection 

Roethke saw between the search for self and the poetic act. 

In that essay, he lists the principle poetic themes as, 

(1) The multiplicity, the chaos of modern life; (2) 
The way, the means of establishing a personal iden
tity, a self in the face of that chaos; (3) The nature 
of creation, that faculty for producing order out of 
disorder in the arts, particularly in poetry; and (4) 
The nature of God himself. (SP 19) 

To bring unity from multiplicity, to shape order from chaos 

is the desire of both the self and the artist. The creative 

act requires a descent into fertile yet dangerous psychic 

regions, but it also demands an exploration of physical life, 

which offers first illusions of permanence and later illu

sions of impermanence: "If the dead can come to our aid in 

a quest for identity so can the living—and I mean all liv

ing things, including the sub-human .... Everything that 

lives is holy: I call upon these holy forms of life"(SP 24). 

The identification with nature results from an imaginative, 

intuitive leap, which made, can bring intense spiritual af

firmation. Thus, Roethke insists that "in calling upon the 

snail, I am calling, in a sense, upon God ..." {SP 24). 

In his strongest poetry, God becomes an immediate experience, 

not an abstract principle, and for Roethke, the perception of 

God occurs as the discovery during the creative process. He 
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describes the poetic experience as "one of the ways man at 

least approaches the divine—in this comprehensive human 

act, the really good poem" (SP 27). 

In the following chapters, I trace the beginnings of 

this consciousness, the spiralled vision of self, poet, and 

God, in Open House and follow its development and elabora

tion through The Lost Son and Other Poems, "Four for Sir 

John Davies" from The Waking, and the two major sequences of 

Words for the Wind, the Love Poems and Meditations of an Old 

Woman. 



CHAPTER II 

THE STRUGGLE TO BEGIN 

Every phrase and every sentence is an end 
and a beginning, 

Every poem an epitaph. And any action 
Is a step to the block, to the fire, down 

the sea's throat 
Or to an illegible stone: and that is 

where we start. 
—T. S. Eliot 

"Some Self-Analysis," the first essay of On the Poet 

and His Craft, was written, Ralph Mills Jr. tells us, while 

Roethke was a student at the University of Michigan, probably 

during his sophomore year, 1926-27."'' The essay reveals his 

youthful, amorphous desire to be a writer: "I do not have 

the divine urge to write. There seems to be something surg

ing within,—a profound undercurrent of emotion. Yet there 

is none of that fertility of creation which distinguishes a 

real writer" (SP 6). This confession reveals Roethke before 

he had a voice, even, it appears, before he knew he would be 

a poet. At the same time, it reveals the tension between 

insecurity and desire in the beginning writer. Roethke would, 

of course, discover his voice, his genre, and that fertility 

1. Ralph J. Mills Jr., ed., On the Poet and His 
Craft: Selected Prose of Theodore Roethke, by Theodore 
Roethke {Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1965). 
p. v. 

14 
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of creation which distinguishes "a real writer." What would 

never desert him is the wrestling with beginnings this state

ment reveals, although with each successive volume he begins 

in a new place and more powerfully expresses his experience 

of perpetual beginning and becoming. Like the essay by an 

anonymous college student, Open House (1941), for all its 

drawbacks as an apprentice work, is a naked statement. Con

sciously and unconsciously, it exposes the beginning poet 

searching for a voice to express relentless undercurrents of 

emotion. The book focuses to a startling degree on the quest 

for artistic vision. 

Looking back at Open House from the perspective of a 

developed poet, Roethke deprecated his early work, saying 

"It took me ten years to complete one little book, and now 

some of the things in it seem to creak. Still, I like about 

ten pieces in it" (SP 16). When he began to collect his work 

for The Waking, which appeared in 1953, he included seventeen 

of the forty-five poems from Open House. The flaws in the 

book are obvious, and have been amply set forth by innumer

able studies of Roethke*s work; I do not intend to concen

trate on those flaws here. Many of the poems are derivative, 

particularly of contemporaries Roethke admired, their diction 

often abstract, archaic, or strained for rhyme and meter. 

Often Roethke uses, without great daring, tight little 
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stanzaic forms, which create a sense of—in spite of the 

book's title—claustrophobic containment and enclosure. 

The method results in a poetic treatment of theme 

absolutely uncharacteristic of the mature Roethke. As his 

poetry develops, Roethke will radically alter tone within a 

single poem/ creating swift interchanges of emotion and idea, 

so that the poem's energetic movement allows for the unpre

dictable happening, the unexpected discovery. His aim is to 

catch the motion of the mind: 

As our poetry has become increasingly dramatic, in the 
sense it often represents a struggle or a dialogue 
between ourselves . . . poets have had to learn to 
write a poetry that follows the motion of the mind it
self .... That is, the poet does not merely talk, 
or ruminate, he cries out in turn, in agony, in 
rage .... We seem to demand or want a poetry with 
the personality under great stress.2 

However, in Open House Roethke has not yet learned "the asso-

ciational jumps, the shifts, in subject matter and rhythm, 

the changes in speed (SF 248)" that characterize his deepest 

explorations of consciousness. The rule is for each poem to 

present one rhythm, one mood, one subject statically. 

In content, as well as form, the poems repeatedly 

convey imprisonment, of "flesh behind steel and glass (CP 5)," 

"the spirit crying within a cage (CP 22)," "the mind . . . 

2. Theodore Roethke, Straw for the Fire: From the 
Notebooks of Theodore Roethke, (1943-19 63), ed. David Wagoner 
(New York: Doubleday and Company, Inc., 1972), pp. 247-48. 
Subsequent quotations from Roethke*s notebooks are from this 
volume and will be parenthetically designated in the text by 
SF and page number. 
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sealed honey-tight (CP 4)," that finally suggests the vul

nerability of Roethke's poetic consciousness at this early 

stage in his development. Mary H. Hayden, in "Open House: 

Poetry of the Constricted Self," notes that in many poems 

"compression and restriction dominate, with very little 

•psychic territory' available" to create an impression of a 

3 "private and intimate hell." Hayden further comments on 

the relationship between theme and style in these poems: 

I have suggested that Roethke "sheltered" the self 
as well as created it in a way by writing poems. In 
choosing "poem" as verbal structure and temporary 
source of security, his version of Frost's "momentary 
stay against confusion," Roethke evidently intuitively 
selected stylistic elements appropriate for the com
pensatory "secure" style of these poems. This accounts 
for the consistent meter and exact rhyme that dominates 
Open House and for the creation of a metaphorical 
equivalent for "security." In general he transfers 
the housing and protective function of the family home 
to his own human body. Ironically, in doing so he may 
have placed the Self in double jeopardy for a time.4 

Undoubtedly, Roethke's need, both metrically and psychically, 

was to work in the closed soundstage before he could finally 

break through to the experimental mode of The Lost Son and 

Other Poems. Yet, throughout Open House, a steady, implicit 

motive is to force, forge, or discover a way to break through 

confinement, stasis, even exhaustion, in order to reach the 

metamorphic, expansive vision. 

3. Mary E. Hayden, "Open House: Poetry of the Con
stricted Self," Northwest Review, 11 (Summer 1971), p. 118. 

4. Hayden, p. 123. 
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The title poem, "Open House," talks about the poet's 

intentions—naked self-revelation, undisguised love, the 

promise of eyes and open doors, the truth of body and deed, 

the transcendence of words. But the poem achieves tension 

through a conflict between openness and defense, between the 

open house and the wall: 

My secrets cry aloud. 
I have no need for tongue. 
My heart keeps open house. 
My doors are widely swung. 
An epic of the eyes 
My love with no disguise. 

My truths are all foreknown, 
This anguish self-revealed. 
I'm naked to the bone, 
With nakedness my shield. 
Myself is what I wear; 
I keep the spirit spare. 

The anger will endure, 
The deed will speak the truth 
In language strict and pure. 
I stop the lying mouth: 
Rage warps my clearest cry 
To witless agony. (CP 3) 

"Open House" is not a closely argued poem. Nor does its ef

fectiveness derive from the imagery. The poem works, instead, 

through emotional intensity exposed in the repetition of key 

words, and these evoke the steady tension between revealing 

and shielding, between love and rage. The repetition of I_, 

like Sylvia Plath's "Ich, ich, ich," convinces us of a pres

ence that feels, suffers, and loves. At the same time, the 

poet's urge to "love with no disguise" rebounds from an in

tensity of anguish, and rage. This opposition makes the poem 
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strong in implicit meaning. The threat to the self, to its 

inarticulate yet inevitable truths, is inescapable; thus, 

the stripped-down middle stanza represents almost an incom

prehensible act of defiance rather than an affirmation. And 

in the last stanza, which Roethke later called "personally 

prophetic (SP 21)," "anger" and "rage" expose the inner con

flict between transformation and destruction; the need is to 

channel overwhelming emotion, a need Roethke expresses in 

"The Longing," when he vows, "I would unlearn the lingo of 

exasperation, all the distortions of malice and hatred" (CP 

182). Commenting on "Open House" thirty years after he wrote 

it, Roethke viewed the poem as a moment in his spiritual 

development: "X was going through, though I didn't realize 

it at the time, a stage that all contemplative men must go 

through. The poem is a clumsy, innocent, desperate assever

ation" (SP 21). The poem does, in fact, remarkably reveal 

his inchoate vision, emerging through the inner conflicts 

demanding reconciliation and the steady awareness of the need 

for creative transformation. 

Various Open House poems, working sometimes through 

enigmatic abstractions, deals with the supreme value of a 

creative source, but their action often follows the defensive, 

walled direction. In "Reply to Censure" and "The Adamant," 

the world, on the outside of a blurred lens, appears in 

vague, but hostile and destructive forms. "Reply to Censure" 
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extols a psychic core that guards "true substance" against 

attacks by "defamers of the good"; the speaker's moral im

perative is to "repulse the staring eye/The hostile gaze of 

hate" (CP 20). In "The Adamant," "thought" must repel the 

pressures of "the great sledge/' "teeth of knitted gears," 

"the hammer's weight" (CP 9). Consciousness, protecting 

"true work" and "wisdom," is in both poems valuable for its 

inpregnable, sterile qualities. "Reply to Censure" ends 

with praise of "quiet at the core," while the ending of "The 

Adamant" extols vault-like security: 

Compression cannot break 
A center so congealed; 
The tool can chip no flake: 
The core lies sealed. (CP 9) 

Congealment also appears to be the aim of the ere-
i 

ative process in "Genesis." Although this poem seeks 

creativity in "elemental force" of nature, the process again 

ends in contraction. The energy "wrested from the sun" and 

"a river's leaping source" is associated with "wisdom" and 

"good" that inundate mind and blood (CP 18). The intention 

of the poem is to affirm that genesis is recurrent, that the 

pattern of physical creation is also the pattern of spiritual 

creation. Yet, in the last stanza, cosmic force has been 

compressed into a "pearl," securely lodged inside the brain: 

A pearl within the brain 
Secretion of the sense. 
Around a central grain 
New meaning grows immense. (CP 18) 
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The inward velocity of poems such as "Reply to Censure," 

"The Adamant," and "Genesis" exposes the need to nurture a 

creative psychic interior, and in this, the poems share with 

"Open House," the motive of self-definition and affirmation. 

Thus, Open House represents a beginning stage in 

Roethke's on-going process of self-examination. Late in his 

career, in reference to "In a Dark Time," a meditative poem 

from The Far Field, Roethke describes such self-examination 

as the mind entering itself: "The lines say, 'The mind 

enters itself': this suggests (visually at least) an androg

ynous act, a hole disappearing into itself, 'crawling into 

your hole and pulling your hole after you,' the folk saying 

5 
has it." Roethke's strongest poetry convinces us that, for 

the contemplative man, the searing self-examination is essen

tial to the breakthrough into spiritual clarity. Again, 

Roethke's application of this principle to "In a Dark Time" 

explains the process: 

The moment before Nothingness, before near-
annihilation, the moment of supreme disbust is the 
worst: when change comes it is either total loss of 
consciousness—symbolical or literal death—or a 
quick break into another state, not necessarily serene, 
but frequently a bright blaze of consciousness that 
translates itself into action.6 

5. Theodore Roethke, "On Theodore Roethke's 'In a 
Dark Time, in The Contemporary Poet as Artist and Critic: 
Eight Symposia, ed. Anthony Ostroff (Boston: Little, Brown 
and Company, 1964), p. 52. 

6. Roethke, "On 'In a Dark Time,'" p. 53. 
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As I have suggested, in Open House, he is not yet able to 

translate thought into action, to enact the creative trans

formation. His impulse in these poems is to evoke the 

terrible inner tension, the sense of pending fragmentation— 

"All random wasted, and dispersed/The particles of being 

lie" (CP 19). In some of these poems, abstract, hostile 

forces are thus internalized, drawn into the impregnable 

core, so that the self experiences its own contamination and 

destructiveness. 

"Silence" maintains the sharp division between inner 

and outer world, but here the result of the division is iso

lation and self-alienation. The title reflects the irony 

that psychic pain, while devastating and imprisoning, may be 

both imperceptible and inexpressible. Roethke's metaphor for 

inner pain is an insistent, relentless "noise within the 

brow," 

That pulses undiminished now 
In accents measured by the blood. (CP 22) 

The poem's rapid pace, the accumulation of verbs and diction 

connotative of action and sound create in "Silence" the emo

tional rhythm that many Open House poems lack. Images of 

"a hammer on the crystal walls/Of sense," and "wheels of 

circumstance that grind" now operate directly and "terribly 

within the mind" (CP 22). Self-enclosure here resembles the 

inward density of a black hole: 
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The spirit crying in a cage 
To build a complement to rage, 
Confusion's core set deep within 
A furious dissembling din. (CP 22) 

But the self cannot break through such statically maintained 

"monotony of grief": 

If I should ever seek relief 
Prom that monotony of grief 
The tight nerves leading to the throat 
Would not release one riven note: 
What shakes my skull to disrepair 
Shall never touch another ear. (CP 22) 

"Silence," which like "Open House" recognizes the imaginative 

need to build a complement to rage, and which concludes with 

this allusion to a broken music, concerns the relationship 

between the self and the poet, the difficulty of the "second 

birth"—the transformation of inner noise, din, and confusion 

into song. At the same time, "Silence" expresses the fear 

that the creative will can be exhausted, annihilated. 

Although the metaphor changes in "Interlude," this 

poem again deals with impotence that result from the in

ability to channel rage and to transform chaos. It depicts 

an abortive flurry of violence whose result is stagnation, a 

destructive "rush of wind" that rips off "tender leaves" and 

flings them "in confusion on the land" (CP 6). The first 

stanza ends with the expectation of renewal: "We waited for 

the first rain in the eaves" (CP 6). The next stanza implies 

the connection between the chaotic outer and inner land

scapes : 
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The chaos grew as hour by hour the light 
Decreased beneath an undivided sky. 
Our pupils Widened with unnatural night, 
But still the road and dusty field kept dry. (CP 6) 

The violence here is a phantom storm, not a lashing force 

capable of transforming vision. Like "Silence," "Interlude" 

ends in constrainment, an unresolved and incommunicable ten

sion. The darkness of potential vision gives way to a real 

darkness that binds the rain "in its cloud" and holds the 

wind "motionless in the long grass" (CP 6). And the last 

lines, which emphasize inner, bodily tension admit failure 

and frustration: 

The veins within our hands betrayed our fear. 
What we had hoped for had not come to pass. (CP 6) 

Undeniably the search for renewal and transformation 

forms a steady motif, an undercurrent through Open House; 

the self, to survive, must overcome rage, annihilation, ex

haustion. It is a struggle for beginnings, coupled with an 

often agonized consciousness, that beginning is difficult, 

traumatic, requires limitless wells of energy, coming as it 

must from nothing or from endings. Roethke sees this 

frightening bond between ending and beginning, death and 

rebirth, as the source of the creative process for both self 

and artist. Death itself becomes a metaphor in Open House, 

an ominous hint that ending may be final, that some fears 

are ultimately realized. In accordance with the book's tone, 

death is viewed as constriction, inertia, obliviousness. 
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This treatment is uncharacteristic of Roethke"s maturity, 

when he prefers to dramatize the furious interaction of the 

lively dead and living, and to catch the invisible rhythm of 

death into life rather than a fading line on a screen. But 

here what death blankly evokes is the exhaustion of creative 

power. "On the Road to Woodlawn" (a poem Roethke perhaps 

answers in "The Lost Son" with the line, "At Woodlawn I 

heard the dead cry . . . ."[CP 53]) ironically limns, in the 

manner of Emily Dickinson, the strained and artificial cere-

moniousness of funerals, but the entire poem is pointed to

ward its last line: 11—And the eyes, still vivid, looking 

up from a sunken room" (CP 22). What the lines imply is 

the vacant stare, the death of awareness and perception. 

"No Bird," which Jenijoy La Belle points out is a 

poem in the manner of Emily Dickinson ("forest of the dead" 

7 is a phrase directly from Dickinson), concentrates on the 

deadening of poetic response. The woman was "one who knew/ 

The secret heart of sound," but whose keen ear is now 

"pressed to noiseless ground" (CP 17). The woman is oblivi

ous to whatever sounds may have once moved her, and although 

"the grasses whitely stir," she sleeps the utter alienation 

of death: "... in this forest of the dead/No bird awakens 

her" (CP 17). 

7. Jenijoy La Belle, The Echoing Wood of Theodore 
Roethke (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1976), p. 14. 
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In "Death Piece," which La Belle calls a poem about 
p 

the "inability to write," the metaphor is unmistakable. 

Death is the failure to respond, an absolute passivity, un

responsiveness : 

Invention sleeps within a skull 
No longer quick with light, 
The mind that hummed in every cell 
Is now sealed honey-tight. (CP 4) 

As in "Genesis," creative action is envisioned as an inner 

absorption and conversion of life, quickness and light. The 

opposite to this action is vacancy, but a claustrophobic 

vacancy that images of skull, mind and cell connote. The 

second stanza heightens this sense of constriction: 

His thought is tied, the curving prow 
Of motion moored to rock; 
And minutes burst upon a brow 
Insentient to shock. (CP 4) 

With the skull as the insentient, granite wall, the split 

between inner and outer world, between perception and blank-

ness is absolute. The urge of these lines is to break 

though confinement, the honey-tight mind, the moored thought, 

and respond to the shock of perception. But like "Silence," 

"Death Piece" ends with the inability to find relief, as the 

intense pressure of time and reality breaks against insen

sate, unresponsive matter. In this way, "Death Piece" does 

not so much call up the horror of death as it does the horror 

of a mind, or self, contemplating its own stagnation. 

8. La Belle, p. 10. 
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Certain poems in Open House view stagnation, exhaus

tion as a result of the defiled physical self, again experi

enced as an imprisonment and bondage. In these, the body 

becomes a poisoned cud, a spirit-devouring cage. Although 

"Prayer Before Study" takes an indirect stab at the commerce 

in abstractions—"my tortured thought"—the poem builds 

through a series of adjectives describing fleshly imprison

ment. The speaker is "constricted," "centered," "caged and 

caged," inside a "coat of unessential skin" (CP 24). He 

experiences the hated introversion as self-alienation: "I 

would put off myself and flee/My inaccessibility" (CP 24). 

The poem ends by lamenting an inward velocity similar to 

that of "Silence": "Deliver me, 0 Lord, from all/Activity 

centripetal" (CP 24). Critics who have emphasized the theme 

of physical self-hatred in Roethke's poetry have often 

missed the point that the psychic and physical life are not 

separate. It is a mistake to think, as J. D. McLatchy does, 

that Roethke never forges an identity within the poetry be

cause he cannot reconcile himself to the "body's betrayal 

. . . its grossness . . . its illnesses, its sexual needs, 

9 
its threats of impotence, eventually its accelerated decay." 

Even in Open House, the physical loathing is meant to betray 

unrelieved self-obsession, a destructive withdrawal from 

9. J. D. McLatchy, "Sweating Light from a Stone: 
Identifying Theodore Roethke," Modern Poetry Studies, 3 
(Winter, 1972), 5. 



28 

life sources, a warp in the mirror. If many arrivals make 

us live, many meditations destroy. Such self-hatred and 

obsession again betray great reserves of energy used for 

destruction rather than creation. 

"Epidermal Macabre" is a direct harangue on physical 

defilement. The poem implies finally the exhausting self-

alienation, here given form through the comparison of the 

body to "fleshy clothes," "fabric stitched on bone," "ves

ture of the skeleton," "garment neither fur nor hair" (CP 

19). The body is extra, but inescapable. As the poem 

develops, we realize that the speaker is actually concerned 

with the consciousness of self-defilement and guilt, as he 

calls his body a "cloak of evil and despair," and a "veil 

long violated by/Caresses of the hand and eye" (CP 19). His 

hatred of the "epidermal dress" and "savage blood's obscen

ity" resolves itself into a violent wish, almost a death 

wish, in the paradox of the last lines: 

And willingly would I dispense, 
With false accouterments of sense, 
To sleep immodestly, a most 
Incarnadine and carnal ghost. (CP 19) 

These lines foreshadow the ambiguous way Roethke will re

currently bring the word "ghost" into his idiom, to suggest 

a spiritual double, a dark other, who reveals the complex 

and startling dimension of the self. Beyond this, the vio

lent paradox shows the poet's recognition, even here, that 

his inner conflict demands reconciliation. Like "Silence," 
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"Epidermal Macabre," ends in impasse between the need for 

transformation and the incapacity to achieve it. 

The "evil and despair" the self experiences through 

the body often results through an inability to be done with 

the past, to effect the regeneration. "Auction" and "Sale," 

whose metaphors, implied by these titles, distance the 

speaker from the subject, nevertheless reveal his intimate 

compunction to somehow shake off the burdensome past, seen 

as "an attic of horrors, a closet of fears" (CP 30). The 

exhausting task is to "turn the old blood over" (CP 7). The 

devouring mother, the furious papa—Adam and Eve or the 

angry, intimate inner voices—again and again make it im

possible to go on. In "Prognosis," they are "enemies that 

whisper to the blood"—an inescapable mother, a "father's 

ghost on the wedding bed" (CP 5). "Feud," the poem Roethke 

cites in "On 'Identity,'" begins with an old-testament sense 

of primeval curse, "the menace of ancestral eyes," and "the 

serpent head/Of fate" (CP 4). But again, the poem evokes 

bodily hell, psychic despair, a chaotic and fetid landscape 

of "exhausted fathers," "an infected brood," "dark forms," 

"spies," and "amorphous swarms" (CP 4). The body is a 

prison-house whose inner walls are scaled by these maddening, 

spirit-devouring shapes. The middle stanza of "Feud" in

sists on the still birth: 



30 

There's canker at the root, your seed 
Denies the blessing of the sun, 
The light essential to your need. 
Your hopes are murdered and undone. (CP 4) 

The intercourse of ending and beginning results in blight. 

The past is inescapable and murderous: "The dead leap at 

the throat," and "The spirit starves/Until the dead have 

been subdued" (CP 4). 

As his poetry develops, Roethke, in his constant 

urge toward reconciliation, moves toward the discovery of 

the body's creative possibility: "We think by feeling. 

What is there to know?" (CP 108). This line from "The Wak

ing" is perhaps the most succinct expression of his poetic 

aim, and it reflects his great reliance on physical, bodily 

knowing. His attention to a poem's rhythmic structure, his 

development through dense, concrete imagery evolve from 

Roethke's belief that knowledge is felt, not deduced by the 

rational consciousness. A man, like a beast, feels his way 

to knowledge, learning by going where he has to go. In its 

most powerful expression, the strong element of mysticism in 

Roethke's poetry—the assurance that Spirit is to be directly 

known, directly experienced—is inseparable from immersion in 

physical life. And in this, the body becomes a calibrator of 

the self's psychic and spiritual life, measuring terror and 

despair, joy and love. Open House, even in its most negative 

expressions, affirms that this body consciousness was funda

mental to Roethke from the beginning. 
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Even in these early poems, which so often either 

shield or lacerate the naked self, Roethke begins to work 

toward an expansive vision, one that accepts the struggle 

for identity as an uncertain give-and-take between the self 

and reality. For instance, "The Light Comes Brighter" finds 

hope in the movement of winter toward spring that the self 

may undergo a similar, restorative cycle: 

And soon a branch, part of a hidden scene, 
The leafy mind, that long was tightly furled, 
Will turn its private substance into green, 
And young shoots spread upon our inner world. {CP 11) 

Similarly, in "The Unextinguished," the poet studies the day-

night cycle of life in order to understand his own altering 

physical and psychic states. The poem, like "Death Piece," 

views thought as a vital, creative force. But here, the day-

night rhythm penetrates the mind to give proof that the 

transformation from sleep to waking, from exhaustion to a 

bright blaze of consciousness is possible. The opening 

stanza describes the "intense blaze" of sunset that preludes 

darkness, but that prophetically intensifies vision: "All 

distant shapes turn brighter to the gaze" (CP 17). 

The second stanza establishes the inner scene, the 

apparent exhaustion: 

The fire of heaven dies: a fire unseen 
Wanes to the febrile smoldering of sleep: 
Deep-hidden embers, smothered by the screen 
Of flesh, burn backward to a blackened heap. (CP 17) 
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Exhaustion is itself the unexpected, mysterious point of re

newal. The fire, analogous to the subconscious process, 

consumes and protects itself in burning. The poem's final 

stanza envisions "morning light" that "breaks up the crust 

of cinder" and "pokes the crumbled coal," to discover what

ever sparks the ashes hide. The poem ends with resurgence 

of vital power: "... thought crackles white across the 

brain" (CP 17). The movement Roethke discovers in "The 

Unextinguished," along with the mythic images of light and 

dark, fire, sleep and waking, will assert itself through his 

work to symbolize the connection between ending and begin

ning so essential to the self's survival. 

Moreover, the reaching outward, in love and identi

fication, toward nature will mark the difference between 

self-bondage and self-discovery. Roethke saw a paradoxical 

connection between "giving up" and discovering one's self: 

It is paradoxical that a very sharp sense of the 
being, the identity of some other being—and in some 
instances even an inanimate thing—brings a corre
sponding heightening and awareness of one's own self, 
and, even more mysteriously, a feeling of oneness of 
the universe .... And both can be induced. The 
first simply by intensity in the seeing. (CP 25) 

His strongest work makes the identification with physical 

life, the "intensity in the seeing" both value and technique. 

Already in Open House, such identification appears to be a 

total act of perception, visual yet also tactile and kines

thetic, requiring alertness of the whole being. Like "The 
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Light Comes Brighter" and "The Unextinguished" these poems 

help us watch Roethke as he almost theoretically moves toward 

this conscious poetic vision. 

"Long Live the Weeds," which adumbrates the Green

house Sequence of The Lost Son and Other Poems/ reverses the 

mood of "Feud" through a recourse to the self's sub-human 

inheritance. The speaker identifies with the "weeds," 

"vegetable realm," "bitter rock, the barren soil" (CP 18) 

which like the foul rag and bone shop are the source of cre

ativity. Accepting his role as the "son of man," he finds 

reason to rejoice in "things unholy, marred by curse" (CP 

18). Physical life, experienced through the sub-human forms, 

becomes an unexpected source of identity: 

The rough, the wicked, and the wild 
That keep the spirit undefiled. 
With these I match my little wit 
And earn the right to stand or sit, 
Hope, love, create, or drink and die: 
These shape the creature that is I. (CP 18) 

The "Long Live the Weeds" title from Hopkins is from "Invers-

naid," where the Christian poet similarly praises a wild and 

wet wilderness. 

Further developing this theme, "The Signals" and 

"Slow Season" identify awareness as an unconscious, primi

tive response of the body to the mysterious force of nature. 

In "The Signals," natural objects trigger the response, as 

their steady flow suggests, yet hides, a realm of correspon

dences : 
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Often I meet, on walking from a door, 
A flash of objects never seen before. 
As known particulars come wheeling by, 
They dart across a corner of the eye. (CP 8) 

At the edge of vision, the speaker discovers another mode of 

consciousness: "Sometimes the blood is privileged to guess/ 

The things the eye or hand cannot possess" (CP 8). "Slow 

Season," like "The Unextinguished," reveals a connection be

tween unconscious processes and nature. The approach of 

winter in "Slow Season," after "ravages of wind and rain" 

(CP 12) promises a period of dormancy, restful and restora

tive rather than destructive. The dimming of light, deepen

ing of skies, a haze drifting along fields, a spider weaving 

for its young a protective "silken pear" all depict the slow 

season that brings correspondent inner changes: "clear eyes 

put on the look of sleep," and "our slow breath thickens on 

the air" (CP 12). As in "The Signals," the blood, which 

"slows trance-like in the altered vein," moves with the 

cyclical rhythms, the "ripe to sere," of nature (CP 12). 

The concentration on natural objects provides the 

means, then, for the movement of discovery. Through imagi

native reliance on the sub-human, Roethke will escape ab

straction, confinement, the static development of theme. In 

a 1946 review of poems by Roy Fuller, Roethke's comments 

illuminate his own poetic methods. He observes that "a re

liance on the visual image need not produce a poetry of mere 

surfaces. Intensely seen, image becomes symbol. The visible 
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and invisible meet and reside in the powerfully observed" 

(SP 122). However, he significantly qualifies his state

ment to mean that the "powerfully observed" results in 

powerful action: "Perhaps terms like 'pictorial' or even 

'symbol' fail to convey the dramatic quality of the best of 

Puller's work .... Something always happens in his ex

ternal world, as it invariably does before the eye of the 

true watcher" (SP 122). In his best work, Roethke can acti

vate the image, rather than subdue it in obvious simile, 

metaphor, or symbols, and this method results in an "inten

sity of action" that Kenneth Burke finds in the Greenhouse 

Sequence: "Reading them, you have strongly the sense of 

entering at one place, winding through a series of internal 

developments, and coming out somewhere else."What Burke 

describes here is the transforming, metaraorphic motion of 

the creative process. 

In Open House the vision is still tentative. Roethke 

has not yet connected, fully, the struggle for self and the 

struggle for craft. Yet his frequent allusions to the 

watchful eye, and his obvious awareness of the inner-outer 

landscape clearly reveal him wrestling with imprecise feel

ing and undisciplined emotion. The book is interesting, not 

only because some of the poems in it do work, but also 

10. Kenneth Burke, "The Vegetal Radicalism of 
Theodore Roethke," Sewanee Review, 58 (Winter 1950), pp. 
69-70. 
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because it shows, in a very accurate way, where Roethke 

starts. And since perspective alters, in its concern with 

the tension between yes and no, with the self, with craft 

and vision, with anger and love, Open House hints at what he 

will become. Admittedly, many of these poems, especially 

those less concerned with anguish, and in spite of real 

flashes in imagery, rather impersonally discuss vision and 

transformation. The reader duly notes messages conveyed, is 

not pulled under by the powerful experience. However, it 

seems to me that two poems in the volume, "The Heron," and 

"Night Journey" particularly approach the vision toward 

which Roethke is moving. 

"The Heron" is a poem with the eye close on the ob

ject, a poem of identification. In the opening stanza, the 

white bird rises from a swampy, dark background, an image of 

birth: 

The heron stands in water where the swamp 
Has deepened to the blackness of a pool, 
Or balances with one leg on a hump 
Of marsh grass heaped above a musk-rat hold. (CP 15) 

Concentrating on the bird's movements, the second stanza in

tensifies the initial impression of its assurance and domi

nance : 

He walks the shallow with an antic grace. 
The great feet break the ridge of the sand, 
The long eye notes the minnow's hiding place. 
His beak is quicker than a human hand. (CP 15) 
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The great feet, long eye, and quick beak reveal the heron as 

a predator, but they also show his tough survival skills. 

The final stanza again observes the heron's movement, on its 

cool predatory indifference, and it also notes the bird's 

economy of action: 

He jerks a frog across his bony lip, 
Then points his heavy bill above the wood. 
The wide wings flap but once to lift him up. 
A single ripple starts from where he stood. (CP 15) 

In its assurance, the heron dominates the space it moves in. 

The bird seems possessed of an absolute sense of direction, 

instinctive purpose; its poise, swiftness, economy of motion 

evoke beauty and grace—the achievement, the mastery. We 

ultimately recognize the bird as a mysterious symbol, a sig

nificant image in the poet's eye. "The Heron" is one of 

Roethke's first childhood poems, and illustrates the way 

the natural shapes of experience become symbolical for him: 

"The heron and the wren are both literal and fabulous—the 

heron for me a beautiful, a solitary bird that nested in the 

corner of my father's preserve ... a symbol of purity, 

wisdom, toughness—tough on the nest, particularly. 

"Night Journey," the closing poem of Open House, in

volves the poet in a dramatic act of perception. Journeys 

are rarely "just" journeys in Roethke's poetry, and here, 

the train whose "rhythm rocks the earth," carries the poet 

11. Roethke, "On'In a Dark Time,'" p. 50. 
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through a visionary landscape: "I stare into the night/While 

others take their rest" (CP 34). Fast, emphatic three beat 

lines create the momentum of a train pounding on the land, 

and the poet experiences the journey—"Bridges of iron lace," 

"A suddenness of trees," "A lap of mountain mist"—in muscles 

and nerve: 

All cross my line of sight, 
Then a bleak wasted place, 
And a lake below my knees. 
Full on my neck I feel 
The straining of a curve; 
My muscles move with steel, 
I wake in every nerve. (CP 34) 

The rush of images, crossing the poet's "line of sight," 

themselves impel the poem's continuous forward motion, and 

they engage him in a kinesthetic experience of the limit

less, changing landscape. The next lines intensify the see

ing, the true watching, as the train's beacon swings from 

"dark to blazing bright" to flood and illuminate ravines 

and gullies "washed with light" (CP 34). These images of 

light coincide with the powerful, rushing motion of the 

train: 

We rush into a rain 
That rattles double glass. 
Wheels shake the roadbed stone, 
The pistons jerk and shove, 
I stay up half the night 
To see the land I love. {CP 34) 

Structure and content in "Night Journey" both reflect the 

transformative power of creative action. The train's rush-

ing momentum, pounding force of wheels and piston are 
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symbolic of violence channeled and directed. The poem's 

last line is not a reflection of patriotic sentiment, but an 

affirmation of the journey through mountains, ravines, and 

gullies. The poet, in his night vigil, brings meaning to 

the journey by experiencing it with his entire being. 

Through an intense, affirmative vision, "Night Journey" be

gins the transformation into love that "Open House" promises. 



CHAPTER III 

THE STRUGGLE FOR IMAGINATIVE ORDER 

The Lost Son and Other Poems (1948) is the result of 

a strenuous poetic experimentation Roethke undertook in the 

years after Open House. The experimentation, the notebooks 

insist, was not just technical, but characteristic of the 

relationship Roethke saw between his life and his art: 

"... Stop reading my longer poems as if they were some

thing to emulate technically. They came out of a special 

and terrifying experience: I took chances on my life to 

write them, and I was a fool for doing so" (SF 229). The 

great achievement of the book lies in the thirteen short 

poems of the Greenhouse Sequence and in four "longer poems" 

—"The Lost Son," "The Long Alley," "A Field of Light," and 

"The Shape of the Fire"—known as the Lost Son Sequence. 

These two groups of poems are connected technically and 

thematically, inspired as they are by the poetic source 

Roethke discovered in his own past. The terrifying experi

ence he refers to in the passage from his notebooks is the 

descent into subconscious depths to discover the way and 

means to achieve the creative transformation. He discusses 

this process at some length in "Open Letter," an essay deal

ing with longer poems: 

40 
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Any history of the psyche (or allegorical journey) is 
bound to be a succession of experiences, similar yet 
dissimilar. There is a perpetual slipping back, then 
a going forward; but there is some "progress." Are 
not some experiences so powerful and so profound . . . 
that they repeat themselves, thrust themselves upon 
us, again and again, with variation and change, each 
time bringing us closer to our own most particular 
(and thus most universal) reality? We go, as Yeats 
said, from exhaustion to exhaustion. To begin from 
the depths and come out—that is difficult; for few 
know where the depths are or can recognize them; or, 
if they do, are afraid. (SP 39) 

The greenhouse exploration provided Roethke with the images 

to express concretely his experience of the psychic journey, 

to follow its movement from exhaustion to exhaustion, the 

pull between death and birth, the struggle between fragmen

tation and clarity. And it gave him the symbols which could 

reveal him as artist pulling from this subterranean, chaotic 

journey images of transformation, imaginative order. In his 

next volume, Praise to the EndI (1951) and with the publica

tion of "0 Thou Opening 0!" in The Waking (1953), Roethke 

elaborated his original vision by expanding the original 

sequence of long poems into fourteen. However, here, I con

centrate on the two sequences of The Lost Son and Other Poems 

because these so powerfully reveal the development of his 

poetic voice and consciousness. 

In spite of Roethke's admonition against reading his 

poems as technical prodigies, the Greenhouse Sequence and 

the Lost Son Sequence show Roethke*s development of free 

verse forms which are original, brilliant, and beyond 
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imitation. Critical effort has gone into the analysis of 

his style, and various studies, such as those of Burke and 

Blessing, do much to illuminate the genius of Roethke's 

craft. Also, in both sequences, Roethke suddenly made the 

language his own, "invented" an idiom that would serve him 

throughout his career. His language now displays the vi

tality that Wallace Stevens describes when he says that "in 

poetry bigness and gaiety are precious characteristics of 

the diction."'*" And both sequences possess a resonant cir

cularity—of diction, rhythm, symbol, motif—that makes the 

poems endlessly independent and the over-all progression 

endlessly complex. Writing about the long poems, Roethke 

explained the effect he wanted them to have: 

If intensity has compressed the language so it seems, 
on early reading, obscure, this obscurity should 
break open suddenly for the serious reader who can 
hear the language: the "meaning" itself should come 
as a dramatic revelation, an excitement. The clues 
will be scattered richly—as life scatters them 
. . . . (SP 42) . 

Intensity, compression, the rich scattering of clues—these 

qualities describe both sequences. However, the greenhouse 

poems achieve their effects through brevity, a strongly 

visual and tactile imagery, and consistent though energetic, 

palpable rhythms. Although Roethke, in his letters, insists 

on the vitality and symbolic overtones of the greenhouse 

1. Stevens, "Imagination as Value," in The Neces
sary Angel, p. 152. 
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poems, his conception for the Lost Son Sequence was on a 

grander scale: 

In those first poems I had begun, like a child, with 
small things and had tried to make plain words do the 
trick. Somewhat later, in 1945, I began a series of 
longer pieces which try, in their rhythms, to catch 
the movement of the mind itself, to trace the spiri
tual history of a protagonist (not "I" personally but 
of all haunted and harried men); to make this sequence 
a true and not arbitrary order which would permit many 
ranges of feeling, including humor. (SP 10} 

With the Lost Son Sequence, Roethke intensifies and extends 

the themes he began to discover in the greenhouse poems; and 

to do so, he radically shifts his technique and enacts a 

successful violence on traditional language. Not only do 

the poems now physically spread across the page, they con

tain a startling, often disjunctive diversity of rhythms. 

Roethke amplifies the language of the Greenhouse Sequence 

and charges his extensive, private idiom with large symbolic 

significance. Perhaps the most dazzling aspect of the tech

nique is Roethke's fragmentation of conventional syntax, his 

avoidance of obvious connectives, his use of the white space 

as a ninth part of speech. Yet, if both theme and technique 

in the long poems are on a grander scale, the greenhouse 

poems, while maintaining their own integrity, must be seen 

as the source for this entire period of Roethke1s creativity. 

In The Lost Son volume Roethke broke through to the 

vital sources of his own life. The break-through came in 

the form of childhood memory, but Roethke's delving into his 
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early life was immediately transformed by his poetic imagina

tion, so that childhood became an over-arching theme of the 

greenhouse poems and the long poems. The child, to Roethke, 

is a prototype for the poet: 

Who think in symbols naturally, as the mad do, as chil
dren do, have a hard time with those fierce sweaty 
tin-eared logicians who bring to the work of the imag
ination all the sensibility of a shoe-clerk. But it's 
in this area that progress must be made. To them 
there's no logic of the imagination, no place for the 
suddenly right mad irrelevance, no time or reason for 
the mind to stretch loose and shrink . . . . (SF 237) 

The world of the child gave Roethke both a technical and 

thematic focus for the imaginative order he envisioned in 

the greenhouse sequence and the long poems. His free verse 

borrows from the rhythms of Mother Goose, rhythms which he 

felt embody passionate and memorable speech. Swat rhythms 

underpin the greenhouse poems, adding to their simultaneous 

gaiety and intensity of effect; and the rhythms surge 

through the long poems, creating effects of ferocity or mock

ing humor. In the long poems especially, the technique 

evolves through the logic of imagination—charged language, 

verbal leaps, strenuous verbal and syntactical devices— 

which causes "the mind to stretch loose and shrink." The 

child, like the poet, experiences with all his faculties, 

and Roethke alerts the reader to approach the long poems in 

that spirit: "... you will have no trouble if you ap

proach these poems as a child would, naively, with your whole 

being awake, your faculties loose and alert ..." (SP 37). 
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Roethke's poems carry an almost irreducible density 

of texture; the strenuous guest for an imaginative order 

achieved through technique, parallels Roethke's central poet

ic concern. In this sense the lost son becomes a figure for 

both the poet and the child; what Bernetta Quinn says of Eliot 

and the painter Tchelitchew may be said of Roethke also: 

. . . the memory of the agonized search for the world 
in childhood and the subsequent desperate search for 
the child in adulthood provide the drama. . . . The 
artist is depicted against the background of the awful 
lucidity of children. The inner landscapes of the 
children, which are their dream and their horror, are 
recast by the artist who, alone in the society of man, 
remains the child in his power of metamorphosis and 
symbolism.2 

The agonized search for the world is the struggle of every

one, but the poet and the child participate with special 

intensity and power. Thus, Roethke uses the child as an 

archetype in this search for meaning. Beginning with the 

greenhouse sequence, continuing through the long poems, 

Roethke delves into his own memory, but also into "the un

consciousness, to the fears and desires that go far back 

into our childhood, into the imagination of the race" (SP 80) . 

From the memory of his father's three-hundred acres 

of greenhouses in Michigan, Roethke creates a personal 

mythology that permits him to explore the active creative 

process in art and in nature. The artist's greenhouse is a 

life symbol—"my symbol for the whole of life, a womb, a 

2. Quinn, p. 146. 



46 

heaven-on-earth" (SP 39)—and, as such, contains the mystery 

of change, renewal, and universal opposites. This world, 

destroyed by experience and saved by the artist's memory and 

skill, balances innocence and knowledge, beginnings and end

ings, fulfillment and loss. The greenhouse rhythm follows 

the movement of the endless struggle for order. In this 

highly symbolic world, Roethke places the child, the son and 

initiate, who in terror and wonder watches both the creator 

and his world in process. Roethke viewed his German father, 

Otto Roethke, and those who worked for him as fiercely de

termined creators, contending with the primal force of nature 

"The greenhouses were to me, I realize now, both heaven and 

hell, a kind of tropic created in the savage climate of Michi 

gan, where austere German-Americans turned their love of 

order and their terrifying efficiency into something truly 

beautiful" (SP 8). This vision of the greenhouse's dual 

potential as heaven or hell, Eden or abyss, is one of 

Roethke's central and distinctive artistic perceptions. And 

it defines this "life symbol" as a place of electrical ten

sion, of possibly irreconcilable opposites. 

The greenhouse world, then, is not an idyll. The 

greenhouse is a complex image for reality, and it is in this 

way that Roethke would have us see it. "What was the green

house? It was a jungle, and it was paradise; it was order 

and disorder. Was it an escape? No, for it was a reality 
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harsher than reality" (SF 150). This statement, like the 

previous one, expresses the basic duality of Roethke's 

vision, and it reveals the greenhouse as a device for the 

intensification and compression of that vision. As such, it 

is an artist's symbol to which we may apply Wallace Stevens' 

observation: "These images are not the language of reality, 

they are the symbolic language of metamorphsis, or resem

blance, of poetry, but they relate to reality and they in-

3 tensify our sense of it. ..." 

Throughout the Greenhouse Sequence and the Lost Son 

Sequence, Roethke develops his artistic vision through the 

cycle of death-rebirth he first discovers in greenhouse life. 

"For death into life was the rhythm of the greenhouses,11 he 

writes in the published notebooks, Straw for the Fire (SF 

97). Necessarily, this rhythm, involving a radical meta

morphosis, carries its own agonies, as Stanley Kunitz 

pointed out in a review of The Lost Son and Other Poems: 

What Roethke brings us in these pages is news of the 
root, of the minimal, of the primordial. The sub
human is given tongue; and the tongue proclaims the 
agony of coming alive, the painful miracle of growth. 
Here is a poetry immersed in the destructive element.4 

Birth—"the agony of coming alive"—is an act of creation, 

and so it may appear contradictory to say that Roethke1s is 

3. Stevens, "Three Academic Pieces," in The Neces
sary Angel/ p. 78. 

4. Stanley Kunitz,"News of the Root," Poetry, 73 
(January, 1949), p. 225. 
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a poetry immersed in the destructive element. Yetf as his 

statements suggest, Roethke had a palpable, a jungle sense 

of chaos. His desire to discover the sources of life took 

the poet earthward, and the descent was absolutely contra

dictory in potential. On the one hand, Roethke believed 

that nature's sub-human world holds means to survival, that 

"powers man once deemed merely 'natural' or is unaware' of, 

are capable of pity .... Some other form or aspect of God 

5 will endure with man again, will save him from himself." 

At the same time, Roethke saw a more terrible aspect to the 

sub-human regression, and he writes in the notebooks of "a 

cold paralyzing horror: a glimpse into the sub-human" (SF 

154). If earth is fecundity, a womb, it is also, for humans, 

as for all living things, a grave. "What the grave says/the 

nest denies" (CP 91)—but the association of the grave-nest 

image is significant, a recurrent one in Roethke's poetry. 

In the Lost Son Sequence, one of the voices rising from the 

earth is that of the persistent dead. This is, in fact, the 

first note sounded in the title poem, "The Lost Son": "At 

Woodlawn, I heard the dead cry:/I was lulled by the slamming 

of iron ..." (CP 53). The Greenhouse Sequence and the four 

long poems of the Lost Son Sequence are linked by Roethke's 

continuous efforts to reconcile, or to contain, this tension 

between heaven and hell, disorder and order, death and life. 

5. Roethke, "On 'In a Dark Time,'" p. 53. 
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The Greenhouse Sequence estciblishes the grave-nest 

polarity through emphasis on a subterranean chaos that 

slowly gives way to the growth of perfected forms. "Root 

Cellar" works from this polarity, as the cellar evokes both 

grave and womb: "Nothing would sleep in that cellar, dank 

as a ditch/Bulbs broke out of boxes, hunting for chinks in 

the dark" (CP 38). The pre-rational existence of roots, 

stubbornly awake in the dark, is beyond morality; and thus 

the cellar breeds impurity: 

Shoots dangled and drooped 
Lolling obscenely from mildewed crates 
Hung down long yellow evil necks, like 

tropical snakes. (CP 38) 

Yet these impervious growths—"a congress of stinks"—feed 

life. Note the emphasis on fertility in the enumeration: 

"Roots ripe as old bait, pulpy stems, rank silo-rich/leaf-

mold, manure, lime piled against slippery planks." In the 

last lines of the poem, "nothing" again becomes a fierce 

affirmation of life: "Nothing would give up life/Even the 

dirt kept breathing a small breath" (CP 38). 

In the same way, "Weed Puller," immerses the poet 

child in the greenhouse's rampant undergrowth, puts him in 

contention with the disorder of the weeds: "Under the con

crete benches, Hacking at black hairy roots,—" The struggle 

with "lewd monkey-tails" and "tough fern shapes" is degrad

ing—"Tugging all day at perverse life:/The indignity of 
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itJ"—and in sharp contrast to the achieved perfection of 

the flower-filled fields: 

With everything blooming above me, 
Lilies, pale-pink cyclamen, rose, 
Whole fields lovely and inviolate,— (CP 39) 

The last lines shift from the vision of order to the nest/ 

grave polarity, vividly experienced by the poet: 

Me down in that fetor of weeds 
Crawling on all fours, 
Alive in a slippery grave. (CP 39) 

Karl Malkoff, who views this poem's action as "the struggle 

of the embryo to be born," recognizes that "the 'slippery 

grave' is, of course, the womb; 'fetor' suggests 'foetus,'"^ 

Like the tenacious shapes of "Root Cellar," the "Weed 

Puller" is submerged, yet alive; and he is alert to a more 

satisfactory order of existence. 

The ambiguity of the sub-human descent is also a re

current intensified motif in The Lost Son Sequence. Only 

here the poet-protagonist, in periods of psychic urgency, 

experiences the descent as an internal metamorphosis. 

Roethke explains an instance of this action in "The Lost Son 

the poem giving the sequence its name: 

The protagonist is so geared-up, so over-alive that he 
is hunting, like a primitive, for some animistic sug
gestion, some clue to existence from the sub-human 
. ... In a sense he goes in and out of rationality; 
he hangs in the balance between the human and the 
animal. (SP 38) 

6. Karl Malkoff, Theodore Roethke; An Introduction 
to the Poetry (New York: Columbia Univ. Press, 1966), p. 52 
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Roethke renders this experience of intense inner stress 

through a "psychic shorthand11 which telescopes image and sym

bol , omits obvious connectives. "The Pit" section of "The 

Lost Son," which deals with a "period of physical and psy

chic exhaustion" (SP 38), uses a series of cryptic questions 

and answers to dramatize the protagonist's experience of 

sub-human life: 

Where do the roots go? 
Look down under the leaves. 

Who put the moss there? 
These stones have been here too long. 

Who stunned the dirt into noise? 
Ask the mole, he knows. 

I feel the slime of a wet nest. 
Beware Mother Mildew 

Nibble again, fish nerves. (CP 55) 

This passage obviously evokes the grave-nest polarity, but 

with a ferocity not evident in "Root Cellar" or "Weed Puller." 

The protagonist, in his exhaustion, is attracted by earth and 

repelled by the cohabitation he discovers there between gen

eration and stagnation. Thus, the struggle between birth and 

death is seen as an integral part of his psychic experience. 

Similarly, the opening section of "The Shape of the 

Fire," the fourth poem of the Lost Son Sequence, deals with 

the birth-death conflict. Roethke notes that "Some of these 

pieces, then, begin in the mire; as if man is no more than a 

shape writhing from the old rock" (SP 40). In this section, 

the protagonist is barely distinguishable from the earth ele

ments around him, as earth is experienced as the practically 
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inescapable abyss. The first line of the poem obliquely 

suggests death and decay: "What's this? A dish for fat 

lips." In the notebooks, Roethke writes "My lips need more 

than a snifter. Give me the pure mouth of a worm" (SF 29). 

The reference in the poem's opening line is, I think, to 

the fat lips of a worm. Kenneth Burke first noted the birth 

7 
imagery of the poem's second stanza: 

Water recedes to the crying of spiders. 
An old scow bumps over black rocks. 
A cracked pod calls. (CP 64}. 

Each of these lines may be viewed as an image for birth or 

for prenatal life, but at the same time, these womb-like 

images evoke pain and terror. Accordingly, throughout this 

section, the protagonist questions his ability to emerge from 

the threatening, devouring depths: 

Mother me out of here. What more will the 
bones allow? 

Will the sea give the wind suck? A toad 
folds into a stone. 

These flowers are all fangs. Comfort me, fury. 
We'll do the dance of rotten sticks. (CP 64) 

The appeal to a maternal principle is ironically undercut by 

the conjunctions of sea and wind, toad and stone. The sense 

of frustration is further heightened by the negatively sexual 

overtones of flowers with fangs and rotten sticks. The fol

lowing stanza develops the motif of sterility, suggests the 

failure of union and conception: 

7. Burke, p. 95. 
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In the hour of ripeness the tree is barren. 
The she-bear mopes under the hill. 
Mother, mother, stir from your cave of sorrow. (CP 64) 

The final stanza, with ambiguous reference to weeds and 

worms, leaves the protagonist barely triumphant in his 

struggle between life and death. Only the allusions to water 

and the warm indicate that he is, indeed, writhing from the 

mire: 

A low mouth laps water. Weeds, weeds, how 
I love you. 

The arbor is cooler. Farewell, farewell, 
fond worm. 

The warm comes without sound. (CP 64) 

As we shall see later in this discussion, "The Shape of the 

Fire," develops from this agony of coming alive into a final 

imaginative vision of beauty and order; and doing so, it 

clearly fulfills the pattern that Roethke conceived for his 

long poems, each of which "is a stage in a kind of struggle 

out of the slime; part of a slow spiritual progress; an ef

fort to be born, and later, to become something more" (SP 37) . 

As these poems from both sequences have already sug

gested, the struggle to be born involves a strongly sexual 

rhythm. Critics, since Kenneth Burke, who pointed out the 

sexual urge of the Greenhouse poems, have been alert to the 

sexual motif in Roethke's work. Blessing, discussing the 

8. Burke, p. 69. 
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protean identities of the Lost Son, numbers "foetus and 
g 

phallus" among them. 

Malkoff emphasizes the Freudian suggestiveness of 

the Greenhouse Sequence; "The obvious sexual implications 

of such poems as 'Root Cellar' and 'Orchids' should alert 

the reader to the Freudian possibilities of the entire se

quence. Roots, soil, and cellars in particular seem to 

provide a context for unconscious or prerational mental pro-

10 
cesses." While I fully agree with the Freudian reading, 

throughout these sequences, sex, the sexual act, is closely-

linked to the death-rebirth metamorphosis. With ambiguous 

potential for good or for evil, sex symbolizes, or at least 

heightens, the poet's efforts to achieve a spiritual and 

imaginative order. 

As "Weed Puller," and "Root Cellar" do indicate, the 

greenhouse abounds with a sexual rhythm. In its most cre

ative aspect, the greenhouse motion is powerfuly generative. 

"Forcing House," with its knocking pipes further illustrates 

this rhythm: 

Vines tougher than wrists 
And rubbery shoots, 
Scums, mildews, smuts along stems, 
Great cannas or delicate cyclamen tips— 
All pulse with the knocking pipes 
That drip and sweat, 
Sweat and drip, 

9. Blessing, p. 98. 

10. Malkoff, p. 48. 
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Swelling the roots with steam and stench, 
Shooting up lime and dung and ground bones— 
Fifty summers in motion at once, 
As the live heat billows from pipes and pots. (CP 38) 

Without insisting on a specific symbolism, I think it is 

obvious that this poem, in its rhythms and imagery, suggests 

the sexual act. It implies a creative balance between the 

active and the receptive, a balance whose positive culmina

tion is this motion of fifty summers. 

Again, the opening poems of the Greenhouse Sequence 

relate birth to the sexual mystery, and like "Forcing House," 

suggest the union of opposites. "Cuttings" evokes a sexual 

motion: 

Sticks-in-a-drowse droop over sugary loam, 
Their intricate stem-fur dries; 
But still the delicate slips keep coaxing up water? 
The small cells bulge; 

One nub of growth 
Nudges a sand-crumb loose, 
Pokes through a musty sheath 
Its pale tendrilous horn. (CP 37) 

This poem, through connotative adjectives and verbs, sug

gests that the effort to be born is both tenuous and persis

tent. The sexual images of sheath and horn are unforced, 

and they emphasize the urge toward reconciliation rather 

than the greedy battle for space. "Sticks-in-a-drowse" 

(opposed to the "rotten sticks" of "The Shape of the Fire") 

is a sexual image, but carries a spiritual overtone. Louis 

Martz has pointed out the importance of the word drowse, 

which recurs through the Lost Son Sequence: "It suggests a 
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dream-like state of potential regeneration, where the stems 

of the mind renew their vitality. . . .Thus, the poem, 

which is after all about cuttings, evokes a spiritual move

ment. Roethke, in his notebooks, describes the movement of 

the spirit in terms that echo "Cuttings": 

The true point of the spirit sways, 
Not like a ghostly swan, 
But as a vine, a tendril 
Groping toward a patch of light. (SF 41) 

"Cuttings, Later" amplifies the process described in 

the first poem: 

This urge, wrestle, resurrection of dry sticks, 
Cut stems struggling to put down feet. 
What saint strained so much, 
Rose on such lopped limbs to a new life? 

I can hear, underground, that sucking and sobbing, 
In my veins, in my bones I feel it,— 
The small water seeping upward, 
The tight grains parting at last, 
When sprouts break out. 
Slippery as fish, 
I guail, lean to beginnings, sheath-wet. (CP 37) 

Roethke charges this poem with energy and intensity, as he 

focuses first on the strenuous spiritual regeneration and 

then shifts to the underground sexual rush. Blessing com

pares stem's struggle to "put down feet" with the poet's 

12 efforts to master his craft. And in this sense, the 

second stanza reveals the poet's inner enactment of the 

11. Louis Martz, "A Greenhouse Eden," in Stein, 
p. 33. 

12. Blessing, p. 69. 
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creative process. In the poem's last lines, the birth is a 

triumph at once physical, spiritual, and poetic. This ac

cretion of meaning typifies the complex sexual symbolism of 

these sequences. 

"Orchids" and "Moss Gathering" further suggest how 

the sexual motif works through the concrete images of the 

Greenhouse Sequence. "Orchids" follows "Weed Puller" in the 

sequence, but the exotic flowers contrast sharply to the 

first poem's lovely and inviolate fields. "Orchids" evokes 

a debased, noxious manifestation of sexuality. Orchids were 

a prize specimen in the greenhouses of Roethke's father, but 

in this poem their rare, hothouse quality is stressed less 

than their parasitic, narcissistic nature. Whether or not 

Roethke was playing on the Greek etymology for orchid, which 

is testicle, I do not know; at any rate, the orchids are 

overwhelmingly sexual. Roethke evokes in them spirituality, 

but corrupt spirituality, drawn not to light but to "the 

faint moon falling through white-washed glass . . . ." 

Totally self-absorbed, the orchids are "adder-mouthed," "de

ceptive/limp and damp, delicate as a young bird's tongue," 

"fledgling lips," "devouring infants" (CP 39). As "Weed 

Puller" invokes a grave which is yet a womb, "Orchids" in

vokes cradles which are yet graves. At night, their perfume 

is weightiest "so their musky smell comes even stronger/ 

Drifting down from their mossy cradles" (CP 39). The 
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devouring sexual nature of these flowers amounts to an evil 

annulling light and life—the poet's prime values. Their 

narcissism amounts to death-in-life; they become "lips 

neither dead nor alive/loose ghostly mouths/Breathing" (CP 

39). The self-absorbed sexuality of "Orchids" is in total 

opposition to the urge toward harmony and creation of "Cut

tings" and "Cuttings, Later." And so the orchids represent 

a disorder, an imbalance repulsive to the poet. 

Similarly, the action of "Moss Gathering," the only 

poem of the sequence to take place outside the greenhouse, 

implies a fall from innocence. As in "Orchids, the situa

tion reveals a transgression against order. As with "Weed 

Puller," the child, in his relation to the environment, is 

at the center of the poem. He is the moss gatherer who 

loosens the moss "with all ten fingers held wide and limber" 

(CP 40). His relationship to the land is one of guilt, for 

he exploits the natural order by using the moss—"the kind 

for lining cemetery baskets"—as a commodity. The poem's 

action is his discovery of the guilt. The poet confesses 

that "something always went out of me when I dug loose 

those carpets/Of green . . .": 

And afterward I always felt mean; jogging back 
over the logging road 

As if I had broken the natural order of things 
in the swampland; 

By pulling off flesh from the living planet; 
As if I had committed, against the whole scheme 

of life, a desecration. (CP 40) 
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The technique of the Greenhouse Sequence is densely concrete, 

and so it is significant that Roethke would break into this 

string of albeit impassioned abstractions. The notebooks 

express his belief in a sacramental view of nature; and 

these long lines resound with a scriptural, Mosaic cadence. 

Order, rhythm, the old and vast scheme of life carry both 

moral and poetic weight. To break this order, by reducing 

it to commodity, is a desecration. (Roethke echoes this 

idea in "The Lost Son": "I have married my hands to perpet

ual agitation,/I run, I run to the whistle of money" [CP 56J). 

The sexual undertones of "Moss Gathering" are muted, and 

subordinate to the explicit avowal of guilt and repentence. 

However, the poet's solitary, self-serving rite is, on a 

symbolic level, masturbatory—an action that ends in loss 

rather than renewal. 

In the Greenhouse Sequence, the sexual motif serves 

to underscore the undifferentiated, vital surge of life; 

however, in the Lost Son Sequence, the sexual imagery be

comes more specifically symbolic, as it reveals the psychic 

journey of the poet-protagonist. For instance, the connota-

tive onanistic imagery we have seen in "Moss Gathering," in 

the longer poems specifically relates to the protagonist's 

sense of alienation and isolation. Kenneth Burke comments 

on this symbolism in "The Gibber," the third section of the 

sequence's opening poem, "The Lost Son." Burke notes that 
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the protagonist's action there is "sexual, but reflexively 

so: the poet is disastrously alone. Listening, 'by the 

cave's door,1 the poet hears an old call ('Dogs of the groin/ 

Barked and howled,' and sinister things, in the mood of 

Walspurgisnacht, call for his yielding in a kind of death) 

H13 
• t • • 

Roethke's own statements further clarify how such 

sexual symbolism operates. Discussing "Praise to the End!," 

a poem from his expanded second sequence, he says that onan

ism symbolizes the death-in-life of his isolated protagonist: 

"the protagonist, for all his joy, is still 'alone,1 and only 

one line mentions anything human. . . . Equationally the poem 

can be presented: onanism equal death" (SP 40). The mean

ings of the Lost Son Sequence become clearer once we under

stand that the sexual action illuminates the poet-

protagonist's relation to life; sex is not solely a physical, 

but also a psychic and spiritual motion. Roethke's mode is 

like that which Maud Bodkin describes: "In the earliest times 

it appears to have been through some symbolic inner enactment 

of the sexual mystery that the seer or medicine-man achieved 

a vision which both he and his fellows felt as authoritarian— 

14 
of a value of life beyond that of everyday perception." 

13. Burke, p. 90. 

14. Maud Bodkin, Archetypal Patterns in Poetry: 
Psychological Studies of Imagination (London: Oxford Univer
sity Press, 1934), p. 231. 
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The second poem of the Lost Son Sequence, "The Long 

Alley," particularly focuses on the "symbolic inner enact

ment of the sexual mystery" to record a phase of the poet-

protagonist's struggle for regeneration. The poem, in 

intervals almost violently, reveals the artist as a compound 

of animal and human, beast and seer. Roethke, in a letter 

to Babette Deutsch writes that in the poem's action "a 

serenity a 'light' was achieved at a cost; but it was only 

partial and only for a time."^ The poem follows the pro

tagonist's efforts to overcome a terrible inner stagnation 

which cuts him off from his human state. The opening sec

tion, working through images of pollution and debris, evokes 

the inertia and importance of true despair. It creates an 

image of the abyss absolutely removed from the Edenic green

house realm. If the first torment of souls in hell is that 

they have been cast out from the light of God, that torment 

is sharply expressed in the fourth stanza of the opening 

section: 

Loo, loo said the sulphurous water, 
There's no filth on a plateau of cinders. 
This smoke's from the glory of God. (CP 58) 

15. Theodore Roethke, Selected Letters of Theodore 
Roethke, ed. Ralph J. Mills, Jr~ (Seattle: University of 
Washington Press, 1965), p. 141. Subsequent quotations of 
Roethke's letters are from this volume and will be paren
thetically designated in the text by SL and page number. 
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Sulphurous water, cinders, and smoke establish a hell of 

waste and sterility to suggest the protagonist's loss of 

creative or life forces. 

Roethke depicts the movement from death to partial 

renewal as sexual, and through the poem, religious and sex

ual imagery interacts. Roethke*s letter to Deutsch alludes 

to the sexual undercurrent in the first stanza: "The be

ginning . . . is a relapse into the sinuous river imagery 

lof "The Lost Son"]: an ambivalent brooding by the edge of 

the city. The dead seen close. But there is a sense of un-

worthiness; a vague sexual guilt" (SL 141). This stanza, 

with phallic images of river, serpent, and fish evokes a 

vitiated sexual movement: 

A river glides out of the grass. A 
river or a serpent. 

A fish floats belly upward, 
Sliding through the white current, 
Slowly turning. 
Slowly. (CP 59) 

The second stanza similarly suggests impotence, and explic

itly makes the connection with death, 

The dark flows on itself. A dead 
mouth sings under an old tree. 

The ear hears only in low places. 
Remember an old sound. 
Remember 
Water. {CP 59) 

The grave image—the darkness and silence—insists on the 

atrophy of the poet's creative power. Following stanzas 

merge images of hell and pollution. The dark river, a 
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source of infernal baptism, becomes a mirror image of the 

protagonist1s fragmentation: 

This slag runs slow. What bleeds when metal 
breaks? 

Flesh you offend this metal. How long need 
the bones mourn? 

Are those horns on top of the hill? Yester
day has a long look. (CP 59) 

The slow running slag—the bleeding metal—the references to 

flesh and bones reveal the speaker's identification, both 

spiritual and sexual, with this tediously eternal scene. 

Undoubtedly, Roethke is punning on metal/mettle; and the 

word horns is ambiguous in connotation, paradoxically evoca

tive of both the devil and renewal. The last stanza, where 

the speaker superstitiously refuses to name this place, 

leaves him sealed with the dead in the grave cave: 

Can you name it? I can't name it. 
Let's not hurry. The dead don't hurry. 
Who else breathes here? What does the 

grave say? 
My gates are all caves. (CP 59) 

Sections 2-4 are progressive stages in the protagonist's 

struggle to emerge from this death-in-life. Roethke's 

letter emphasizes the current sexual action: 

Doesn't the whole clue lie here [Part II] in the ef
fort to reach, to apprehend the unnamed "luminous 
one," a "milk-nose." Most of Part III is a nutty 
sexual dance, with wry comment on the "love" herself 
locked in the silo (the tower). All these last sym
b o l s  a r e  i n e v i t a b l e  a n d  e a s y  . . . .  

Part IV the experience is sublimated—even more 
s o  i n  t h e  m e r g i n g  o f  f l o w e r ,  g i r l ,  a n d  f i s h  . . . .  
(SL 141) 



64 

Part 2 is a ten-line series of disjunctive, cryptic ques

tions and statements probing into the nature of flesh and 

God: "The fiend's far away. Lord what do you require?/The 

soul resides in the horse barn." The next lines contain 

images of sexual impotence and disgust: "Believe me, there's 

no one else, kitten-limp sister./Kiss the trough, swine-on-

Friday." The protagonist, wanting to escape the death-like 

impotence, calls upon the "love": "Come to me, milk-nose, 

I need a loan of the quick./There's no joy in soft bones" 

(CP 59). Although the love appears to be a principle of re

lease, she reflects a need rather than a real presence, as 

impossible to apprehend as God: 

For whom were you made, sweetness I cannot touch? 
Look what the larks do. 

Luminous one, shall we meet on the bosom of God? 
Return the gaze of a pond. (CP 59) 

Section 2 achieves no real balance for the radical vision of 

flesh and spirit; if there is any progress here, it is found 

only in the protagonist's ability to imagine light and 

serenity implied by the "luminous one" and the "gaze of a 

pond." 

Section III, the nutty sexual dance, occurs as an

other phase in the protagonist's exorcism of despair, but 

again the exorcism is achieved at a cost: 

Stay close. Must I kill something else? 
Can feathers eat me? There's no clue in the silt. 
This wind gives me scales. Have mercy gristle. 
It's my last walt2 with an old itch. (CP 60) 



65 

"Silt" and "scales" recall the imagery of the opening sec

tion, and the last line clearly alludes to the forthcoming 

sexual dance, where Roethke evokes the "waiting ghost" of 

sexuality that "warms up the dead/Until they creak their 

knees." The whole dance is rendered through nursery rhyme 

rhythms, nonsense words, and sexually connotative diction. 

The dance is a descent into pure sensuality or animality: 

"Hand me a feather, I'll fan you warm,/I'm happy with my 

paws." However, even in this barnyard dance, the poet's 

"love" is unapprehensible: 

Gilliflower ha 
Gilliflower ho 
My love's docked in 
The old silo. 

She-cries to the hen, 
She waves to the goose 
But they won't come 
To let her loose. (CP 60) 

Yet Section 3 has further transformed "The Long Alley's" 

rhythm, images, and momentum. By descending to the level of 

animality the protagonist has retrieved, at least, some vi

tal force. 

And in Part 4, with the merging of flower, girl, and 

fish, a regression to the vegetal level, the poet recovers 

the greenhouse rhythm of growth. After the phases of de

spair, fierce irony, and frantic sexuality, the poet is able 

to summon an imaginative vision: "Are the flowers here? 

The birds are./Shall I call the flowers?" (CP 61). The 
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movement of plants through fertile ground, water, air, and 

light, brings the poet through the long alley from the abyss 

to the Edenic greenhouse, from death to rebirth: 

Come littlest, come tenderest, 
Come whispering over the small water, 
Reach me rose, sweet one, still moist in 

the loam, 
Come, come out of the shade, the cool ways, 
The long alleys of string and stem .... (CP 61) 

As in "Cuttings," the poet symbolically participates in the 

generative motion of the flowers. The merging of fish and 

flower, air and water suggests the reconciliation, the order 

necessary for creation: 

What fish-ways you have, littlest flowers, 
Swaying over the walks, in the watery air, 
Drowsing in soft light, petals pulsing. (CP 61) 

Thus the speaker, as he exclaims in a short stanza, momen

tarily experiences the light, the creative state necessary 

for survival: 

Light airs! Light airs I A pierce of angels! 
The leaves, the leaves become me! 
The tendrils have me! (CP 61) 

However, "The Long Alley" does not conclude here for 

as Roethke has said, the achievement of the "light" is only 

partial and lasts only for a time. The final, short section 

Roethke describes as "an exhortation to the self, a demand 

for release and acceptance of the fire" (SL 141). It reca

pitulates the poem's movement from despair to fertility: 
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Bricks flake before my face. Master of 
water, that's trees away. 

Reach me a peach, fondling, the hills 
are there. 

Nuts are money: wherefore and what else? 
Send down a rush of air, 0 torrential, 
Make the sea flash in the dust. (CP 61) 

This stanza, obviously the exhortation, is the call for the 

inner experience of regeneration. The final stanza reveals 

the progress the poet has made from the poem's beginning to 

its end. The poet protagonist casts off pure animality and 

accepts the human state necessary for creation: 

Call off the dogs, my paws are gone. 
The winds brings many fish; 
The lakes will be happy: 
Give me my hands: 
I'll take the fire. (CP 61) 

The fish, the lakes are in total opposition to the fish 

turned belly upward and the polluted river of the opening 

stanza; the fire opposes the cinder and smoke. Prom a state 

of absolute sterility, the poet has moved to a state which 

promises creativity. 

The last two lines of "The Long Alley" are particu

larly significant. Although "A Field of Light" follows "The 

Long Alley" in the publication order of the Lost Son Se

quence, Roethke's letters indicate that "The Shape of the 

Fire," the last poem of the sequence, was written before it. 

His letters, further, refer to his attempt to create a 

"genuine imaginative order" with "The Shape of the Fire": 
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Maybe a possible angle is that "The Shape of the Fire" 
represents with its quick shifts in rhythm and asso
ciation, a poem that creates a genuine imaginative 
order out of what comes from the unconscious .... 
(SL 129) 

The reference to fire at the conclusion of "The Long Alley" 

and in the title of "The Shape of the Fire" suggests a con

nection between these two poems. In "The Long Alley," the 

fire is a symbol for creativity so that when the speaker 

asks for his hands, accepts the fire, he is accepting his 

human state, with all its imaginative potential. That 

Roethke does associate fire with an intense acceptance of 

life is suggested by lines and observations in his notebooks. 

Here he contrasts "flames" to a death-like stagnation: 

Several times I've heard the slow sigh of 
what is, 

The moaning under the stones, 
And the flames flashing off wings, burning 

but not consuming, 
But then what happened? I lapsed back into 

that terrible calm 
No more than a nose in a grave, the pits of 

an ugly dream. (SF 29) 

The following lines also imply that Roethke imagined fire as 

the dangerous raw material for creation: "A man who knows 

what his hallucinations mean and acts upon them; who in his 

most desperate time snatches some wisdom from the fire" 

{SF 214). For Roethke, it is the poet's job to give shape 

to the fire, to create a genuioe imaginative order from the 

chaos of inner and outer reality. And his use of the fire 

imagery helps us to see how the struggle for artistic 



69 

creation becomes part of the complex progression of these 

poems. 

The Greenhouse Sequence, as well as the Lost Son 

Sequence, mirrors the artist's struggle to create an imagi

native order. In this regard, the most dominating, complex 

image to come out of the greenhouse poems is that of the 

florist, who as the greenhouse keeper, becomes a figure for 

both the father and artist, in sum for the powerful creative 

principle. Brendan Galvin notes that in the Lost Son Se

quence , Roethke "merges his father with an alternatively be

nevolent and protective, alternately angry and dangerous 

16 God." The doubleness of Roethke*s poetic vision is appar

ent again in this conception of a force whose potential is 

both creative and destructive. And if this is the pattern 

for the florist as God, we may also expect it with the flo

rist as artist. In "Otto" (The Far Field), an elegy for his 

father, Roethke alludes to the ambiguity of the florist's 

motives and actions: 

A house for flowers 
House upon house they built 
Whether for love or out of obscure 

guilt .... (CP 224) 

16. Brendan Galvin, "Kenneth Burke and Theodore 
Roethke's 'Lost Son' Poems," Northwest Review, 11 (Summer 
1971), p. 79. 
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And again, "Who loves the small can be both saint and boor,/ 

(And some grow out of shape, their seed impure) ..." 

(CP 225). Here, the florist himself is seen as a flawed 

figure, driven by both love and guilt, a man both pure and 

debased. However, in the Greenhouse Sequence, the father-

florist is presented in his role as benefactor and protec

tor, and what guilt and debasement are there—as in "Weed 

Puller" and "Moss Gathering"—devolve upon the son. To

gether, however, father and son can be seen as the figure 

of the daring Promethean artist, who god-like creates and 

humanly suffers. 

"Old Florist," "Transplanting," and "Child on Top of 

a Greenhouse" give close-ups of creative activity which 

reveal this ambiguity. The first two poems concentrate on 

the god-like activity of the florist, controlling and mold

ing greenhouse growth. "Old Florist," moving through swat 

nursery-rhyme rhythms, concentrates on the florist's nurtur

ing power and finally evokes a being who himself springs 

from nature. Roethke immediately creates the impression 

with a brief, intriguing introduction of the florist—"That 

hump of a man ..." (CP 42). The poem catalogues the 

florist's powers, and at this point, we should be alert 

enough to Roethke's charged idiom to realize the powers are 

awesome. The florist nurtures and protects the fragile, 

flourishing plant life. Roethke vows that he could "flick 
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and pick/Rotten leaves or yellowy petals;" n0r scoop out a 

weed close to flourishing roots;" that he could "make the 

dust buzz" or "drown a bug" or "fan life into wilted sweet-

peas" (CP 42). The last line shifts to the vision of the 

florist as nurturer and protector who would "stand all night 

watering roses, his feet blue in rubber boots" (CP 42). In 

"Otto," Roethke says that "A florist does not woo the beau

tiful/He potted plants as if he hated them," and the line 

evokes, of course, the florist's fierce love of the beauti

ful (CP 225). The last line of "Old Florist," with this 

image of the old, local deity enduring wakefulness and cold 

in order to water the roses—symbol of form and beauty—also 

reveals love as the florist's driving motivation. 

"Transplanting" focuses on the florist's hands, and 

on the child's close watching of their deft and quick skill: 

" W a t c h i n g  h a n d s  t r a n s p l a n t i n g / T u r n i n g  a n d  t a m p i n g  . . . "  

(CP 42). The first stanza, moves through a rhythmically 

tight, closely observed description of the hands that in

sists on the florist's exquisite craftsmanship (and may 

further clarify the poet's call for his hands in "The Long 

Alley"). The second stanza shifts focus from the florist's 

activity to the creation he has put into motion: 

The sun warming the fine loam, 
The young horns winding and unwinding, 
Creaking their spines, 
The underleaves, the smallest buds 
Breaking into nakedness, 
The blossom extending 
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Out into the sweet air, 
The whole flower extending outward, 
Stretching and reaching. (CP 42) 

Thus the poem praises both consummate craft and the living, 

perfected beauty which that craft engenders. 

"Child on Top of a Greenhouse" follows "Transplant

ing" in the sequence and shifts from the awesome florist to 

the clearly human, vulnerable child. The poem symbolically 

follows the audacious, rash child's effort to imitate, even 

usurp the florist's powers. Through his daring ascent to 

the glass top of the greenhouse, the child enters a new, yet 

dangerous vista: "The wind billowing out the seat of my 

britches/My feet crackling splinters of glass and dried 

putty ..." (CP 43). His act is disapproved in the plant 

world, and is disruptive to nature: 

The half-grown chrysanthemums staring 
up like accusers, 

Up through the streaked glass, flashing 
with sunlight, 

A few white clouds all rushing eastward, 
A line of elms plunging and tossing like 

horses. (CP 43) 

The child has put nature to rout; yet the rushing clouds, 

flashing sunlight, and plunging elms also verify his cre

ative force. The action here is similar to action in "A 

Field of Light," where the poet, overcoming stagnation, wit

nesses a rejuvenation in nature. "A Field of Light," as we 

will see, more emphatically and positively celebrates the 

poet's creative union with nature; nevertheless, in these 
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lines from "Child on Top of a Greenhouse" a burst of energy 

and force surely accompanies the child's precarious ascent. 

The poem's most tantalizing line is "the half-grown 

chrysanthemums staring up like accusers" (CP 43). "Half-

grown" connotes the greenhouse code by which no living thing 

can escape the slow painful process of growth. In his dar

ing ascent, the child has obviously transgressed the code— 

and, as with "Moss Gathering," the experience becomes a 

lesson, more aptly, a discipline. He will descend and sub

mit to slow growth. Still, in this instant, he is rather 

like the untouchable artist of "Kubla Kahn," protected from 

the assault of the uninitiated—" . . . everyone, everyone 

pointing up and shouting" (CP 43). Yet his instinct in 

reaching for height, light, and air has been molded by the 

plants; his desire for creative skill has been acquired 

through his father, the florist. 

The human, fallible artist is the center of percep

tion in both sequences. La Belle points out the archetypal 

richness inherent in Roethke's choice of the "Lost Son" pro

tagonist: 

The lost son is not only Roethke himself but also an 
image which refers to those many examples of the 
archetype of the lost son, including, to name just 
a few, Telemachus, Oedipus, Orestes, Aeneas, Hamlet, 
and Blake's "Little Boy Lost."!? 

17. La Belle, p. 7. 
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That this archetype is perfectly suited for the guest 

Roethke develops has been recognized by virtually all 

Roethke critics. But I would suggest another signification 

for the "Lost Son." "The Lost Son" opens with death, the 

absolute symbol of loss, and Roethke's sole reference in 

the entire sequence to a specific place insists on the fi

nality of loss: "At Woodlawn I heard the dead cry:/I was 

lulled by the slamming of iron ..." {CP.53). Thus 

Roethke establishes the devastating split between the Edenic 

greenhouse world and the abyss the lost son faces. Again, 

"Otto" expresses the extent and intensity of this loss: 

In my mind's eye I see those fields of glass, 
As I looked out at them from the high house, 
Riding beneath the moon, hid from the moon, 
Then slowly breaking whiter in the dawn; 
When George the watchman's lantern dropped 

from sight 
The long pipes knocked; it was the end of night. 
I'd stand upon my bed, a sleepless child 
Watching the waking of my father's world.— 
0 world so far awayJ 0 my lost world! (CP 225) 

This stanza, like Dylan Thomas's "Pern Hill" which it openly 

echoes, is an elegy to childhood, and the beauty of the re

membered vision—the dawn, the waking, the fields of glass— 

only intensifies our recognition of loss, of death. The 

reader, like the poet, is confronted with the paradox that 

the found identity of adulthood must be built upon, not just 

this recognition, but also this experience of loss. At 

Woodlawn, the poet has lost his father, his father's world. 

More, he has lost the son, the child who lived in that world. 
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As creator of The Lost Son Sequence/ Roethke works 

to restore both the creative father and the visionary son. 

That he believes the grown man must incorporate both, he 

indicates in a late poem "Infirmity," with the enigmatic 

line, "I'm son and father of my only death. . . " (CP 244). 

Of the four poems in the sequence, "The Lost Son" itself 

most clearly reveals both loss and the attempt to restore 

order. "The Flight," the opening section of the poem, ex

poses the speaker's sense of abandonment and subsequent 

sterility. It is in this section that the protagonist is 

"hunting, like a primitive for some animistic suggestion, 

some clue to existence from the sub-human" (SP 38). The 

protagonist is searching for some principle of order to 

guide him: 

Voice, come out of the silence. 
Say something. 
Appear in the form of a spider 
Or a moth beating the curtain. 

Tell me: 
Which is the way I take; 
Out of what door do I go, 
Where and to whom? (CP 54) 

The answers he receives are cryptic and parochial: 

Dark hollows said, lee to the wind, 
The moon said, back of an eel, 
The salt said, look by the sea. . . (CP 54) 

These answers suggest, perhaps, some principle of reconcili

ation or harmony; yet their effect is to send the protago

nist running in a landscape evocative of danger, sterility, 
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and slaughter, to arrive at waters polluted and stagnant: 

Hunting along the river, 
Down among the rubbish, the bug-riddled 

foliage. 
By the muddy pond-edge, by the bog-holes 
By the shrunken lake, hunting, in the 

heat of summer. (CP 54} 

This imagery, like the river imagery of "The Long Alley," 

connotes the protagonist's psychic and physical decay; and 

it, accordingly gives way to a passage of sexual evocation: 

The shape of a rat? 
It's bigger than that. 
It's less than a leg 
And more than a nose, 
Just under the water 
It usually goes. . . . (CP 54) 

Section two, "The Pit," explores the womb-grave dichotomy 

and questions the ambiguity of life sources; and then "The 

Gibber" begins~wil^ the speaker's sense of abandoment, rejec

tion by life sources, as he listens at the wood's mouth, by 

the cave's door: 

The sun was against me, 
The moon would not have me, 

The weeds whined, 
The snakes cried, 
The cows and briars 
Said to me: Die. (CP 55) 

At this nadir, the subject suddenly shifts as the 

protagonist questions the nature of life forces and his re

lation to them: 

What a small song. What slow clouds. What 
dark water. 

Hath the rain a father? All the caves are ice. 
Only the snow's here. 
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I'm cold. I'm cold all over. Rub me in father 
and mother. 

Fear was my father, Father Fear. 
His look drained the stones. (CP 56) 

As Roethke says in "Open Letter," the line "Hath the rain a 

father?", is taken from Job, where God speaks from the whirl

wind, and, as critics have seen, the imagery reflects that 

passage in the Bible as well. However, critics have stressed 

the image of an angry, punishing God—Father Fear; yet, 

throughout the Biblical passage, God is revealing his cre

ative powers to Job: 

Hath the rain a father? or who hath begotten 
the drops of dew? 

Out of whose womb came the ice? and the hoary 
frost of heaven, who hath gendered it?18 

Obviously, in Roethke*s passage, the protagonist feels be

reft of the protective creative principle. His own work is 

"a small song," "slow clouds," "dark water," and "Father 

Fear" is the annihilative principle guiding him {CP 56). 

This passage again moves into stanzas of sexual over

tones, where the speaker cries "my own tongue kissed/my lips 

awake," and then into a rant—a series of disjointed ex

clamations and questions—which is, as in "The Long Alley," 

a kind of exhortation to the self: 

All the windows are burning 1 
What's left of my life? 
I want the old rage, the lash of 

primordial milk! {CP 56) 

18. Job 38:28, 29, The Bible, King James Version. 
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"The Gibber" concludes in a near black-out: 

These sweeps of light undo me. 
Look, look, the ditch is running whiteI 
I've more veins than a tree! 
Kiss me, ashes, I'm falling through a dark 

swirl. (CP 56) 

The black-out, the surrender to psychic fragmenta

tion, makes possible the next phase, "The Return," "to a 

memory of childhood that comes back almost as in a dream, 

after the agitation and exhaustion of the earlier actions. 

The experience, again, is at once literal and symbolical" 

(SP 38). The return is to the greenhouse, and the way is 

dark, "... Dark all the way" (CP 58). And the greenhouse 

again reveals the tenacity of the creative life urge: 

The roses kept breathing in the dark. 
They had many mouths to breath with. 
My knees made little winds underneath 
Where the weeds slept. (CP 57) 

The next stanza combines the images of dangerous fire and 

the perfect rose, together a symbol for the kind of art 

Roethke is dealing with: 

There was always a single light 
Swinging by the fire-pit. 
Where the fireman pulled out roses, 
-The big roses, the big bloody clinkers. (CP 57) 

The act of staying all night culminates in resurrec

tion, or at least, revelation—the arrival of morning, light, 

warmth, energy. It is in this passage—perhaps the best 

known in the long poems—that "Papa," the figure of protec

tion and order returns: 
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Scurry of warm over small plants. 
Ordnung I Ordmung 
Papa is coming! 

A fine haze moved off the leaves* 
Frost melted on far panes; 
The rose, the chrysanthemum turned 

toward the light. 
Even the hushed forms, the bent 

yellowy weeds 
Moved in a slow upsway. (CP 57) 

"The Return" offers then a restoral of the greenhouse vision 

and symbolically, it suggests an art fought for in spite of 

intense pain and loss, and sustained by intense creative 

power. "'It Was Beginning Winter,"1 the concluding section 

of "The Lost Son" constitutes an acceptance—different from 

that of "The Long Alley"—not of the dangerous human condi

tion, but of the cycle of loss and renewal. In this section 

Roethke concentrates not on the rose, the heightened vision 

of order, but on "the bones of weeds," "the beautiful sur

viving bones/Swinging in the wind" (CP 57). But this en

durance is made possible by the previous vision. What the 

poet carries over from "The Return," is the light, which he 

has now incorporated, partially, into his own being: 

Light travelled over the wide field; 
Stayed. 
The weeds stopped swinging. 
The mind moves, not alone. 
Through the clear air, in the silence. 

Was it light? 
Was it light within? 
Was it light within light? 
Stillness becoming alive? 
Yet still? (CP 53) 
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The protagonist is like the hushed forms of the previous 

section, turning toward and absorbing the light. 

The last lines of the poem reveal the visionary 

nature of the experience, that it has been achieved through 

a controlled imaginative effort, one which needs still to 

be fully realized as actuality: 

A lively understandable spirit 
Once entertained you. 
It will come again. 
Be still. 
Wait. (CP 58} 

"The Lost Son" then, begins with a concrete statement of 

loss—"At Woodlawn I heard the dead cry"—and progresses to 

a promise of a large imaginative and spiritual order. The 

Father who orders the greenhouse is sought in the often 

terrifying sub-human descent. In "The Gibber/1 He is recog

nized as a potentially dangerous but awesomely powerful life 

force, and then in "The Return," as the creative principle. 

In "'It Was Beginning Winter'" the image of "Papa" gives way 

to the image of "light" which the poet experiences as a 

movement of the mind, known now only in the stirrings of his 

own spirit. 

Throughout the Lost Son Sequence, the poet's effort 

to restore order, to recapture a lively understandable 

spirit, involves a Prospero-like experimentation with the 

four elements, with light, dominant and mysterious, almost a 

fifth. 
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Light, illumination, is the creative force, whether 

it touches earth, air, or water; fire is a creative symbol 

for Roethke perhaps because it contains its own light and 

warmth. In a metamorphic atmosphere, the poet gropes and 

strains for a purification of the elements: to exorcise the 

deathy connotations of earth, to find clear water, to over

come darkness. 

"A Field of Light" is the third and shortest poem of 

the sequence; Roethke says "It is so short that it is almost 

an interlude," (SL 141) and yet it powerfully clarifies this 

progression. Its title connects it to the final section of 

"The Lost Son," where "Light travelled over the wide field," 

and like that section, "A Field of Light" deals with the re

newal of creative energy. The poem develops through three 

short sections, the first concentrated on water, the second 

on earth, and the third on the field of light. 

The first and second sections begin in impasse and 

end in creative possibility. The opening stanzas of the 

poem recall the death-like stagnation and pollution of the 

sinuous river in "The Lost Son" and "The Long Alley": 

Came to lakes; came to dead water, 
Ponds with moss and leaves floating, 
Planks sunk in the sand. 

A log turned at the touch of a foot; 
A long weed floated upward; 
An eye tilted. (CP 62). 
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The "log," "the long weed," and the "eye" together produce 

a corpse-like image, and also evoke the rotted sexuality 

Roethke uses to suggest loss of creative energy. The next 

two stanzas suggest a place of insufficiency, denial, and 

frustrations: 

Small winds made 
A chilly noise; 
The softest cove 
Cried for sound. 

Reached for a grape 
And the leaves changed, 
A stone1s shape 
Became a clam. (CP 62) 

However, the last stanza suddenly shifts to a mood of re

newal: the water clears and purifies, as "A fine rain fell/ 

On fat leaves" and the poet finds himself "in a watery 

drowse" that, if we remember "Cuttings" and "The Long Alley," 

implies a generative state (CP 62). 

Although Section 2 again begins in impasse, the 

poet-protagonist here calls on his own inner powers: 

Angel within me, I asked, 
Did I ever curse the sun? 
Speak and abide. (CP 62) 

As in "The Long Alley," "Light airs! Light airsi A pierce 

of Angels!"—the angel appears to be a symbol of light, a 

means to overcome the darkness. This invocation is appro

priate, for the protagonist makes the descent into the 

grave/womb of earth: "Under, under the sheaves/Under the 
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blackened leaves. . . " (CP 62). This section ends with 

rite-like actions on the part of the speaker: 

Was it dust I was kissing? 
A sight came far. 
Alone, I kissed the skin of a stone, 
Marrow-soft, danced in the sand. (CP 63) 

Although, as at the end of section 1, the speaker is alone, 

his kissing, sighing, and dancing are acts of imaginative 

identification with the earthy element—dust, stone, and 

sand—around him. 

The final section of "A Field of Light" describes 

the field which brings an energetic creative renewal. The 

entire section depicts a scene of movement, growth, and 

light which the poet intimately shares. The first short 

stanza signals the poet's ascent from earth, the coming of 

light and movement, the rush of creative energy: 

The dirt left my hand, visitor. 
I could feel the mare's nose. 
A path went walking. 
The sun glittered on a small rapids. 
Some morning thing came, beating its wings. 
The great elm filled with birds. (CP 63) 

The sun, in opposition to the darkness of section 2, now 

glitters on rapid waters, again, unlike the dead water of 

the poem's opening. "Some morning thing came, beating its 

wings," evoking a creative sexual urge, is ambiguous enough 

to evoke the creative angel invoked in stanza two, and the 

elm filled with birds likewise evokes the power of song. 



The last long stanza depicts a fervent, lush land

scape in total opposition to the stagnant, tantalizing 

landscape that opens the poem. Again the speaker alludes 

to song, and to a now fertile ground: 

Listen, love, 
The fat lark sang in the field; 
I touched the ground, the ground warmed 

by the killdeer, 
The salt laughed and the stones; (CP 63) 

The "salt" and "stones" are appropriately joined, for both 

are eternity symbols. In the next lines, green, growing 

things are similarly linked: "The ferns had their ways, and 

the pulsing lizard/And the new plants, still awkward in 

their soil. . ." (CP 63). The next lines indicate the 

poet's creative participation in this action: "I could 

watchl/I saw the separateness of all things! (CP 63)." The 

emphasis on watching and seeing reveals that the poet's 

vision makes possible this realization of the creative urge. 

And although the poet, in this statement as in his detailed 

enumeration, grants the integrity of each separate thing, he 

also affirms the unity of all things here: 

My heart lifted up with the great grasses; 
The weeds believed me, and the nesting birds. 
There were clouds making a route of shapes 

crossing a windbreak of cedars, 
And a bee shaking drops from a rain-soaked 

honey suckle. 
The worms were delighted as wrens. 
And I walked, I walked through the light air; 
I moved with the morning. (CP 63) 
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The camaraderie of the sub-human beings, their will

ingness to welcome the poet-speaker into their joyous realm 

contrast with the coldness and rejection of "The Lost Son." 

Even the clouds—contrasting with the "small clouds" of "The 

Lost Son" participate in the carefree joy of creation. Ap

propriately, the last lines of the poem focus on the poet, 

affirming the movement through light, the going that tells 

him where he has to go. The last word of the poem, morning, 

is emphatic, containing overtones of creation, renewal, be

ginnings. In sum, "A Field of Light" stresses the poet's 

creative effort, culminates in a vision achieved through 

his own summoning of perceptive, creative powers. 

"The Shape of the Fire" is the final and culminating 

poem of the Lost Son Sequence; the one in which Roethke 

tries to create a genuine imaginative order. "The Shape of 

the Fire" most clearly illuminates Roethke*s belief in the 

connectedness of spiritual and physical progress, his con

viction that man must struggle out of the slime. 

The first section begins in the birth/death conflict, 

in that void where the speaker is no more than a shape 

struggling from the old Rock, scarcely distinguishable from 

the sub-human elements. In section 2, he suddenly appears 

as poet, but in his most debased aspect; he addresses himself 

in a voice full of self-mockery, undercutting both his de

meanor and his meanings: 



Time for the flat-headed man. I recognize 
that listener, 

Him with the platitudes and rubber doughnuts, 
Melting at the knees, a varicose horror. 
Hello, hello. My nerves knew you, dear boy. 
Have you come to unhinge my shadow? (CP 65) 

The poet, who agitates nerves and unhinges shadows, 

is here both a ridiculous and negative, faintly dangerous 

force. In the next lines, Roethke describes the poetic pro

cess, the necessity of dredging the sub-conscious and re

gressing to the instinctual, sub-human realm, but again the 

process appears dangerous, horrifying, and somehow demeaning 

Last night I slept in the pits of a tongue. 
The silver fish ran in and out of my special 

bindings; 
I grew tired of the ritual of names and the 

assistant keeper of the mollusks; 
up over a viaduct I came, to the snakes and 

sticks of another winter, 
A two-legged dog hunting a new horizon of 

howls. (CP 65) 

The stanza resolves into a statement of the poet's desperate 

urge to sing: "The wind sharpened itself on a rock;/A voice 

sang ..." (CP 65). And again, the song concerns the dan

ger of the physical regression: 

Who, careless, slips 
In coiling ooze 
Is trapped to the lips, 
Leaves more than shoes; (CP 65) 

The last lines of section 2 call for the "light" as the poet 

acknowledges that the insistence on a purely physical and 

sexual regression is, literally, a dead-end: 



87 

My meat eats me. Who waits at the gate? 
Mother of quartz, your words writhe in my ear. 
Renew the light, lewd whisper. {CP 65) 

Section 3, like "The Pit" of "The Lost Son," is a 

series of cryptic aphorisms, aimed at both poet and reader, 

which yet serve a transitional purpose: all the images sug

gest quest, occult, perhaps ancient, ways for transcendence: 

The wasp waits. 
The edge cannot eat the center. 

The grape glistens. 
The path tells little to the serpent. 

An eye comes out of the wave. 
, The journey from flesh is longest. 

A rose sways least. 
The redeemer comes a dark way. (CP 66} 

These lines have the effect of a mantra, or meditation, for 

section 4 again takes up the regression motif, but the lan

guage and tone have shifted diametrically. The regressive 

world here is both pre-natal and pre-lapsarian, as the 

greenhouse aura of growth and light prevails. Again the 

poet appears, more a presence than a person, and here he is 

seen in his powerful, creative aspect: 

Morning-fair, follow me further back 
Into that minnowy world of weeds and ditches. 
When the herons floated high over the white 

houses, 
And the little crabs slipped into silvery 

craters. 
When the sun for me glinted the sides of a 

sand grain, 
And my intent stretched over the buds at 

their first trembling. (CP 66) 

The morning, the white houses evoke the greenhouse 

world, and the poet, the sun glinting for him, the buds 
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trembling, is himself like the father principle of the green

house. The last eight lines of this section, with images of 

joyous, redolent life forms, recall "A Field of Light?" con

trasting to the intense fear of death, the caves of ice, in 

"The Lost Son," these images insist on the perpetual rhythm 

of death into life: 

Death was not. I lived in a simple drowse: 
Hands and hair moved through a dream of 

waking blossoms. 
Rain sweetened the cave and the dove still 

called, 
The flowers leaned on themselves, the flowers 

in hollows? 
And love, love sang toward. i(CP 66) 

As in the poem's opening, the poet is merged with 

the sub-human, but now hands, hair, and blossom share in a 

miracle like that of "Cuttings," a miracle of both body and 

spirit. The flowers—unlike the fang-flowers of section 1— 

bespeak growth, self-sufficiency, and love. The song of 

love is surely a transformation from the wind-sharpened song 

of section 2. Roethke mirrors the beauty of this Edenic 

world in the form of this section, whose fourteen lines, 

regular rhythm, and elegant language comprise very nearly a 

sonnet. 

As section four celebrates this dream of becoming, 

section five is a celebration of being, the perfect if tran

sitory achievement of perfect form. As if to insist on this 

quality of disorder struck into form, Roethke will employ 

the infinitive of verbs—to have, to be, to see, to stare, 
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to follow, to know. Roethke's language is perfect: height

ened, elegant, and compressed. He brings to bear the full 

weight of the symbolism he has built-up through the Green

house and Lost Son Sequences, relying on his readers' under

standing of his charged idiom. Throughout the passage, 

earth, air, light, water co-exist pure and harmonized. The 

passage opens with light and moves, with the rose, into a 

powerful birth image where the grave-nest paradox has been 

resolved: 

To have the whole air!— 
The light, the full sun 
Coming down on the flowerheads, 
The tendrils turning slowly, 
A snow snail-lifting, liquescent; 
To be by the rose 
Rising slowly out of its bed, 
Still as a child in its first loneliness. (CP 67) 

Obviously, this is the greenhouse world, but perceived by 

the adult, distilled and tempered into a spiritual knowledge 

The next six lines of the poem suggest life's cyclical na

ture, and the human's steady, enduring participation: 

To see cyclamen veins become clearer in 
the early sunlight, 

And mist lifting out of the brown cat-tails; 
To stare into the after-light, the glitter 

left on the lake's surface, 
When the sun has fallen behind a wooded 

island; 
To follow the drops sliding from a lifted oar, 
Held up, while the rower breathes, and the 

small boat drifts quietly shoreward-. (CP 67) 

Again, the adult recognizes death's inevitability, suggested 

by the after-light of the sun, the boat's shoreward movement 
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but death is perceived as part of a sustaining cycle which 

does include the full light, a sufficiency of water. "The 

Shape of the Fire" concludes with the image of a cut flower, 

nevertheless sustained by its sources, much like the rower: 

To know that light falls and fills, often 
without our knowing 

As an opaque vase fills to the brim from a 
quick pouring, 

Fills and trembles at the edge, yet does 
not flow over. 

Still holding and feeding the stem of the 
contained flower. (CP 67) 

These lines reveal a vision achieved by an intense, 

poetic imagination. The greenhouse, itself a symbol, gener

ates symbols, and these become the poet's basis for a strong 

spiritual conviction. The victory of perception, meaning, 

and form belongs to the poet who here reveals the fire with

out once naming it, and then gives it shape. Together the 

Greenhouse Sequence and Lost Son Sequence achieve the vision 

of genuine imaginative order. Confronting polarities of 

birth and death, loss and renewal, destruction and creation, 

the poems themselves prevail because they are able to hold 

these polarities in tension, and often to powerfully recon

cile them. 

We know Roethke takes as a principal poetic theme 

"the nature of creation, that faculty for producing order 

out of disorder in the arts, particularly in poetry..." 

(SP 19). The two major sequences of The Lost Son and Other 

Poems reveal this process as, like the greenhouse symbol for 
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art, they pit themselves against chaos. Prom the tumult of 

life experience, they clarify underlying, enduring patterns 

of nature. In Virginia Woolf's To The Lighthouse, Lily 

Briscoe, the amateur painter, considers how this effort to 

order, to shape is the endeavor of both the individual who 

would live awarely and of the artist: 

Mrs. Ramsey saying "life stand still here"; Mrs. 
Ramsey making of the moment something permanent (as 
in another sphere Lily herself tried to make of the 
moment something permanent); this was of the nature 
of a revelation. In the midst of chaos there was 
shape; this eternal passing and flowing (she looked 
at the clouds going and the leaves shaking) was 
struck into stability.19 

The sequences of The Lost Son and Other Poems, for all their 

recognition of pain and loss, are finally intensely affirma

tive, celebrative. The greenhouse world they recreate is, 

as Roethke writes, a world worth preserving: "It was a uni

verse, several worlds, which, even as a child, one worried 

about, and struggled to keep alive, as in the poem 'Big 

Wind. . .*" (SP 9). 

"Big Wind," centrally placed in the Greenhouse Se

quence symbolically dramatizes the continuous clash between 

chaos and order, and affirms the tenacity of the poet's 

world. The conceit through which the poem develops pictures 

the greenhouse as a ship lunging through fierce elements of 

wind and water, and the poem itself seems to tremor with 

19. Virginia Woolf, To The Lighthouse (New York: 
Harcourt, Brace and World, Inc., 1927), pp. 240-41. 
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energy and motion. The poem opens with the terrible wind-

waves ready to merge the greenhouses with their chaotic 

element: 

Where were the greenhouses going, 
Lunging into the lashing 
Wind driving water 
So far down the river 
All the faucets stopped? (CP 41) 

The integrity of the greenhouse is preserved through the 

determination of the workers—"We stayed all night/Stuffing 

the holes with burlap"—and the emergent strength of the 

"old rose house" (CP 41). Twice in the poem, Roethke refers 

to the greenhouses as the "rose house" and there is unmis

takable symbolism in his naming. A principle of calm and 

order, the rose-house, apparently less powerful, is neverthe

less revealed to be as enduring, as ancient as the "ugly 

storm," and the poem ends with morning, an affirmation of 

vision, as it rests finally on the word, roses: 

But she rode it out, 
The old rose-house, 
She hove into the teeth of it, 
The core and pith of that ugly storm, 
Ploughing with her stiff prow, 
Bucking into the wind-waves 
That broke over the whole of her, 
Flailing her sides with spray. 
Flinging long strings of wet across the roof-top, 
Finally veering, wearing themselves out, merely 
Whistling thinly under the wind-vents: 
She sailed until the calm morning. 
Carrying her full cargo of roses. (CP 41) 



CHAPTER IV 

EXPERIENCE INTO ART 

Dancing, bright lady, then began to be; 
When the first seeds whereof the world did spring, 
The fire, air, earth, and water, did agree 
By love's persuasion, nature's mighty king, 
To leave their first discorded combating. 
And in a dance such measure to observe, 
As all the world their motion should preserve. 

—Sir John Davies 

With the publication of The Waking (1953), Roethke 

moved into a phase of poetic development marked by a shift, 

after the iconoclastic language of his longer poems, to a 

more formal style and to a further concentration in subject. 

Roethke's new direction was not a break from his previous 

work, for the distinctive idiom and poetic consciousness, 

the intense emphatic voice, were clearly formed, but it did 

mark a turning-point in his poetic practice. The significant 

poems of The Waking, in this regard, are "Four for Sir John 

Davies," a series of "dancing poems," which, although first 

published separately, clearly complement each other. Com

menting on the method of these poems, Roethke stresses the 

connection with his earlier sequence of long poems: 

Some of the technical devices characteristic of 
this sequence—the rapidly shifting metaphor, the 
rhetorical questions, and the like—reappear in more 
formal poems completed recently, entitled "Four for 

93 
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Sir John Davies," which are, among other things, a 
tribute to the Elizabethan author of "Orchestra" and 
to the late W. B. Yeats. (SP 13) 

The "more formal" poems mark the technical shift in Roethke's 

work, and they also reveal his growing awareness of love and 

death as themes crucial to his consciousness. Moreover, as 

much as any of his essays written in the next ten years, 

"Four for Sir John Davies" illuminates Roethke's vision of 

himself as poet. This quartet, consisting of "The Dance," 

"The Partner," "The Wraith," and "The Vigil," explores the 

themes that will occupy Roethke henceforth, and it approaches 

them from the perspective of a poet consciously deliberating 

the process and value of his art. 

In his discussion of The Waking, Malkoff in particu

lar notes Roethke's intensified concern with death: 

The New Poems of The Waking marks a crucial point in 
Roethke's poetry . . . from this point on the threat 
increasingly approaches from the future rather than 
the past. The death with which Roethke is now con
cerned is not metaphorical . . . but the real death, 
the physical dissolution of the individual being.^ 

Roethke brought to his study of the "real death" his steady 

eye for paradox. Frederick J. Hoffman recalls an encounter 

with Roethke in 1957, four years after the publication of 

The Waking: "He told me then that he was much concerned 

with the mysteries and paradoxes of death, and that his new 

1. Malkoff, p. 123. 
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2 poetry reflected these concerns. It did just that. ..." 

We may assume that the "new poems" Roethke referred to in

clude the Love Poems and Meditations of an Old Woman, pub

lished in Words for the Wind (1957). A central paradox 

these poems explore is the connection between love and 

death. Roethke himself reflects on these themes in a 1956 

letter to Robert Heilman, saying "Love and death, the two 

themes I seem to be occupied with, I find are exhausting: 

you can't fool around, or just be 'witty,' once you are 

playing for keeps" (SL 208). In "Four for Sir John Davies," 

as in the poetry of Words for the Wind, Roethke brings to 

his studies of love and of death the same energy of subjec

tive experience that he brought to his psychic journeys of 

the long poems. 

His shift to a formal style was not an escape from 

the fires of creativity, but an investigation, an experiment 

in poetic identity. Without abandoning the non-rational, 

intuitive mode (poetry is still "playing for keeps"), he was 

able to examine the uses and meaning of tradition; there

fore, the uses and meaning of poetry. If the poet who 

wrestles with words wrestles with life, then tradition, 

preserving the poet's vital labor, should reveal itself as 

an authentic creative force. Blessing sees Roethke's 

2. Frederick J. Hoffman, "The Poetic Shape of Death," 
in Stein, p. 95. 
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relationship with his spiritual ancestors, his "formal 

fathers," as an intense give-and-take between the living 

poet and the great dead: 

The use of form becomes an act of love and an act of 
hate, a gesture of taking and of giving back with a 
little something added, with a greater intensity, 
with more snap. . . . He no longer conceals his use 
of the technical devices of others; indeed, he in
sists that his reader be aware of them, that the 
reader be the judge of whether or not he has given 
back more than he has taken, whether or not he has 
managed to make his poems vibrate with the furious 
rhythms of his own psychic energies while working 
within a framework of a stanzaic form and metrial 
pattern that once belonged to Papa.3 

Roethke's complex relation with his literary ancestors re

veals one more facet of his steady probing into the nature 

of creativity. This is the greenhouse, with all its contra

dictions, forces, and creative potential, translated to the 

level of words and symbols. And Roethke is once again 

apprentice and creator, observer, participant and preserver. 

The literary ancestors, alive in the poems, act as figures 

who modify the accents of Roethke's speech and the direction 

of his thought. 

Thus, Roethke further reveals the search for identity 

as an intrinsic aspect of the poetic process. He specifi

cally notes the relationship between process and identity in 

"How to Write like Somebody Else": "If a writer has some

thing to say, it will come through. The very fact that he 

3. Blessing, p. 159. 
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has the support of a tradition, or an older writer, will 

enable him to be more himself—or more than himself" (SP 

69). Although Roethke, competitive and protective of his 

poetic integrity, partially disavows the influence of Yeats 

on "Four for Sir John Davies," tracing his rhythmic cadence 

to Ralegh and Davies instead, he describes how the composi

tion of "The Dance" involved an immediate, psychic encounter 

with Yeats: 

I was in that particular hell of the poet: a 
longish dry period. 

Suddenly, in the early evening, the poem "The 
Dance" started, and finished itself in a very short 
time—say thirty minutes, maybe in the greater part 
of an hour, it was all done. I felt, I knew, I had 
hit it. I walked around and wept; and I knelt down— 
I always do after I've written what I know is a good 
piece. But at the same time I had, as God is my wit
ness, the actual sense of a Presence—as if Yeats 
himself were in that room. ... I wept for joy. At 
last I was somebody again. He, they—the poets dead— 
were with me. (SP 24) 

Roethke would probably say that his visionary experience is 

at once literal and symbolical. What is important here is 

that the poet experiences the sudden welling of creativity 

that carries him from exhaustion to renewal, from fragmenta

tion to identity. And he defines that experience as a visi

tation from the great dead, the specific forces of poetic 

creation. Throughout "Four for Sir John Davies," he searches 

out his spiritual or psychic kinship with the great poets, 



98 

and with their aid studies his own metamorphic mask in its 

dazzling shifts between tragedy and comedy. 

"Four for Sir John Davies" plays on the idea of the 

dance as a spontaneous yet formal pattern, a motion at once 

tangible and "ephemeral," "hard to localize or define" (SP 

51). Throughout his mature poetry, Roethke, remembering the 

primitive, kinesthetic origins of poetry, associates the 

dance with his art. In this quartet, the dance provides the 

unifying symbol, embodies the dynamic relation between ex

perience and art. The opening stanza of "The Dance" alludes 

to both song and dance, and so suggests the nature of poetry, 

whose form both depends on and transcends the word. Roethke 

begins by examining his poetic mask, which resembles yet 

differs from those of his literary ancestors. 

"The Dance" develops in counterpoint to "Orchestra," 

with its inherited vision of a harmonious universe. Set 

against a chiaroscuro backdrop, "Four for Sir John Davies" 

is informed with the sense of a dark modern world demanding 

from the artist a transformative vision, one that orders, 

illuminates and preserves. "The Dance" questions the pos

sibility for order in the modern universe, because this 

universe is not that of Sir John Davies, although Roethke 

shares the earlier poet's drive for harmony: 

Is that dance slowing in the mind of man 
That made him think the universe could hum? 
The great wheel turns its axle when it can; 
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I need a place to sing, and dancing room, 
And I have made a promise to my ears 
I'll sing and whistle romping with the bears. (CP 105) 

In an illuminating analysis of "Four for Sir John Davies," 

La Belle traces direct verbal parallels in Roethke1s quar

tet and Davies' "orchestra." However, La Belle implies that 

Roethke shares Davies' vision of an ordered universe: "The 

first lines of Roethke's "The Dance" deal with the lesser 

harmony 'in the mind of man1 and the greater harmony of 'the 

4 universei" She also notes that Roethke derives his image 

of the "bears" from Davies: 

As the two Bears, whom the First Mover flings 
With a short turn about heaven1s axletree, 
In a round dance forever wheeling be.5 

Again she over-emphasizes the thematic parallel, assuming 

Roethke views Ursa Major and Ursa Minor as Davies did: 

"Roethke dances with the earthly bears in the rhythms of 

nature and with the celestial bears in the measured motion 

of the universe, just as he and Davies try to write poetry 

that follows the example of other earthly poets and that 
C 

also echoes the music of the spheres." 

To the contrary, I think, Roethke, believing this 

is a dark world in which to work, does not begin with any 

4. La Belle, p. 110. 

5. Sir John Davies, "Orchestra" in The Oxford Book 
of Sixteenth Century Verse, ed. E. K. Chambers (London: 
Oxford University Press, 1966), p. 755. 

6. La Belle, p. 111. 
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assumption of universal order. He is playing his lines 

against those of Davies. The first line of "The Dance" 

clearly locates order, or the perception of order, "in the 

mind of man," and there is strong, though humorous, irony in 

the line "the great wheel turns its axle when it can" (CP 

105). If anything," the opening stanza suggests that the 

humming wheels of the universe are subject to universal en

tropy. The paradox of this stanza is that in spite of this 

threat, perhaps because of it, the poet needs "a place to 

sing and dancing room" (CP 105). Roethke carries his bear 

imagery into stanza two where his romping circus bears are 

marked by improvisation rather than by systematic motion: 

A caged bear rarely does the same thing twice 
In the same way: O watch his body sway! 
This animal remembering to be gay. (CP 105) 

The verbal echo to Yeats's "O body swayed to music," is un-

7 mistakable, and so allusively hints at the need for a trans

formative vision that pleasures body, as well as soul. The 

next line, "this animal remembering to be gay," again, evokes 

the glittering-eyed creators of "Lapis Lazuli" who remember 

to be gay as they witness the cyclic destruction of human 
p 

art and order. Thus these lines emphasize the paradox of 

the need for the dance and the threat to its motion. 

7. William Butler Yeats, "Among School Children," 
The Collected Poems of W. B.-Yeats (New York; Macmillan 
and Company, 1956), p. 214. 

8. Yeats,"Lapis Lazuli," The Collected Poems, p.293. 
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These opening stanzas make it clear that the subject 

is the poet and his art, particularly Roethke and his pri

vate vision. Although "The Dance" invokes the literary 

fathers, the third stanza stresses the loneliness and frus

tration, the necessary trial-and-error of Roethke's art: 

I tried to fling my shadow at the moon, 
The while my blood leaped with a wordless song. 
Though dancing needs a master, I had none 
To teach my toes to listen to my tongue. 
But what I learned there dancing all alone, 
Was not the joyless motion of a stone. (CP 105) 

For Roethke the moon is recurrently a symbol for metamorpho

sis , for poetic transformation—as the shifting metaphors 

perhaps imply here—and, in this, the moon opposes the inert 

concentration of a stone. His subtle insistence on the vis

ceral quality of his dance emphasizes his own distinctive 

poetic mode with its perpetual interplay between shadow and 

substance. The verb "to fling" echoes Davies' "... the 

First Mover flings" and so slyly shows us the poet assuming 

the mask of creator, yet, in an improvised, solitary dancing 

space. The last couplet implies a question: what did he 

learn there? And supplies a koan-like answer, which in the 

Zen manner offers a further, enigmatic spiritual question: 

"not the joyless motion of a stone." 

The final stanza of "The Dance" contains the explicit 
i 

reference to Yeats, indicating the dynamic relation between 

Roethke and his ancestor: "I take this cadence from a man 

named Yeats;/! take it and I give it back again." Roethke 
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is driven by his private melodic and rhythmic obsessions, 

yet shares with Yeats, as with the romping bears, a particu

lar madness: 

For other tunes and other wanton beats 
Have tossed my heart and fiddled through my 

brain. 
Yes, I was dancing-mad, and how 
That came to be the bears and Yeats would 

know. (CP 105) 

Again Roethke engages the reader, asking him to ponder the 

secret sources of dancing-madness. 

The next two poems, "The Partner" and "The Wraith," 

continue to focus on the poet's personal vision, and they 

begin to develop through the exhausting themes of love and 

death, as life experience is commingled with the poetic pro

cess. "The Partner" introduces the image of the woman, who 

in her metamorphic nature represents profound, powerful ex

perience that brings the poet closer to his most particular, 

and most universal reality. "The Partner" begins with the 

recognition that love begins as an immediate, unanalytical 

physical experience. Roethke throws another simple question 

at the reader: 

Between such animal and human heat 
I find myself perplexed. What is desire?— 
The impulse to make someone else complete? 
That woman would set sodden straw on fire. 
Was I the servant of a sovereign wish, 
Or ladle rattling in an empty dish? (CP 105) 

Again we are prodded to consider the possible sources of 

vision, to wonder at a force that sets "sodden straw on fire. 
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Love is animal heat, a knowledge we luckily share 

with beasts, and through the poem Roethke boasts of his kin

ship with animals: "I see a heron prancing in his pond;/I 

know a dance the elephants believe" (CP 106). But at the 

same time, love demands a more than animal understanding: 

"I'd say it to my horse: we live beyond/Our outer skin 

. . . ." With each addition from the animal kingdom, 

Roethke intensifies his concentration on the overwhelming 

sense of vision: "This joy outleaps the dog. Who cares? 

Who cares?" (CP 106). The evidence of "The Partner" is that 

the poet cares. And the reason for his caring has to do 

with a human awareness of death. 

"The Partner" also defines love in relation to the 

mysteries and paradoxes of death: "We played a measure with 

commingled feet:/The lively dead had taught us to be fond" 

(CP 106). The lively dead, with all the connotations that 

pertain to them, become dancing masters, paradoxically 

teaching the lovers how to live and dance. Death and love 

connect, both to grant and to alter the poet's destiny: 

"Who can embrace the body of his fate?/Light altered light 

along the living ground." Still, this lover's dance, on 

the one hand an impulse of light, is marked by the quality 

of improvisation: "The living all assemble! What's the 

cue?—/Do what the clumsy partner wants to do!" (CP 106). 

In the final stanza, the question "Who condones the lost?" 
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intensifies, deepens this effect of "playing it by ear." 

Here, the lovers respond to a "lewd music," and the adjec

tive connotes not only the sensual but the untaught, as the 

concluding couplet both affirms the instinctive power of the 

body, and insists on the dancing space of a dark world: 

The body and the soul know how to play 
In that dark world where gods have lost 

their way. (CP 106) 

In the final stanza of "The Partner," the poet de

clared that "I gave her kisses back, and woke a ghost." 

This ghost, a shape deeply, intimately connected to the poet, 

is the subject of "The Wraith." As the title indicates, 

Roethke has moved closer to death, and to the apparitional 

woman beyond the visible woman. The opening, through a con

centration of dualities, contemplates the dark temporal 

ground of human love: 

Incomprehensible gaiety and dread 
Attended what we did. Behind, before, 
Lay all the lonely pastures of the dead; 
The spirit and the flesh cried out for more. 
We two, together, on a darkening day 
Took arms against our own obscurity. (CP 106) 

The lines again reflect the terrifying vision of "Lapis 

Lazuli," with the furious contention between creation and 

destruction: "Gaiety transfiguring all that dread/All men 

9 
have aimed at, found and lost; Black out. ..." The 

lovers take arms, literally and symbolically, in their 

9. Yeats, "Lapis Lazuli," The Collected Poems., p. 
293. 
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battle to preserve, a battle they can enact only on the 

brilliant pinpoint of the moment. The darkness confronting 

the lovers is a desolation of past and future, and, more 

terribly, the darkness, the "obscurity" within the lovers 

themselves. In this fierce setting, they share an incompre

hensible act of defiance. 

Roethke now emphasizes the woman's metamorphic, 

almost magical, powers as, through a union both physical and 

mystical, she transforms the poet's perceptions of his own 

physical boundaries: 

Did each become the other in that play? 
She laughed me out, and then she laughed me in; 
In the deep middle of ourselves we lay; 
When glory failed, we danced upon a pin. (CP 106) 

The commingling of the lovers' identities, at one level a 

sleight-of-hand and at another a radical metamorphosis, 

parallels the incomprehensible interchange between art and 

reality, between the poet and the imaginative process. The 

allusion in the last line to angels dancing on a pin sug

gests not only the high-wire dancing of the lovers, but also 

the tenuous spiritual transformation they undergo. The 

stanza returns, in its final couplet, to love's temporal 

ground, but here the temporal has been gigantically slowed 

down, to elicit the astonished stillness of judgment day: 

"The Valley rocked beneath the granite hill;/Our souls looked 

forth, and the great day stood still" (CP 106). Stanza three 
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again considers the nature of this woman who dilates both 

time and consciousness: 

There was a body, and it cast a spell,— 
God pity those but wanton to the knees,— 
The flesh can make the spirit visible; (CP 106) 

The "spell" cast by the woman is a charm, but also an un

usual interval of time which reveals potential spiritual 

truths. In this interval, the lovers wake to "rich weather 

of a dappled wood"—a wood whose dappled weather is a live

able, playable combination of light and dark: "We played 

with dark and light as children should" (CP 107). 

The final stanza of "The Wraith" focuses sharply on 

the mysterious poetic illumination. It echoes, perhaps 

answers, the line from "The Dance,"—"I tried to fling my 

shadow at the moon/The while my blood leaped with a wordless 

song" (CP 105). Here, the poet's wordless song becomes the 

lovers' "sensual cry," and this cry, torn from some dimen

sion between birth and death, engenders the fierce poetic 

transformation sought for in "The Dance": 

What shape leaped forward at the sensual cry? 
Sea-beast or bird flung toward the ravaged shore? 
Did space shake off an angel with a sigh? 
We rose to meet the moon, and saw no more. 
It was and was not she, a shape alone, 
Impaled on light, and whirling slowly down. (CP 107) 

Again, there are verbal echoes to Yeats, here "An Image from 

a Past Life," where two lovers, their hearts "smitten 

through," in their intensity unwittingly wake the hovering 

ghosts of the night: "And thereupon there comes that scream/ 
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10 From terrified invisible beast or bird. ..." In the 

same way, Roethke's stanza evokes the unsuspected force of 

the released vision. As the poet perceives the metamorphic 

"shape" of the woman in its mysterious substances—sea-

beast, bird, and angel—he evokes the lightning-flash inter

change between physical and immaterial bodies. The death 

image in the last line contrasts to the bird image that • 

opens the stanza, and both of these suggest the radical 

alteration of self that vision implies. Most significant, 

the image of this unworldly shape struck by light, also im

plies that death, the Keatsean fixing of vision, which is 

art. In this powerful stanza, Roethke makes us understand 

his lover as wraith, the shadow he flings at the moon. And 

the concentrated thought, dazzling images, urgent cadences 

all insist on the mysteriousness, the potential violence of 

poetic vision. This is the view of art Roethke implicitly 

espouses in his discussion of "In a Dark Time," where he 

says that the poet "becomes the Godhead itself, not only the 

veritable creator of the universe but the creator of the 

revealed God. This is no jump for the timid, no flick from 

the occult, no moment in the rose garden. Instead, it is a 

cry from the mire, and may be the devil's own."^ 

10. Yeats, "An Image from a Past Life," The Col
lected Poems, p. 176. 

11. Roethke, "On 'In a Dark Time,"' p. 53. 
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With the final poem, "The Vigil," the quartet has 

come full circle. As "The Dance" began with the probing of 

Davies* poetic universe, "The Vigil" begins with a question

ing of Dante's luminous art, and in this way openly focuses 

on the terrific force, the ambiguous sources of vision: 

Dante attained the purgatorial hill, 
Trembled at hidden virtue without flaw, 
Shook with a mighty power beyond his will,— 
Did Beatrice deny what Dante saw? 
All lovers live by longing and endure: 
Summon a vision and declare it pure. (CP 107) 

As Roethke was undoubtedly aware, he is asking an unanswer

able question. Can we imagine a great artistic vision deny

ing itself, or proving itself? In Mysticism (a book that 

Roethke knew well), Evelyn Underhill points out the eternal 

uncertainty in the mystic quest for truth: "Some see Truth 

as Dante saw Beatrice: an adorable yet intangible figure, 

found in this world yet revealing the next. To others she 

seems rather an evil but an irristible enchantress: entic-

12 ing, demanding payment and betraying her lover at last." 

Or, as Yeats asks in "Ego Dominus Tuus," where he also con

templates the "chief imagination of Christendom," is the 

artist only "enthralled by the unconquerable delusion,/Magi

cal shapes" or with an image does he ". . . call to my own 

opposite, summon all/That I have handled least, least looked 

12. Evelyn Underhill, Mysticism: A Study in the 
Nature and Development of Man's Spiritual Consciousness (New 
York: E. P. Dutton and Company, Inc., 1961), p. 4. 
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13 
upon?" The final couplet reflects Roethke's personal vi

sion, one based on experience and belief, gives an answer 

responsive to human need: the human vigil, Roethke implies, 

has to do with longing, with endurance, and with the impera

tive desire for vision. 

In its development, "The Vigil" illuminates the 

strenuous, complex relationship existing between the poet 

and his private vision. The second stanza suggests that any 

spiritual journey, like Dante's must progress through slow, 

tortuous stages: "Though everything's astonishment at last/ 

Who leaps to heaven at a single bound?" (CP 107). The in

sistence on "astonishment" as the last stage of vision again 

stresses the impossibility of talking, of rationalizing about 

it. For the modern poet, the physical reality, the momentary 

assurance of actual living, provide the only possible images 

of order and enlightenment: 

The links were soft between us; still, we kissed: 
We undid chaos to a curious sound: 
The waves broke easy, cried to me in white; 
Her look was morning in the dying light. {CP 107). 

The woman's look both defies and "mourns" the dying light 

that holds the lovers. The poem builds tension between the 

poet's will to see and the dying light of the physical world. 

Thus in the third stanza, Roethke, claiming his vatic power, 

accepts the dying light, the world of particulars, as his 

13. Yeats, "Ego Dominus Tuus," The Collected Poems, 
p. 157. 
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ground for poetic transformation: "The visible obscures. 

But who knows when?/Things have their thought: they are the 

shards of me" (CP 107). For Roethke, as for Stevens, who 

has defined imagination as "the power of the mind over the 

14 possibilities of things," the structure of things must be 

the structure of ideas. Although he works in a universe 

intent on hiding itself, or willing to give only ambiguous 

clues, he insists on becoming, with the woman, a bright con

tainer of spiritual motion: 

Rapt, we learned forth with what we could not see. 
We danced to shining; mocked before the black and 

shapeless night that made no answer back. (CP 107) 

Confronted with vacant interstellar space as his poetic 

ground, he takes his dancing room and place to sing, and 

creates what Anthony Libby calls an "illuminating darkness": 

Because he tends to discover a paradoxical light 
within the darkness, not beyond it, his poetry . . . 
constantly involves images of dark light, "bright 
shade," "shimmering" illuminations in shadow . . . 
Roethke's favorite light seems to be the shimmering 
moon, as coldly dark as it is light. 

In the final stanza of "The Vigil," the dance of 

light and dark is experienced in its most immediate form, 

the duel between life and death; and here, the poet claims 

the prerogatives of the living: "The world is for the liv

ing. Who are they?/We dared the dark to reach the white and 

14. Stevens, "Imagination as Value," in The Neces
sary Angel, p. 136. 

15. Libby, p. 280. 
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warm" (CP 107). This stanza is the culmination of vision, 

the dancing place where Roethke brings together the complex 

themes he has developed through "Four for Sir John Davies." 

As the final lines of "The Wraith" evoke the paradox of dy

ing into this world, the ending of "The Vigil" works through 

the paradox of dying to spiritual life. The woman is trans

formed into an image of pure motion, a mighty power that 

absorbs the poet's will—and the lovers, who die and rise at 

once, prove mysterious by their love: 

She was the wind when wind was in my way; 
Alive at noon, I perished in her form. (CP 107) 

The final couplet, with charged, allusive imagery—refer

ences to the paradoxical fall, the power of the Word, the 

power of the light—affirms the mysterious truth of the 

artist's subjective vision: 

Who rise from flesh to spirit know the fall: 
The word outleaps the world, and light is all. 

(CP 107) 

Through this complex, interwoven development, "Four 

for Sir John Davies" creates a finally harmonious dance of 

opposites, and achieves a form that unites the artist and 

his vision. Roethke's study of the creative process through 

the speech and symbol of his poem (as well as his account of 

the composition of "The Dance")reveals poetry as a force 

that radically alters vision. Moreover, the quartet shows 

the poet discovering identity through the urgent dialogue 

between his life and his art. "Four for Sir John Davies" 
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spins outward from the initial question, "Is that dance 

slowing in the mind of man/That made him think the universe 

could hum?" (CP 105). And Roethke's answer revolves around 

his instinctive and inherited craft, his spontaneous and 

learned, cunning acts of perception. His tribute to the 

spiritual ancestors is an act of technique, but also the act 

of vision itself. The temporal, physical ground of life, of 

love and death, gives rise to the images that demand atten

tion, and these images, illuminated through the poetic 

process, suggest and finally affirm a space of spiritual 

enactment. The constant relation between things and their 

thought is central to Roethke's view of himself as a poet. 

Poetry has meaning as it rises from and inevitably leads 

back to living experience. This view of art underlies, and 

at least partially, accounts for the brilliance of the love 

sequence in Words for the Wind. 



CHAPTER V 

POETRY AND WOMAN 

Theodore Roethke's love sequence in Words for the 

Wind brings to American poetry a voice whose intensity is 

comparable to that of the English renaissance love poets. 

Knowingly or not/ Roethke adds his voice to the tradition of 

love poetry when he declares in "X Knew a Woman," 

Of her choice virtues only gods should 
speak, 

Or English poets who grew up on Greek 
(I'd have them sing in chorus, cheek to 

cheek). (CP 127) 

The love sequence, in such poems as "I Knew a Woman" and 

"Words for the Wind," is nothing if not overwhelmingly lyri

cal, both in tone and intent. "The grammar of least motion," 

"the speech of light," and the knowledge of song that echoes 

through the sequence—these are the gifts the woman brings 

to the poet. Sensual joy and lyricism merge in many of these 

poems, together creating an immediate affirmation of being, 

as in these lines from "She," 

We sing together; we sing mouth to mouth. 
The garden is a river flowing south. 
She cries out loud the soul's own secret joy; 
She dances, and the ground bears her away. 
She knows the speech of light and makes it plain 
A lively thing can come to life again. (CP 129) 

113 
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However, because these are love poems rather than simple 

lyrics, the tone and subject of them undergo wide shifts, 

deep adumbrations. The mind of the poet, brooding on love, 

is strenuous, highly allusive and philosophic: the question 

of whether "a lively thing can come to life again" is both 

physical and metaphysical. 

A well-known source for the love sequence is 

Roethke's marriage to Beatrice O'Connell. But the woman in 

the sequence is nameless, although she is the image at its 

center, the source of sensual knowing, the force that drives 

the poet to consider the deepest nature and most awesome 

possibilities of love. In this regard, "Four for Sir John 

Davies," with its Renaissance consciousness of body-spirit 

interplay, its concern with Dante's cosmological and artistic 

vision, suggests a significant direction of Roethke's thought. 

The woman, a creative, even primitive, image, helps to make 

the spirit visible, initiates that fall and rise from flesh 

to spirit, and awakens the poet to a more profound concep

tion of love. For Roethke saw love not only as a force 

within the lover, but also as a crucial element of all ex

istence. Thus, the love poetry widens through personal and 

metaphysical spheres of thought. In its development, the 

love sequence is both erotic and religious, concerned with 

the passion between man and woman, but also with the passion 

between individual and infinite being. For Theodore Roethke, 
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as for John Donne whose major influence Jenijoy La Belle 

discovers in the sequence, human and divine love merge at 

an indissoluble point of flesh and spirit. Love that inter

laces the immediate and infinite, provides an affirmation of 

being and a reason for song is ultimately the love he strives 

for here. Like "Four for Sir John Davies," the love sequence 

is a dance that through its manifold movement brings oppo-

sites suddenly into place. 

The complexity of Roethke's sequence has inspired 

much research into his sources—personal, literary, and philo

sophic, and this research helps reveal the intellectual and 

thematic breadth of the modern poet's work. Jenijoy La 

Belle's The Echoing Wood of Theodore Roethke shows that the 

poet vivifies such Renaissance poets as Donne, Raleigh, Drum-

mond, Jonson, and Marvell, as well as modern poets Lawrence 

and Yeats, in a "continuation of metaphysical wit." La 

Belle does not discuss, but I would suggest as a possible 

influence, the tradition of the Italian and English sonnett— 

the letters show that Roethke taught Drayton, Shakespeare, 

and Spenser in poetry courses (SL 107)—whose concern with 

time, eternity, and art border closely on Roethke's own. Be

sides these literary influences, whose presence alone puts 

into motion a circular widening of thought, there appears to 

be a strong philosophical substructure for the poems. Karl 

1. La Belle, p. 125. 
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Malkoff asserts that Roethke's readings, "consisting mainly 

of existentialist theologians such as Kierkegaard, Martin 

Buber, and Paul Tillich, and writers on various aspects of 

2 
mystic experience," reflect the crucial themes of the Words 

for the Wind poetry; and Rosemary Sullivan, in Theodore 

Roethke, the Garden Master, citing that the notebooks con

firm Roethke's reading of Buber, suggests that "this must 

certainly have stimulated his interest in the metaphysical 

3 implications of the I-Thou relationship. ..." I was 

struck by diverse similarities between Buber and Roethke 

long before I was aware of the actual connection. In the 

end, what is most striking is the way Roethke fuses and 

subordinates these various influences, makes them relevant 

to the personal joys and well-documented psychic stresses 

of his own life, and bringing philosophy and poetry into 

sharp dialogue, speaks to us in unique and unmistakably con

temporary voice. 

The contemporary note in the love poetry rises, I 

think, from the poet's dual recognition that love is crucial 

to the self's survival, and is, at the same time, immensely 

difficult to experience. At intervals, throughout the se

quence, with varying degrees of intensity and concentration, 

2. Malkoff, p. 125. 

3. Rosemary Sullivan, Theodore Roethke; The Garden 
Master (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1976), 
p. 125. 
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Roethke considers the demons, inside and out, that would 

keep him from love. "All the Earth, All the Air," for in<-

stance, concludes on an ambiguous note that emphasizes the 

struggle between love and lovelessness: 

In a lurking-place I lurk, 
One with the sullen dark. 
What's hell but a cold heart? 
But who, faced with her face, 
Would not rejoice? (CP 122) 

Again in "The Surly One," Roethke faces those bizarre inner 

urges that are the true heroes of self-destruction: 

Ghost cries out to ghost— 
But who's afraid of that? 
I fear those shadows most 
That start from my own feet. (CP 138) 

In "Plaint," lovelessness becomes despair, and despair be

comes estrangement from God: "Where is the knowledge that/ 

Could bring me to my God?" "I lack plain tenderness," the 

speaker confesses, and this lack resolves itself into a de

sire for death: "Death is a deeper sleep/And I delight in 

sleep" (CP 139). I think there has been too great a tendency 

among critics to see Roethke's expressions of despair as a 

personal dilemma, a personal failure in love; Roethke is a 

formal poet, if his masks are subtle, and these expressions 

of isolation, of alienation are universally relevant. 

Love' for Roethke, as for mystics and profane lovers, 

involves a knowledge of human suffering. Love is essential 

to existence, crucial to the self: "she/Lent me one virtue 

and I live thereby," he insists in "Dream," the sequence's 



118 

opening poem (CP 120). Yet love must be perpetually sought 

after, perpetually renewed, even perpetually created. 

Through his imagery, Roethke tells us that love, fully 

realized, is still wild and fragile# threatened by the inner 

demons for sensualism, despair, and isolation, and by the 

outer demons of time and death. Thus, joy is rarely without 

its admixture of pain. In the midst of fulfillment, the poet 

rightly fears loss. In "The Other," the poet rejoices in the 

advents of love—"I find her every place;/She happens, time 

on time"—and yet forsees inevitable parting: "Aging I some

times weep,/Yet still laugh in ray sleep (CP 130). And again 

in "Love's Progress," he suggests, as did Donne before him, 

that realization is a means for conclusion: 

The close dark hugs me hard 
And all the birds are stone. 
I fear for my own joy; 
I fear myself in the field, 
For I would drown in fire. (CP 137) 

The death consciousness is strong in this poetry, and with 

the impulse of the sonnet writer, Roethke attempts to im

mortalize being, to transcend and transform time at the 

intense juncture of love. As in the sonnet tradition, love 

and poetry join to create a force that works against the 

personal and universal will to death. 

"The Dream" which opens the sequence is, to ray mind, 

a crucial poem, for it subtlely and allusively evokes 

Roethke's deep conception of love. "I tossed a stone, and 
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listened to its plunge," reads a line from "The Dream" and 

this line aptly describes the widening effect of this poem 

which expresses both the fragility and power of love (CP 120). 

Critics have connected the poem to Donne's Elegy X (also 

called "The Dream"). Professor La Belle suggests that 

4 Roethke takes his title and theory from Elegy X. However, 

after a close study of Roethke's "The Dream," I believe it 

is also influenced by other Donne poems, and these illuminate 

the modern poet's complex theme. 

The opening stanza of "The Dream" reads: 

I met her as a blossom on a stem 
Before she ever breathed, and in that dream 
The mind remembers from a deeper sleep: 
Eye learned from eye, cold lip from sensual lip. 
My dream divided on a point of fire: 
Light hardened on the water where we were; 
A bird sang low, the moonlight sifted in; 
The water rippled, and she rippled on. (CP 119) 

I would point out here that the imagery of the opening few 

lines is intrinsic to Roethke, who, as in "Cuttings, Later," 

often reaches down into anterior, subconscious depths to 

find the place and moment of beginnings. Beyond this, how

ever, we recall from "Four for Sir John Davies," that 

Roethke, in his search for the visible spirit, questions the 

substance of his beloved when he asks, "Did space shake off 

an angel with a sigh?" In "Aire and Angels," Donne initiates 

4. La Belle, p. 118. 
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this same questioning of the beloved's essence that we find 

in "Pour for Sir John Davies" and "The Dream": 

Twice or thrice had I loved thee 
Before I knew thy face or name; 
So in a voice, so in a shapeless flame, 
Angells affect us oft, and worship'd be.5 (p.742) 

Donne also pursues the idea that love, an impulse of the 

soul, must take a physical body, a sensual lip and eye: 

"That it assume thy body, I allow,/And fixe it selfe in thy 

lip, eye, and brow."6 In another poem, "The Dreame" (dis

tinct from Elegy X) Donne, as does Roethke, explores the 

relationship between dream and reality ("My dreame thou 

7 brok'st not, but continued'st it") by further investigating 

the woman's nature: 

As lightning or a Tapers light, 
Thine eyes and not thy noise wak'd mee; 

Yet I thought three 
(For thou lovest truth) an Angell, at 

first sight.8 

For both poets, love appears as an epiphany, a lightening 

shock, the amazement of initial vision. Thus, in the final 

three lines of his opening stanza, Roethke emphasizes the 

visual images—the bird, moonlight, and rippling water— 

5. John Donne, "Aire and Angels," The Complete 
Poetry of John Donne, ed. John T. Shawcross (Garden City: 
New York: Doubleday and Company, Inc., 1967), p. 105. 

6. Donne, "Aire and Angels," p. 105. 

7. Donne, "The Dreame," The Complete Poetry, p. 124 

8. Donne, "The Dreame," The Complete Poetry, p. 124 
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perceived by the awakened eye. These verbal and thematic 

similarities between the two poets clarify the dense imagery 

of Roethke's opening stanza, and suggest the thematic am

biguities that Roethke's love sequence develops. 

In the second stanza of "The Dream/' Roethke estab

lishes the woman as both apparitional figure and powerful 

force. She is at once tangible and intangible, evocative of 

both change and permanence; her images are those of trans

forming moon and circular fire, and her power rests in her 

ability to compel the poet's desire and belief: 

She came toward me in the flowing air, 
A shape of change, encircled by its fire. 
I watched her there, between me and the moon; 
The bushes and the stones danced on and on; 
I touched her shadow when the light delayed; 
I turned my face away, and yet she stayed. 
A bird sang from the center of a tree; 
She loved the wind because the wind loved me. (CP 119) 

A spiritual shape, the woman is at the same time, through 

her animistic connection with bushes, stones, and tree, a 

physical being. The line "I turned my face away, and yet 

she stayed," stresses the poet's inability'to fully compre

hend, to fully accept the woman's actual presence. Donne's 

"The Dreame" and "Love's Growth," may further clarify 

Roethke's thought. In Donne's "The Dreame," the speaker ex

presses a like difficulty with believing in the reality of 

the love he has envisioned: 
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Comming and staying show'd thee, thee, 
But rising makes me doubt, that now, 

Thou are not thou. 
That love is weake, where feare's as 

strong as hee.9 

"Love is not love until love's vulnerable," begins the third 

stanza of Roethke"s "The Dream," which also views love as an 

act of faith, an ability to recognize, yet overcome doubt: 

Love is not love until love's vulnerable. 
She slowed to sigh, in that long interval. 
A small bird flew in circles where we stood; 
The deer came down, out of the dappled wood. 
All who remember doubt. Who calls that 

strange? (CP 120) 

Again, Roethke insists on both permanence and change. Love 

is a "long interval," but its vividness and immediacy dim 

with memory into doubt; and this perception is valid at both 

the spiritual and psychological levels. Yet within that in-

terval, the woman, her emergence compared to a sudden vision 

of a wild deer, moves with the endless motion of a circle. 

Thus these lines further reveal the woman, the image of love 

as the compelling vision whose effects widen after the in

terval of immediate experience: 

I tossed a stone, and listened to its plunge. 
She knew the grammar of least motion, she 
Lent me one virtue, and I live thereby. (CP 120) 

And here again, in "Love's Growth," Donne uses an elabo

rate conceit that the denser imagery of Roethke's lines 

echoes: 

9. Donne, "The Dreame," The Complete Poetry, p. 125 
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Gentle love deeds, as biossomes on a bough, 
Prom love's awaken'd root do bud out now. 
If, as in water stir'd more circles be 
Produc'd by one, love such additions take, 
These like so many spheares, but one heaven make, 
For they are all concentrique unto thee.-1-0 

For both poets, then, the woman is a center, and her radiant 

meanings and effects encompass the "grammer of least motion. 

And for both poets, this image of love, whatever the origin, 

becomes a necessity for life. Donne's "The Dreame," thus 

concludes, "Thou cam'st to kindle, goest to come; Then 1/ 

11 Will dreame that hope again, but else would die." 

Roethke's imagery, like Donne's, moves on the point 

where the erotic and spiritual flames meet, and at this 

point "The Dream" culminates, as poet and woman join to 

transform reality. Roethke describes the experience as the 

remembered long interval of love. In this interval, the 

woman's body was the suddenly fixed point that allows the 

transformation to take place: "She held her body steady in 

the wind/Our shadows met and slowly swung around" (CP 120). 

The meeting of slow, circular shadows that seem to leap out

ward from the lovers signals an illumination at once erotic 

and metaphysical. Accordingly, the poet reveals that this 

meeting with the woman transformed material, temporal reality 

10. Donne, "Love's Growth," The Complete Poetry, 
p. 121. 

11. Donne, "The Dreame," The Complete Poetry, p.125 
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The woman turned a "field into a glittering sea," for the 

poet who "played in flame and water like a boy," and 

"swayed out beyond the white seafoam," (CP 120). The new 

perception of being happens in this metaraorphic atmosphere: 

Like a wet log, I sang within a flame 
In that last while, eternity's confine, 
I came to love, I came into my own. (CP 120) 

The word while, with the emphasis on noun, reminds us that 

this wonderful perception of being occurs in an interval, a 

long now that catalyzes matter and dissolves the boundaries 

of time. And in this interval, the poet's submission to 

love, the dream that originates in his own soul and subcon

scious, becomes the means for full self-realization. 

"The Dream" sets up for the reader a complex percep

tion of forces that war or join together in the will to love. 

The intensity of the sequence rises both from the recognition 

of love's inevitability, its necessity, and of its essential 

elusiveness, nothingness. Roethke sees love as a force that 

comes with the strangeness of dream and the insistence of 

fate, and in much the same way, Martin Buber describes the 

encounters with the immeasureable You: 

The world that appears to you in this way is unreli
able, for it appears always new to you, and you can
not take it by its word. It lacks density, for 
everything in it permeates everything else. It lacks 
duration for it comes even when not called and van
ishes even when you cling to it. It cannot be sur
veyed: if you try to make it surveyable, you lose 
it. It comes—comes to fetch you—and if it does 
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not reach you or encounter you it vanishes, but it 
comes again, transformed.12 

"Memory," while the last poem of Roethke's love sequence, is 

best understood in comparison to "The Dream." Although the 

poem has been seen as an expression of Roethke's disappoint

ment in love, I find that it once more, through imagery that 

closely parallels "The Dream" insists on the mysterious, 

tenuous nature of love. 

The laconic, abbreviated imagery of "Memory," which 

underscores the finality of departures, is meant to shock 

the reader, to show him that he, as well as the poet, expe

riences the fluctuations of vision which, by definition, 

does not conform to the conventional order of time and 

reality. The poem's first stanza recalls the "slow world 

of dream" that inspires belief in the mystical union of 

lover and beloved: "The outside dies within,/And she knows 

all I am" (CP 140). The second stanza recalls the wild 

bird and deer, the flowing air of "The Dream," but here the 

direction has changed: 

She turns, as if to go, 
Half-bird, half-animal. 
The wind dies on the hill. 
Love's all. Love's all I know. (CP 140) 

Although the speaker, in the last line, expresses his per

sistent, instinctual knowledge of love, the last stanza's 

12. Martin Buber, I and Thou, trans. Walter Kaufmann 
(New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1970), p. 83. 
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thought parallels Buber's, depicting love as a force that 

vanishes even as it is grasped: 

A doe drinks by a stream, 
A doe and its fawn. 
When I follow after them, 
The grass changes to stone. (CP 140) 

"Memory" is a poem about limitations, not desire, about limi

tations imposed by time and experience on vision and art, and 

it tells us much about the texture of Roethke's love poetry, 

which can in "The Dream" bring a lively thing to life again, 

but here persuade so convincingly that the only tense is 

past. 

Both "The Dream" and "Memory," show that a signifi

cant aspect of the love sequence is Roethke's concern with 

time. At a crucial level, existence is time, and all living 

things, in either despair or joy, must be obsessed with time. 

In The Mortal No, Frederick J. Hoffman makes a comment rele

vant to the discussion, that however we keep time, it still 

leads to death: 

Since temporality is in itself associated with death— 
with the move toward death—it is to be assumed that 
a love of it involves the risk of inviting death, of 
bringing it closer at the very time when life seems 
most attractive. 

It is a paradox of the love sequence that while love draws 

the speaker to a knowledge of eternity, it also draws him 

13. Frederick J. Hoffman, The Mortal No: Death 
and the Modern Imagination (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1964), p. 344. 
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into this intenser involvement with time. Throughout the 

sequence, Roethke is compelled by love to explore his fluent 

situation as a man alive in time: fear, withdrawal—the 

desire to merge with the sullen dark and deeper sleep—is 

one direction the poetry takes, but, in another, the sensual 

and lyrical meet in an urge that somehow moves to transcend 

time through a joyful acceptance of it. In this respect, 

Roethke1s approach is like that of the sonnet writer who 

sees time as preserver and destroyer, and discovers that 

both his beloved and his poetry pull to undo the annihila-

tive aim of time. 

"Words for the Wind" gives fullest expression of 

this urge. The poem, which is Roethke's epithalamion to a 

bride seventeen years younger than he is a purely lyrical 

meditation on time, and on being, teased into awareness by 

sensual love. The poem moves with an elusive momentum that 

reflects its themes, and although it is divided into four 

sections with stanzas of seven and eight lines, its develop

ment is circular rather than linear. 'The poet sets up, in 

the opening stanza, a swift rhythm and fluent imagery that 

announce his embracement of love and time: 

Love, love, a lily's my care, 
She's sweeter than a tree. 
Loving, I use the air 
Most lovingly: I breathe; 
Mad in the wind I wear 
Myself as I should be. . . . (CP 123) 
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The poem celebrates a vital "she," a "creaturely creature," 

a "green thing," who incarnates the endless forms of ex

istence, and brings these forms immediately and insistently 

to her lover: "The wind's white with her name,/and I walk 

with the wind" (CP 124). Throughout the poem, the woman's 

image resolves passion and purity: "Passion's enough to 

give/Shape to a random joy," says the speaker, and compares 

her to the lily, rose, dove, and swan (CP 124) . Unafraid 

of time, the woman will not let her sun stand still: "She 

moves when time is shy:/Love has a thing to do" (CP 124). 

Standing at the poem's center with the woman, the aging poet 

understands the bleaker effects of time, feels the approach 

of death, yet is brought by love to cherish the temporal: 

What time's my heart? I care. 
I cherish what I have 
Had of the temporal: 
I am no longer young 
But the winds and waters are; 
What falls away will fall; 
All things bring me to love. (CP 125) 

Through the poem's development, the poet's death conscious

ness is overwhelmed by the love-bringing, life-renewing 

woman, at one with the perpetually young winds and waters in 

their continual yet constant motion. Within this context, 

the interplay of life and death becomes a reason for exulta

tion and a theme for poetry: 
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Are flower and seed the same? 
What do the great dead say? 
Sweet Phoebe, she's my theme: 
She sways whenever I sway. 
"O love me while I am, 
You green thing in my wayI" 
I cried and the birds came down 
And made my song their own. (CP 123) 

Birds, fishes, flower and seed—the teeming animal and vege

table life of Roethke's symbolic universe—move in the cir

cular motion of "Words for the Wind." Their motion here is 

neither fierce nor destructive, but follows a harmonized, 

continuous pattern, the wished-for cosmic dance of "Four for 

Sir John Davies." And beyond the currents of wind, water, 

and earth, celestial bodies cooperate in the circular, cycli

cal dance. Thus, "the sun declares the earth;/The stones 

leap in the stream," and again, "the green, the springing 

green/Makes an intenser day/Under the rising moon. . . " 

(CP 124). All things bring the poet-lover, confessing he is 

"no mineral man," to accept his place in the universal wheel

ing. His song, even, joins that of all creatures: I bear 

but not alone,/The burden of this joy" (CP 124). In this 

way, the aging speaker is brought to participate in the cos

mic dance: 

Under a southern wind, 
The birds and fishes move 
North in a single stream; 
The sharp stars swing around; 
X get a step beyond 
The wind, and there I am, 
I'm odd and full of love. (CP 125) 



130 

The poem's imagery, like its subtle metric and 

stanzaic patterns, creates a circular motion so that, for 

instance, an image of death immediately calls up an image 

of renewal: 

The shallow stream runs slack; 
The wind creaks slowly by 
Out of a nestling's beak 
Comes a tremulous cry 
X cannot answer back. (CP 123) 

The force of renewal rises from the poet's deepest vision 

of the woman who comes to cure defects of loneliness: 

A shape from deep in the eye— 
That woman I saw in a stone— 
Keeps pace when I walk alone. (CP 123) 

Because of this vision, poetic in its essence, which recon

ciles the moon's fluidity and the stone's permanence, the 

poet is able to accept, intuitionally, the shaking that keeps 

him steady: 

Motion can keep me still: 
She kissed me out of thought 
As a lovely substance will. ..." (CP 123) 

Through an act of faith and love, which flies in the face of 

reason, the speaker moves from acceptance to transcendence 

of time: 

Wisdom, where is it found?— 
Those who embrace, believe. 
Whatever was, still is, 
Says a song tied to a tree. 

In section two of the poem, Roethke connects the woman with 

his vision in "The Dream": 
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On a wide plain, beyond 
The far stretch of a dream, 
A field breaks like the sea. ..." (CP 124) 

And by the last section of "Words for the Wind," we can again 

see the woman as a force moving mysteriously, creatively 

through life: 

The breath of a long root, 
The shy perimeter 
Of the unfolding rose. 
The green, the altered leaf, 
The oyster's weeping foot, 
And the incipient star— 
Are part of what she is. 
She wakes the ends of life. (CP 125) 

As in "The Dream," this force, which does "a thing/Body and 

spirit know," ends in a transformation of the poet's percep

tion and capabilities: "Being myself, I sing/The soul's 

immediate joy" (CP 126). Describing the mood that inspired 

"Words for the Wind" (written during his honeymoon on the 

Italian Mediterranean), Roethke writes in Poet's Choice that 

"I was able to move outside myself—for me sometimes a vio

lent dislocation—and express a joy in another, in others: I 

mean Beatrice O'Connell, and the Italian people, their world, 

14 their Mediterranean." The escape from isolation and es

trangement, the giving-in to love and union, these for 

Roethke make existence, and thus identity, possible, and at 

14. Theodore Roethke, "Words for the Wind," in 
Poet's Choice, eds. Paul Engle and Joseph Langland (New York: 
Dell Publishing Co., 1962), p. 99. 
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this point, where being and self meet, "Words for the Wind" 

concludes: 

I kiss her moving mouth. 
Her swart hilarious skin; 
She breaks my breath in half; 
She frolics like a beast; 
And I dance round and round, 
A fond and foolish man, 
And see and suffer myself 
In another being at last. (CP 126) 

In "The Triple Pool," Donne mocks himself for loving and for 

writing about love in "whining poetry"—but he adds, "But 

where's that wiseman, that would not be I,/If she would not 

15 deny?" In this stanza, Roethke's pun on "fond and fool

ish" his insistence on the circular dance, are his own 

further comment on wisdom and where it is found. The next 

poems of the sequence continue to explore that wisdom found 

through love and its intimate, poetry. 

Love is a waking for Roethke, a waking into aware

ness that takes on the quality of an eternal awakening. The 

woman lends the poet "one virtue" by which he lives; she 

"wakes the ends of life" for him. Without love, without the 

image of the woman, he is locked into a sterile, cellular 

self that lacks spiritual knowledge, true fulfillment. The 

woman arises, then, at least in part, from the writer's im

perious inner demand for transformation. Moon and stone are 

two of her recurrent manifestations, and these suggest that 

15. Donne, "The Triple Foole," The Complete Poetry, 
p. 40. 
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she is a creation of poetic consciousness, an image com

pounded of reality and vision: 

She wandered; I did not: 
I stayed, and light fell 
Across her pulsing throat; 
I stared and.a garden stone 
Slowly became the moon. (CP 123) 

These lines from "Words for the Wind" indicate that 

the love sequence is not a simple act of reporting; the 

poetic mind and process work at the center of these poems, 

making images and meanings. A whole group of poems studies 

the relation between the poet and his vision, recalling the 

question from "Four for Sir John Davies": "Did Beatrice deny 

what Dante saw?" The titles of these poems—"I Knew a Woman, 

"The Voice," "She," "The Other," "The Swan,"—reveal the in

tense concentration given in the sequence to a study of the 

woman's mysterious image, its origin and actuality. Roethke' 

fashioning of the other, his opposite, can be related to 

Yeats's lines in "Ego Dominus Tuus," that Dante "set his 

chisel to the hardest stone," and "found the unpersuadable 

16 
justice, he found/The most exalted lady loved by a man." 

The evidence of the Words for the Wind sequence is that 

Roethke*s lady is herself, she is love, and she is poetry. 

Working from the unpublished notebooks, Jenijoy La Belle in

forms her reader that in one entry, Roethke copies a line 

16. Yeats, "Ego Dominus Tuus," The Collected Poems, 
p. 158. 
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17 from Becquer, "Poetry is feeling, and feeling is woman." 

It is thus important that in the love sequence the woman's 

art is equal to, one with, the speaker's own and that her 

liveliest roles take place in conjunction with motion, 

speech, dance and song. Roethke's love poetry initiates 

the lay reader into a struggle of spirit that is also a 

struggle of craft; process and actualization aid the poet in 

his search for a wisdom that allays personal and mortal 

fears. 

Through this entire group of poems, the speaker's 

underlying mood is one of wonderment, playful and serious, 

at his intimate relation with this woman whom he cannot fully 

comprehend yet whom he embraces as the body of his fate. 

"I'm martyr to a motion not my own," he says in "I Knew a 

Woman" (CP 127) , and he begins "The Other" by admitting the 

woman's inevitability: "What is she, while I live?—/Who 

plagues me with her Shape. ..." Yet again in "The Other," 

as in "The Dream," the woman's deepest nature is stubbornly 

mysterious: "But if I move too close,/Who busks me on the 

nose?" (CP 130). The paradox lies in the poet's simultaneous 

union and separation from her: 

17. La Belle, p. 122. 
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Is she what I become? 
Is this my final Face? 
I find her every place; 
She happens, time on time— 
My Nose feels for my Toe; 
Nature's too much to know. (CP 130) 

The heart of attraction seems to lie, as "Words for the Wind" 

has shown, in the motion the poet discovers through her: 

"She moves and I adore;/Motion can do no more" {CP 130). Obvi

ously, the woman is the adept partner in a skillful sexual 

dance where neither body nor soul is bruised; but more impor

tant, she moves beyond a physical and toward a poetic rhythm. 

111 Knew a Woman" is a poem about Roethke's poetic 

craft. The opening lines identify the woman in relation to 

beauty and song: "I knew a woman, lovely in her bones,/When 

small birds sighed, she would sigh back at them; . . (CP 127) ." 

Roethke expresses his conviction that poetry's obsession 

with time, with meter, ultimately*tears down the bars of 

linear measurement. Thus, he asserts in the opening stanza, 

And, when she moved, she moved more ways 
than one: 

The shapes a bright container can contain! (CP 127) 

Richard Blessing says of the woman's relation to the 

poet's craft: 

Among the things she teaches, then, is creative writ
ing, and this poem, with its turning and counter-
turning of word against word, phrase against phrase, 
is both a celebration of her body's motion and demon
stration of what a poet can learn about poetics 
through the study of "how a body sways."18 

18. Blessing, p. 185. 
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I would add that Roethke is studying in "I Knew a Woman" 

the elusive connection between the poetic process and 

reality: the lovely woman who sighs back at small birds 

rises from the poet's own serious discipline, takes shape at 

the point where discipline becomes form, and form becomes 

vision# the point where dancer and dance are one. The 

poem's second stanza does concentrate on the laborious, joy

ful struggle for technique: 

How well her wishes went! She stroked my chin, 
She taught me Turn, and Counter-Turn, and Stand; 
She taught me Touch, that undulant white skin; 
I nibbled meekly from her proffered hand. . . . (CP 127) 

In this labor, the woman is "sickle," the poet, the "rake": 

"She was the sickle; I, poor I, the rake,/Coming behind her 

for her pretty sake. . . " However, in the third stanza, 

the woman's movements break free from turn and counter-turn, 

dazzle the poet with fluid motion: "She played it quick, 

she played it light and loose;/My eyes, they dazzled at her 

flowing knees. . ." (CP 125). The poet discovers in her, 

once again, the simultaneous motion and stillness of the 

circle: 

Her several parts could keep a pure repose, 
Or one hip quiver with a mobile nose 
(She moved in circles, and those circles moved). 

CCP 125) 

And in the final stanza, the speaker is able to connect the 

movement he has learned from the woman to the universal mo

tion of nature. The rhetorical turns, the circular rhythms 
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of the poem leave behind common meter, ordinary measurement 

and verge upon another order of being: 

Let seed be grass, and grass turn into hay: 
I'm martyr to a motion not my own; 
What's freedom for? To know eternity. 
I swear she cast a shadow white as stone. 
But who would count eternity in days? 
These old bones live to learn her wanton ways: 
(I measure time by how a body sways). (CP 125} 

The delicate, subtle tonalities of this final stanza add to 

its poetic power. The poet's references to "hay," to a 

"shadow white as stone," and to his "old bones," which con

trast with the woman's lovely bones, obliquely evoke his 

consciousness that linear time ends in death. Even "freedom 

as any existentialist knows, is a double-edged gift. But 

recognizing the absurdity of counting in days, the poet 

gives himself to more powerful measure and motion. The last 

brilliant line of "I Knew a Woman" is a poetic-philosophic 

credo whose source. Professor La Belle reveals, is St. 

Augustine: 

One of the most remarkable examples of Roethke's 
imagination coming to bear upon a text and trans
forming it into poetry is his use of St. Augustine's 
analysis of time in terms of bodily motion in the 
chapter on time and eternity in his Confessions: 
"When a body is moved, I measure in time how long 
it is moved."27 . . . Roethke takes "body" not 
just to mean.a physical object, but to refer to the 
woman's body. 

If we consider this allusive, suggestive line along with the 

imagistic development of "Four for Sir John Davies" and 

19. La Belle, p. 122 
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"Words for the Wind," we can see that the "bright container" 

of the woman's body contains not only her own shape, but all 

shapes that move more ways than one, yet move in dance-like 

harmony. Thus, "I Knew a Woman" begins in a celebration of 

sexual knowing and ends with an infinitive that affirms end

less, timeless motion: "To know eternity." Sexual knowing, 

metrical knowing, and metaphysical knowing are united in the 

poem's circular, dancing motion. 

"She" again studies time and death, and the woman's 

ability to make sense of these. The speaker, in the first 

line, appears to be the woman, gay and daring in her accep

tance of the temporal: "I think the dead are tender. Shall 

we kiss?—/My lady laughs delighting in what is" (CP 129). 

Here the woman commands space not only through dance but 

also through language: "She makes space lonely with a lovely 

song." Like "the shape from deep in the eye," the woman 

rises from (or commands) the poet's inner space: "She lilts 

a low soft language, and I hear/Down long sea-chambers of 

the inner ear," (CP 129). Again, to evoke long sweeps of 

time, the woman is associated with the perpetual motion of 

water, the elusive motion of dance: 

The garden is a river flowing south. 
She cries out loud the soul's own secret joy; 
She dances, and the ground bears her away. (CP 129) 

The sensual cry is also the soul's cry, and these unite in 

the affirmations of poetry and spirit: "She knows the 
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speech of light, and makes it plain/A lively thing can come 

to life again" (CP 129). 

The poem's final stanza plays on the paradox of the 

extraordinary behind ordinary reality—the darkness that can, 

in moments of intense encounter, be pierced by any sensitive 

eye: 

I feel her presence in the common day, 
In that slow dark that widen every eye. 
She moves as water moves, and comes to me, 
Stayed by what was and pulled by what would be. 

(CP 129) 

That the poet "feels her presence" rather than literally 

sees it, that he knows in spite of the "common day" and the 

"slow dark" emphasize that this is a mystical experience 

concerning the movement of time and the illumination possible 

in the expanded moment. The final line stresses not only 

inevitable temporality but the force of fate, the signifi

cant past and future, that comes to make the illumination 

possible. In this way, "She" indicates that for Roethke, 

love and poetry both take the form of intense encounter, an 

encounter outside time that transforms perception and re

creates existence in its own image. 

"The Voice," preceding "She" in the sequence, concen

trates on the transformative vision of poetry. "The Voice" 

reflects the poet's need, or his ability, to project meaning 

onto the flat screen of reality. The tone here is more 

tremulous than joyful, the language delicate, almost archaic, 
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as Roethke considers now the fragile and vulnerable, the 

apparitional quality of vision: 

One feather is a bird 
I claim; one tree, a wood; 
In her low voice I heard 
More than a mortal should; 
And so I stood apart, 
Hidden in my own heart. (CP 128) 

These lines, which recall Emily Dickinson's similar concep

tion of the poetic mind, suggest both the transcendent and 

dangerous tendencies of vision, its uniqueness and loneli

ness. The voice of the woman may be the poet's inner voice, 

the fragile yet insistent notes that guide him. Roethke 

characterizes the voice as elusive yet real, distant yet 

immediate: 

And yet I roamed out where 
Those notes went, like the bird, 
Whose thin song hung in air, 
Diminished, yet still heard: 
I lived with open sound, 
Aloft, and on the ground. (CP 128) 

The "And yet" that opens the stanza underscores the uncer

tain, dangerous quality of vision, and at the same time 

emphasizes that the poet chooses his vision. The third 

stanza makes explicit this freedom of choice in its opening 

line, "That ghost was my own choice," and then reiterates 

the idea of intimate, private bonds between the poet and the 

voice that leads him: 

It sang with her true voice, 
And it was I who heard 
A slight voice reply; 
I heard and only I. (CP 128) 



141 

In the final stanza, Roethke moves to the idea of the long

ing that summons pure vision; the poet assembles the shards 

of reality into a song inseparable from his being: 

Desire exults the ear; 
Bird, girl, and ghostly tree, 
The earth, the solid air— 
Their slow song sang in me. ... (CP 128) 

The poem's final couplet, with an image of "long noon," en

hances the sense of transformation that affects both time 

and space: "The long noon pulsed away/Like any summer day" 

(CP 128). Obviously, the poem describes not the ordinary 

reality of any summer day, but a zenith of time illuminated 

by perception. 

"The Swan," placed before "Memory" in the sequence, 

brings together Roethke's study of the relationship between 

love and poetry. Throughout the sequence, Roethke is trying 

to see something—a shape, an image, a woman—that can't 

quite be seen and yet he seeks to grasp and express this 

vision. "The Swan" deals with this struggle to create and 

sustain the meaningful poetic image, an image that carries 

the force of epiphany and awakens self to supra-rational 

knowledge. The opening lines express this struggle to see, 

and must influence the interpretation of the poem's develop

ment : 

I study out a dark similitude: 
Her image fades, yet does not disappear— 
Must I stay tangled in that lively hair? 
Is there no way out of that coursing blood? (CP 140) 
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Part I of "The Swan" is written in two, seven-line stanzas, 

and it describes, ironically, the lover's voluntary, invol

untary surrender to sexual pleasure. The poem will move to 

a direct allusion to John Donne, and its entire development, 

with echoes of phrases from Donne's poetry, reflects that 

sense of opposites, physical and spiritual, erotic and divine 

characteristic of Donne's work. In "Love's Progress," Donne 

vows that a woman's hair "a forest is of Ambushes,/Of 

20 
springes, snares, fetters and manacles." The opening lines 

of "The Swan" are full of this sense of ambush—as the lover 

finds himself caught in "lively hair" and trapped in "cours

ing blood." In the next line, the speaker ironically comments 

"A dry soul's wisest. O I am not dryJ" (CP 140)—and this 

line allusively works in counterpoint to Donne's taut plea to 

God in the Holy Sonnets, "Moyst, with one drop of thy blood, 

21 my dry soule." Sustaining the ironic tone, Roethke notes a 

relationship between love and philosophy: "My darling does 

what I could never do:/She sighs me white a Socrates of snow" 

(CP 140). Behind the ironic playfulness that switches from 

blood's passion to snow's purity, the point is that the rich

ness of sensual knowing leads to a spiritual knowledge more 

surely than do the logical abstractions of philosophy. 

20. Donne, "Love's Progress," The Complete Poetry, 
p. 66. 

21. Donne, La Corona, nos. 5 and 6, The Complete 
Poetry, p. 336. 
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Stanza two elaborates the idea that lessons learned 

through the senses are more certain and powerful than those 

arrived at through abstract thought: 

We think too long in terms of what to be: 
I live, alive and certain as a bull; 
A casual man, I keep my casual word, 
Yet whistle back at every whistling bird. (CP 140) 

Once more, underneath the apparently casual, improvised tone 

of these lines, the seriousness of meaning shows through. 

For a poet, especially for this particular poet, "I live" 

amounts to a philosophic statement, and the "casual word" he 

keeps, as a man of words, is understandably influenced by 

the need to respond to "every whistling bird." The next 

lines, with the reference to John Donne, a man who sometimes 

contemplated and sometimes did, a man who rigorously strived 

to be his father's son, further imply some necessary recon

ciliation between flesh and spirit: 

A man alive, from all light I must fall. 
I am my father's son, I am John Donne 
Whenever I see her with nothing on. (CP 140) 

The significant diction and allusion in these lines evoke a 

range of dualities—the profane and sacred, life and death, 

vision and reality—and hint at their potential union. The 

woman, naked, stripped down to "nothing," is an image 

charged with meaning. 

The image moves the poem into Part 2, a final stanza, 

whose mood shifts strongly, purposefully. Throwing off 
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irony, the speaker behind the speaker emerges, using a voice 

of praise. The naked woman is now the shining swan at the 

edge of a dark shore, and the swan, with its legendary rela

tion to beauty and grace, to song and death, is the right 

image to call up the union of opposites: 

The moon draws back its waters from the shore. 
By the lake's edge, I see a silver swan, 
And she is what I would. In this light air, 
Lost opposites bend down— 
Sing of that nothing of which all is made, 
Or listen into silence, like a god. (CP 140) 

The reference to the moon drawing back waters in a dark, 

fertile atmosphere, bears witness to an imaginative vision. 

The concern is with death, with nothing, as it becomes an 

incomprehensible means for creation. The last line of the 

poem not only calls up a silence that is nothingness, but 

also subtlely poses the question of whether a god, another 

dark similitude, has need of philosophy or whether he can 

rest with elemental being, what Martin Buber calls the "de-

22 manding silence of forms." The mute swan, like the myste

rious woman, is one such form. Like poetry, like existence, 

it reconciles opposites in an ultimately mysterious process 

of creation and conveys to us a knowledge that remains 

finally inarticulate. In "On Identity" Roethke states his 

belief that the poetic process is one inroad to the divine: 

"And it is one of the ways man at least approaches the 

22. Buber, p. 150. 
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divine—in this comprehensive human act, the really good 

poem" (SL 27). The group of poems in the sequence dealing 

with woman and art, particularly "The Swan," gives concrete 

evidence to the fullness and complexity of Roethke's convic

tion. 

Throughout this study of the love sequence, I have 

indicated that Roethke1s conception of love pushes outward 

from the immediate toward the timeless, universal, and di

vine. Three meditative poems, "The Sententious Man," "The 

Pure Fury," and "The Renewal," while originating in the poet's 

encounter with the woman, focus on Roethke's concern with 

love as an elemental force for self-identity and renewal. 

These poems shift the emphasis from the woman to the poet 

himself, in his effort to be fully alive. They confront 

spiritual despair, a will toward death, in tension with a 

love that again and again pulls the poet back toward life. 

In a kind of morality-play duelling, love battles the inner 

demons that will destruction, while Roethke unleashes the 

self-mocking, sardonic, mordant humour that for him so often 

accompanies the tempering fire of spiritual turmoil. 

Nowhere in the sequence does Roethke praise unquali

fied sensualism, which implies for him a fatal imbalance, a 

spiritual aridity. One poem of the sequence, "The Sensual

ists," conveys the nausea that comes with satiation, as j&an 

and woman, pinned in a "sensual pen," view each other through 
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eyes of fear. Their sensual excess calls up animality and 

death. The sensual vision is unredeemed, as the woman, 

"wrapped in the tattered robe of death," cries to her love 

that "'No matter which one is beneath,/Each is an animal,'—" 

(CP 180). "The Sententious Man" deals more fully with this 

antagonism between flesh and spirit. Richard Blessing 

points out that the poem's title introduces an aphoristic, 

Polonious-like speaker that Roethke can at once satirize and 

identify with. As Blessing further notes, if it were not 

for Roethke's deft use of the technique (including the 

title) the poem might betray a "scissors and paste" method 

23  of composition. As it is, however, by creating a harsh, 

cacophonous tone, the poem's disjunctive and cryptic develop

ment underscores the antagonism it explores. The poem pro

gresses—almost in spite of its epigrammatic statements, 

bluntly end-stopped lines and closed couplets—through re

current, intensified imagery. The opening stanza alludes to 

the dual evils of isolation and sensualism: 

Spirit and nature beat in one breast-bone— 
I saw a virgin writing in the dirt— 
Thy serpent's heart sustains the loveless stone: 
My indirection found direction out. 

Pride in fine lineaments precedes a fall; 
True lechers love the flesh, and that is all. (CP 132) 

The imagery here immediately reveals that "The Sententious 

Man" deals with the conflict between flesh and spirit, a 

23. Blessing, p. 187. 



147 

conflict neither the virgin nor lecher can avoid, both of 

them living in a loveless state. The speaker himself at

tempts to reconcile his sensuality with the demands of 

spirit: 

We did not fly the flesh. Who does when young? 
A fire leaps on itself: I know that flame. 
Some rages save us. Did I rage too long? 
The spirit knows the flesh it must consume. {CP 131) 

Apparently brought to crisis by age, the speaker recognizes 

the paradox that fire consumes itself, and then considers 

the mystical tenet that spiritual fire ultimately consumes 

the physical self. Caught between this contention of physi

cal and spiritual flames, the sententious man's recourse is 

found in the transformative potential of love: "The dream's 

an instant that calls up her face./She changed me ice to 

fire, and fire to ice" (CP 131). 

The third stanza further identifies love as the har

monizing force that keeps the spirit alive: 

Small waves repeat the mind's slow sensual play. 
I stay alive, both in and out of time, 
By listening to the spirit's smallest cry; 
In the long night, I rest within her name— 

As if a lion knelt to kiss a rose, 
Astonished into passionate repose. (CP 131). 

Roethke employs the by-now-familiar paradoxes of sense and 

spirit, time and timelessness, to evoke the fierce coupling 

of opposites that reconciliation involves. The union of the 

lion and the rose, the startling concept of "passionate re

pose" intensify this effect of ultimate paradox. In the 
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same way, while the poem rejects dead-ended sensualism, it 

insists that the flesh finds direction out. In the fifth 

stanza, the speaker celebrates his masculine hardihood: 

An exultation takes us outside life: 
I can delight in my own hardihood; 
I taste my sister when I kiss my wife; 
I drink good liquor when my luck is good. (CP 132) 

With vulgarity as ballast, he can be bold within the para

doxes of time: "A drunkard drinks, and belches in his drink;/ 

Such ardor tames eternity, I think" (CP 132). 

What the speaker does fear is a sensualism that ends 

in self-imprisonment, isolation. In stanzas four and six, 

he describes the terrible, solitary struggles that mark his 

effort to integrate flesh and spirit. In stanza four, the 

motion of physical existence is seen as a fragmenting force: 

"Though all's in motion, who is passing by?/The after-image 

never stays the same" (CP 132). Paradoxically, however, 

this motion, apparently hostile, finally allows an irrational 

interplay between despair and redemption: 

There was a thicket where I went to die. 
And there I thrashed, my thigh and face aflame 
But my least motion changed into a song. 
And all dimensions quivered to one thing. (CP 132) 

The spoils of battle are suggestions of song and unity—and 

this effect is heightened in stanza six. Here the fire be

comes a paradoxical tempering element, both destructive and 

renewing: 
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Is pain a promise? I was schooled in pain, 
And found out all I could of all desire: 
I weep for what I'm like when I'm alone 
In the deep center of the voice and fire. (CP 132) 

Trial at "the deep center of the voice and fire" evokes a 

state far removed from the mystic's still center, yet the 

image of a voice issuing from fire has inescapable connota

tions of deity, whether cosmic or contained in the submerged 

depths of the self. As the speaker comes to understand de

sire through denial, he also comprehends union through his 

terrible isolation. The final couplet parallels that of 

stanza four, as an answer affirming wholeness and unity 

emerges from the deathly ravages in the school of pain: "I 

know the motion of the deepest stone./Each one's himself, 

yet each one's everyone." The stone symbol, recurrent in 

Roethke's poetry, important here, works to convey an essen

tial self that persists within the perplexities of motion. 

As in archetypal myth, the stone offers, in form, an example 

24 
of the "union of extreme opposites—of matter and spirit.11 

The last line of stanza six, "Each one's himself, 

yet each one's everyone," provides a way out of the sensual 

dilemma. Moreover, the line expresses the real spirit of 

Christ's teaching, and so we may assume that Roethke's tone 

is highly ironic, when, in the first lines of stanza seven, 

24. M. -L. von Franz, "The Process of Individualiza
tion," in Man and His Symbols, ed. Carl Jung (New York: 
Laurel-Dell Publishing Co., Inc., 1973), p. 221. 
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he alludes to the popular debasement of Christianity: "I'm 

tired of brooding on my neighbor's soul;/My friends become 

more Christian, year by year" (CP 132). His observation 

recalls the loveless stone, the images of moral debasement 

that open the poem. The next lines of the final stanza 

shift to a surprising, ambiguous sexual image: "Small 

waters run toward a miry hole—/That's not a thing I'm say

ing with a sneer—" (CP 132). But the image is appropriate 

to the poem's quest for balance of spirit and flesh. The 

concluding couplet thus emphasizes purification, as its 

imagery connotes a love both temporal and divine: "For 

water moves until it's purified/And the weak bridegroom 

strengthens in his bride." "The Sententious Man" describes 

a process rather than an idea, and this, I think, further 

explains the poem's discordant development. The harsh, 

rasping tone conveys the fierce struggles and fiercer vic

tories involved in the desire, the will to love. 

"The Pure Fury" intensifies Roethke's drive for a 

holistic vision of self, insists on the fierceness, the fury 

of the struggle, and returns to the question of wisdom and 

where it is found. Like "The Sententious Man," the poem 

begins with the problem of balance, only here the poet con

demns intellectual rather than sensual excess. In the open

ing stanza, Roethke focuses on the contrast between learning 

and experience, and like Robartes in Yeats's "The Phases of 
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the Moon," chooses experience: "Because you are forgotten, 

half out of life,/And never wrote a book, your thought is 

25 clear." The speaker seeks an answer not acquired by rote 

but viscerally felt, and the opening lines squarely attack 

the artificial knowledge of the man who "seeks in book or 

2 6 
manuscript/What he shall never find": 

Stupor of knowledge lacking inwardness— 
What book, 0 learned man, will set me right? 
Once I read nothing through a fearful night, 
For every meaning had grown meaningless. 
Morning I saw the world with second sight, 
As if all things had died, and rose again. 
I touched the stones and they had my own skin. (CP 133) 

These lines bare Roethke's contempt, as a man and poet, of 

the sterilely intellectual, reiterate his belief in the irra

tional and mystical, and insist that felt knowledge involves 

an experience of resurrection and communion. 

The first stanza also sheds light on the second, 

which could tease the critic out of thought: 

The pure admire the pure, and live alone, 
I love a woman with an empty face. 
Parmenides put Nothingness in place; 
She tries to think, and it flies loose again. 
How slow the changes of a golden mean: 
Great Boehme rooted all in Yes and No; 
At times my darling squeaks in pure Plato. (CP 133) 

The description of the woman as a pasteboard mask of inanity 

is obviously uncharacteristic of Roethke's sequence. Malkoff 

25. Yeats, "The Phases of the Moon," The Collected 
Poems, p. 163. 

26. Yeats, "The Phases of the Moon," The Collected 
Poems, p. 161. 
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traces the stanza to a discussion of non-being in Paul 

Tillich's The Courage To Be, where Tillich mentions the same 

philosophers and notes that Boehme "made the classical state-

27 ment that all things are rooted in a Yes and No." Malkoff, 

thus stressing being and non-being, concludes that the woman 

"is both aspects of the poet's reality; in her empty face he 

28 
sees both salvation and extinction." Richard Blessing 

takes the lines literally, informing us that the woman, 

. . . is a fascinating figure, a kind of Goldie Hawn 
as La Belle Dame San Merci. The woman is not, I 
think, the same one who appears earlier in the se
quence, or if she is the same, she is now viewed 
through eyes that have been much disillusioned. She 
remains a force—still beautiful, still enticing— 
but she is also vacuity personified, the apotheosis 
of mindlessness. . . . ̂9 

However, to put this stanza into perspective, we must re

member that Roethke, throughout the sequence, and especially 

in these meditative poems, uses the woman as symbol, even 

as anti-self. In "The Sententious Man," just preceding 

"The Pure Fury," the woman is the redeeming bride, the rose, 

that rescues the speaker from a barren sensualism. In 

"The Pure Fury," as I have stressed, Roethke"s driving mo

tive is the rejection of barren abstractions, an idea stanza 

two takes up in its first line—"The pure admire the 

27. Malkoff, p. 131. 

28. Malkoff, p. 133. 

29. Blessing, p. 189. 
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pure and live alone." Roethke is again concerned with the 

roles of the fool and the wiseman, and again his sentiments 

are like those of Yeats who, rejecting "sedentary toil" ex

claims through his persona: 

Because I seek an image, not a book 
Those men that in their writing are most wise 
Own nothing but their blind stupified hearts.30 

Within this frame, the woman of "The Pure Fury" is a self-

mocking symbol set-up by Roethke to deflate, even in her 

ignorance, these philosophers who have most successfully 

made systems out of existence. I do not believe Roethke 

literally offers the woman as the personification of vacuity 

and mindlessness; rather, he offers her as the most ironic 

answer to the elaborate, urgent, and obvious philosophical 

questions he raises in the poem. This stanza, with its 

clipped, sing-song rhythm, rebounds off stanza one to re

flect abstract modes of emptiness and meaninglessness. 

"The Pure Fury" also studied the terrifying mode of 

isolation. Stanza three explores the compulsive descent 

into the psyche: 

How terrible the need for solitude: 
That appetite for life so ravenous 
A man's a beast prowling in his own house, 
A beast with fangs, and out for his own blood 
Until he finds the thing he almost was 
When the pure fury first raged in his head 
And the trees came closer with a denser shade. (CP133) 

30. Yeats, 'Ego Dominus Tuus," The Collected Poems, 
p. 159. 
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This stanza suggests the specific nature of the "fearful 

night" the poet undergoes in his search for useable meanings. 

The opening lines convey a self-devouring alienation from 

experience, and then shift into the descent. The speaker# 

who "finds the thing he almost was," appears to contact his 

primitive origin, an undifferentiated vital force rather 

than conscious identity. Thus, the speaker finds that para

doxical state (perhaps the denser shade) where life and 

death are barely distinguishable. And on an existential 

level, that state is a golden mean, an intersection of Yes 

and No. 

Stanza four extends the sense of paradox, as the 

speaker finally arrives at a perception of being which is, 

in fact, useable. This is not the exalted perception of the 

first stanza, but one that takes into account the poet's 

divided consciousness: 

Dream of a woman, and a dream of death: 
The light air take's my being's breath away; 
I look on white, and it turns into gray— 
When will that creature give me back ray breath? 
I live near the abyss. I hope to stay 
Until my eyes look at a brighter sun 
As the thick shade of the long night comes on. (CP 134) 

Again, these lines are not so critical of the woman as has 

been suggested. The speaker now accepts relation, encounter. 

Yet the woman, at least partially, is an effect of his psyche, 

his inescapable consciousness—and so is death. The woman 

and death, while not opposite, are certainly not one; still, 
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together in the poet's consciousness# they make a tense mean, 

a tension of Yes and No. Thus part of one process, they 

compel the poet in an unfathomable way, governing "his 

being's breath." But the poet is not inactive, passive; 

rather, he is an agent in this process. He clearly chooses 

to stay near the abyss—the dangerous crossing of life and 

death. In effect, "The Pure Fury" ends where it begins, in 

a refusal of rational systems. The last couplet, with ref

erence to vision and night, corresponds to the mystical reve

lation of stanza one. The poet with his back to the wall 

nevertheless remains faithful to his memory of a spiritual 

revelation (and to immediate knowledge of the light air) in 

order to make the assertion of death-rebirth that closes the 

poem. Thus "The Pure Fury" admits the immense difficulties 

the individual suffers in his desire to sustain love. The 

poet wishes to escape the fate of an Ethan Brand, "that vast 

intellectual development, which, in its progress, disturbed 

31 the counterpoise between his mind and his heart." For 

Roethke, intellectual abstractions heighten rather than 

diminish the fear of nothingness, result in alienation 

rather than union. Thus, in the poem, his own truths undergo 

self-parody, as the poet throws himself back on harsh experi

ence and hard-won vision. 

31. Nathaniel Hawthorne, "Ethan Brand," in Nathaniel 
Hawthorne: Selected Tales and Sketches, 3rd Riverside edn., ed. 
Hyatt H. Waggoner (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 
1970), p. 375. 
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In both "The Sententious Man" and "The Pure Fury," 

then, Roethke studies the inward motion of love rather than 

the image of expressed love, the woman. The word woman in 

these poems is absorbed into Roethke's symbolic idiom and 

universe, bearing the weight of complex meaning he would 

imply. In "The Renewal" the woman vanishes entirely, while 

Roethke again examines his own consciousness for the meaning 

of love, here defined as "a motion of the soul." In a letter 

to Marianne Moore {evidently in response to a question about 

the poem), Roethke says, "Yes, I suppose I was referring to 

desperation when I wrote 'The Renewal.' Certainly I was in 

a desperate state" (SL 219). Roethke1s recurrent mental 

breakdowns, his deperate states, have been a source of con

siderable interest to his followers, and this poem, for one, 

reveals how the private man and poet struggled to creatively 

transform those states, and how close psyche and spirit were 

for him. "The Renewal" takes place at the edge between 

despair and illumination: it focuses on the conflict be

tween the wish to die and the will to love, and it shows, 

moreover, the necessity of love to self-discovery and sur

vival. The opening stanza announces, ambiguously, a poem 

of praise: 

What glories would we? Motions of the soul? 
The centaur and the sibyl romp and sing 
Within the reach of my imagining: 
Such affirmations are perpetual. 
I teach my sighs to lengthen into songs, 
Yet like a tree, endure the stretch of things. (CP 135) 
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The rhetorical questions of the first line set-up the poem's 

theme, and the subsequent lines begin to follow the complex 

motions of the mind. "The centaur" and "the sibyl"—with 

their male-female, animal-spiritual connotations—suggest 

the make-up of the poet's own oracular imagination. These 

images, with their allusive overtones, connote excess of 

both celebration and fear. The perpetual affirmations are 

also dual in effect, suggesting resources of both transfor

mation and endurance. 

In the second stanza of "The Renewal," desperation 

solidifies like death, which the speaker would overcome 

through grace, a shocking experience of conversion. The 

speaker gropes his way through a fatherless dark. Yet the 

vision is double-edged, for nothingness also holds uncreated 

chaos, the fertile void awaiting genesis: 

The night wind rises. Does my father live? 
Dark hangs upon the waters of the soul; 
My flesh is breathing slower than a wall. 
Love alters all. Unblood ray instinct, love. 
These waters drowse me into sleep so kind 
X walk as if my face would kiss the wind. (CP 135) 

Despair here is kinesthetic, a slow arrest of flesh and 

blood that signifies what Roethke has called the only death, 

death of the will. Love is the opposing force, the proof of 
r 

a living father, that could overcome the lulling, torpid 

drift toward death. 
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The third stanza reflects Roethke*s belief that/ in 

the spirit's slow forward movements, dissociation precedes 

a state of clarity. Without reason except the urgent recep-

tiveness to love, the poet is jarred from torpor into a 

primitive, instinctual awareness of being: 

Sudden renewal of the self—from where? 
A raw ghost drinks the fluid in my spine; 
I know I love, yet know not where I am; 
I paw the dark, the shifting midnight air. 
Will the self, lost, be found again? In form? 
I walk the night to keep my five wits warm. (CP 135) 

Paradoxically the renewal, driving the self into open battle 

against itself, requires a furious energy, a double motion 

of form and formlessness, wholeness and fragmentation. The 

love that fuels this energy is itself an agony, a suffering. 

The motion here is like the one Roethke describes in "The 

Exorcism," where in order to reach the spare spirit, he 

writhes through layers of ". . . my several selves. . . . 

That scuttled under stones./Or broke, but would not go" (CP 

147). In "The Exorcism," as in "The Renewal," what dies is 

the will to die: 

I turned upon my spine, 
I turned and turned again, 
A cold God-furious man 
Writhing until the last 
Forms of his secret life 
Lay with the dross of death. 

I was myself, alone. (CP 147) 

For Roethke, the discovery of self means the dis

covery of spirit, as he explicitly asserts in "On Identity": 
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". . . it's a single word: myself, the aggregate of the 

several selves if you will. The spirit or soul—should we 

say the self, once perceived, becomes the soul?" (SP 21). 

And, in the final stanza of "The Renewal," the speaker 

leaves the dissociation, the exorcism, for the clarified 

perception of the spiritual self: 

Dry bones I Dry bones! I find my loving heart, 
Illumination brought to such a pitch 
I see the rubblestones begin to stretch 
As if reality had split apart 
And the whole motion of the soul lay bare: 
I find that love, and I am everywhere. (CP 135) 

"The Renewal" is one of the poems in which Roethke takes a 

purely mystical attitude toward knowledge and existence. 

The knowledge he claims here—knowledge of survival, union, 

and spirit—rises literally from insight and intuition: the 

source is love, his loving heart. And that tremendous in

ward velocity pushes outward, stretching, finally splitting, 

the dross, the rubblestones of immediate reality to bare the 

motion of the soul. Thus Roethke takes his reader to the 

point where neither intellect, sense, nor aesthetics can 

follow, the point where his unique experience of love over

whelms all formal and formalizing patterns. 



CHAPTER VI 

THE SELF FOUND THROUGH DEATH 

. . . the communication 
Of the dead is tongued with fire beyond 

the language of the living. 
—T.S. Eliot 

John S. Dunne, a Catholic theologian and philosopher 

notes in Time and Myth that the apparently diverse experi

ences of love and death can contribute to the same end; he 

says that "One encounters the holy—the dreadful and the 

fascinating—in different guises in the course of one's life 

earlier in the guise of sex and later in the guise of 

death.""'" Without ever ceasing to view himself as a poet of 

love, Roethke in his late poetry repeatedly, recurrently re

turns to the subject of death, in his search for the holy, 

the dreadful and fascinating, well-spring of the self. The 

major sequences of his final volume, The Far Field, a book 

which like Sylvia Plant's Ariel is filled with intuitions of 

his own, approaching "real" death, search out the mysteries 

and paradoxes, the meaning and spiritual potential of death. 

However, it is the final group of poems in Words for the 

Wind, entitled Meditations of an Old Woman, that first shows 

the poet's profound understanding of his subject, revealing 

1. John S. Dunne, Time and Myth (Garden City, New 
York: Doubleday and Company, Inc., 1973), p. 66. 
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his characteristic approach to the theme that dominates his 

late poetry. In this chapter, I study these five medita

tions—"First Meditation," "I'm Here," "Her Becoming," 

"Fourth Meditation," and "What Can I Tell My Bones?"—which 

discover death as both a profound human experience and per

sonal encounter. 

As a poet who lives his work and who authentically 

believes in the dignity of the individual, the values that 

one makes for himself through intensely felt experience, 

Roethke offers a valuable example of the self in confronta

tion with death. His vision insists on the voyage of the 

self, on the discovery possible for the questing self. In 

Straw for the Fire, one of his apparently off-hand jottings 

reads: "First intuition is of the unique living self; the 

second is of the unique dying self ..." (SF 224). This 

statement reveals the attitude that underlies the North 

American Sequence and Sequence, Sometimes Metaphysical of 

The Far Field, and the Meditations which I embark upon here. 

Perhaps Roethke's greatest gift, or genius, was his unfailing 

ability to see the mysterious ingredient in life. Thus, he 

expressed love as an act of imagination and spirit, an out

pouring of self, and he faced death as still another thresh

old of self-fulfillment. His poetry again and again implies 

that death forces an ultimate definition of self—a choice, 
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a Yes or a No, a recognition of spirit or nothingness. The 

poetry, while containing terror and doubt, is nevertheless 

bold in confrontation and thought, as it explores the way 

of spirit. 

Meditations of an Old Woman concentrates on the slow 

unwinding of body from spirit. By the time Roethke came to 

write these poems, his perception of the spirit—and his 

technical command of the language—had obviously evolved far 

beyond what he called the "clumsy, innocent, desperate as

severation" of "Open House" and the poems of his first vol

ume (SP-21). The Meditations, although they deal with the 

inflexible problem of physical attrition and decay, evoke 

Roethke1s mature belief that "the spirit need not be spare: 

it can grow gracefully and beautifully like a tendril, like 

a flower" (SP 21). Ralph J. Mills Jr. comments on this 

vision of the spirit in Roethke's poetry: "The spirit is 

perhaps the bloom, the last and highest glory of the self 

and so becomes the guiding and motivating principle in its 

2 experience, its ascent on the scale of being." 

The Meditations convey this vision of the emergent 

spirit through a free verse technique that has been compared 

to both Whitman's and Eliot's, and in a letter of Ralph Mills 

Jr., Roethke himself acknowledges the literary connections: 

2. Ralph J. Mills, Jr., "Roethke's Last Poems," in 
Stein, p. 117. 
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My point is this: I came to some of Eliot's and 
Yeats's ancestors long before I came to them; in 
fact, for a long time, I rejected both of them. . . . 
So what in the looser line may seem in the first old 
lady poem to be close to Eliot may actually be out 
of Whitman, who influenced Eliot plenty, technically 
(see S. Musgrove T. S. Eliot and Walt Whitman, [sic.J 
U. of New Zealand Press—again not the whole truth, 
but a sensible book). (SL 230) 

The technique depends on a predominantly long line, strong 

yet musical rhythms, a thematic recurrence of sound and 

image. Roethke less frequently makes use of the nursery 

rhyme effects, swat rhythms, and strenuous syntactical leaps 

of "The Lost Son" poems. He wanted the Meditations to re

flect another attitude and consciousness: the vitality, 

courage, and persistent joyousness of his old woman persona. 

And while the poems do this, their overall effect is one of 

expansiveness and freedom. 

This "opening up" of technique is appropriate to the 

poems' thematic development. Like the speaker in North 

American Sequence, the old woman of the Meditations is a 

bold, seasoned explorer. The central metaphor of the Medi

tations is the journey, the voyage; and the old woman, in 

her slow forward movement, is heroically able to live with 

ambiguity and uncertainty. She undertakes the journey to 

understand and discover rather than to strive for rational 

absolutes. In this way, she is a free thinker, her spiri

tual illuminations are her own, and they are undogmatic. 

Yet the receptivity to spiritual awakening, even to mystical 
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knowing (however eclectic and unschematized) underlies the 

development and tone of the Meditations, providing both the 

means and the goal for the old woman's journey. 

"First Meditation" opens with "love's worst ugly 

day," a dark time for the spirit, full of bleak omens: 

On love's worst ugly day, 
The weeds hiss at the edge of the field, 
The small winds make their chilly indictments. 
Elsewhere, in houses, even pails can be sad; 
While stones loosen on the obscure hillside, 
And a tree tilts from its roots, 
Toppling down an embankment. (CP 157) 

These images obviously presage destruction, disintegration, 

loss of spiritual wholeness. Thus, the old woman complains 

that, "The spirit moves, but not always upward," and that 

". . . the sun brings joy to some./But the rind, often, 

hates the life within (CP 157). Physical decline brings 

with it self-alienation and an urgent necessity for redefi

nition: 

How can I rest in the days of my slowness? 
I've become a strange piece of flesh, 
Nervous and cold, bird-furtive, whiskery, 
With a cheek soft as a hound * s ear. 
What's left is light as a seed; 
I need an old crone's knowing. (CP 157) 

These lines suggest the agonies of the woman's old age, the 

slowness and strangeness and whiskery sexlessness, but they 

also push her to an inevitable threshold of knowing. 

Whereas "Four for Sir John Davies" evokes existence 

as a temporal ground, Meditations of an Old Woman makes us 
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aware of existence as a journey in time. The journey motif 

provides the dominant imagery of the "First Meditation." 

Section two of "First Meditation" begins with the image of 

a laborious, uncomfortable, inelegant bus ride: 

Often I think of myself as riding-
Alone, on a bus through western country. 
I sit above the back wheels, where the 

jolts are hardest, 
And we bounce and sway along toward the 

midnight. . . . (CP 158) 

This is obviously a night journey, and the poet insists on 

the simultaneous commonness and loneliness of the ride: 

All journeys, I think/are the same: 
The movement is forward, after a few wavers, 
And for a while we are all alone, 
Busy, obvious with ourselves, 
The drunken soldier, the old lady with her 

peppermints; ....(CP 158) 

Roethke's old woman is smart enough to know that her plight, 

and even her sense of urgency about it, are in the end a 

universal experience. However, "First Meditation" and the 

subsequent meditations, as we will see, move away from this 

universal vision to focus on the woman's uniquely experi

enced psychic journey. 

In "Theodore Roethke Writes," the poet expresses his 

intention to focus on the old woman's consciousness, and he 

also reveals his poetic method: 

The protagonist is modelled, in part, after my own 
mother, now dead, whose favorite reading was the 
Bible, Jane Austen, and Dostoyevsky—in other words, 
a gentle, highly articulate old lady believing in 
the glories of the world, yet fully conscious of its 
evils. These poems use a technique of developing 
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themes, alternately, a method employed in "Praise to 
the EndJ," an earlier sequence, a kind of spiritual 
autobiography. . . . <SP 58) 

Roethke uses a kind of interior monologue to develop the 

alternate or recurrent themes. Together, the journey motif 

and the interior monologue merge content and form, as the 

poems, developed through the mind of the protagonist, move 

backward and forward in time, and finally inside and outside 

of time. Thus, the old woman's bus ride gives rise to an 

intuition of death, evoked by trucks that clap past like 

crows, and this intuition gives way to a memory of her 

childhood: 

And we ride, we ride, taking the curves 
Somewhat closer, the trucks coming 
Down from the last ranges, 
Their black shapes breaking past; 
And the air claps between us, 
Blasting the frosted windows, 
And I seem to go backward, 
Backward in time: 

Two song sparrows, one within a greenhouse, 
Shuttling its throat while perched on a 

wind-vent, 
And another, outside, in the bright day, 
With a wind from the west and the trees 

all in motion. 
One sang, then the other, 
The songs tumbling over and under the 

glass. . . . (CP 158) 

The evocation of the greenhouse womb, or heaven, along with 

inevitable association of the song sparrows to Whitman's 

"Out of the Cradle Endlessly Rocking," makes these lines rich 

in connotative meaning. The question of death, so coldly 

presented in the lonesome, ugly bus ride, now joins with 
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the associated themes of innocence and experience, creation 

and eternity. 

This greenhouse memory is also crucial to the Medi

tations , for it introduces the central theme of the dual 

journey: "Journey within a journey" (CP 158). The sequence 

studies the double motion of body and spirit that ultimately 

identifies the self. Throughout the sequence, Roethke im

plicitly studies this journey within a journey, searching 

out the directions of physical and spiritual life, discover

ing their particular ecstasies, and exploring what reconcili

ation is possible between the two. Paradoxically, the self 

is torn by the double motion of body and spirit, experiences 

that motion as diametrically opposite, opposed. Thus, the 

old woman, describing this motion, expresses a wandering-

rocks frustration: 

Journey within a journey: 
The ticket mislaid or lost, the gate 
Inaccessible, the boat always pulling out 
From the rickety wooden dock, 
The children waving; 
Or two horses plunging in snow, their lines 

tangled, 
A great wooden sleigh careening behind them, 
Swerving up a steep embankment. 
For a moment they stand above me, 
Their black skins shuddering: 
Then they lurch forward. 
Lunging down a hillside. (CP 158) 

These images convey the quality of nightmare or fever, when 

the consciousness expresses its barely grasped perceptions 

in a surrealistic shorthand. The mislaid ticket, the 
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inacessible gate, the boat always ready to depart, the en

tanglement of horses and the sudden forward lunge—these 

all suggest that difficult journey whose "movement is for

ward, after a few wavers" (CP 158). In section 3, her 

vision shifts to the movements of sub-human objects and 

life, the drifting silt, the backward crab, the persistent 

salmon, and their constant yet diverse motion brings her to 

an almost Buddhist sense of spirit: "So the spirit tries 

for another life,/Another way and place in which to con

tinue. . . " {CP 159). In her approach to death, the old 

woman retains a sense of the spirit's perpetual, momentary 

rebirth. 

In its final section, 4, "First Meditation" concludes 

with a vision divided between the dark intuitions of flesh 

and the gentler promptings of spirit. The vision of flesh • 

takes her to "the waste lonely places/Behind the eye; the 

lost acres at the edge of smoky cities," images which insist 

on the modern landscape of the woman's struggle against 

spiritual emptiness (CP 159). This vision, with its deso

late perimeters, nullifies spiritual knowing, presents in

stead a blank immaculateness of mausoleums: 

What's beyond never crumbles like an embankment, 
Explodes like a rose, or thrusts wings over the 

Caribbean. 
There are no pursuing forms, faces on walls: 
Only motes of dust in the immaculate hallways, 
The darkness of falling hair, the warnings from 

lint and spiders, 
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The vines graying to a fine powder. 
There is no riven tree, or lamb dropped by an 

eagle. (CP 159) 

This is a totally materialistic depiction, without inferno, 

without beauty, without mystical or even religious enlighten

ment. And, as Harry Williams notes in an excellent analysis 

of this passage, there is a demand here for transformation: 

In these powerful lines the old woman fixes her atten
tion on Homer and what appears to be an indirect al
lusion to the Iliad (8.247-52), the pursuing form of 
the eagle droppinga fawn on Zeus' altar as a good 
omen for the Achaeans. The riven tree is symbolic of 
another aspect of pursuing form, Zeus' lightning, and 
here Roethke is shaping that form of tragedy, to the 
violence and destruction that man as artist must con
tinually confront and shape into a unique human pas
sion. 3 

The next stanza does shift, as Roethke's protagonist 

calls upon her memory of small singing creatures—the ceru

lean, the far phoebe, a whippoorwill singing along smoky 

ridges—which symbolize the spirit's own, small, solitary 

persistence like "a single bird calling and calling" (CP 

160). Against the dust, porous hair, lint and powder of 

death, the old woman is able to affirm an intense, visible 

flame: 

A flame, intense, visible, 
Plays over the dry pods, 
Runds fitfully along the stubble. 
Moves over the field, 
Without burning. 

In such times, lacking a god, 
I am still happy. (CP 160) 

3. Harry Williams, "The Edge Is What I Have": 
Theodore Roethke and After (London: Associated University 
Presses, 1977), p. 81. 



170 

Thus, "First Meditation" sets up the problem of death, pre

sents the body-spirit duality of the self's journey through 

time, and suggests an underlying principle of reconciliation 

that Roethke will trace through poems. 

Along with the journey motif, and the diverse images 

and associations it gives rise to, the dramatic persona 

Roethke creates for the Meditations carries their thematic 

development. In this way, the Meditations are a further ex

ploration of Roethke's poetic voice. We have seen Roethke 

craft his poetic voice in The Greenhouse and The Lost Son 

Sequences through shifting tonalities and rhythms; in "Four 

for Sir John Davies" and Love Poems of Words for the Wind, 

he reveals and modifies his voice through a use of the shape-

shifter woman and the literary ancestors. The Meditations 

again show how Roethke uses the mask to illuminate the inner 

self, or one mode and manifestation of the inner self. Ob

viously, all persona poems are, in this sense, a mask, offer

ing a concentrated, particular facet of the poet himself. 

Roethke worked to achieve here one such transformation, one 

that would accommodate the technigue and thematic concentra

tion he wanted: 

As for the old lady poems, I wanted (1) to create a 
character for whom such rhythms are indigenous; that 
she be a dramatic character, not just me. Christ, 
Eliot in the Quartets is tired, spiritually tired, 
old-man. Rhythm, Tiresome Tom. Is my old lady tired? 
The hell she is: she's tough, she's brave, she's 
aware of life and she would take a congeries of eels 
over a hassle of bishops any day. (SL 231) 
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The old lady Roethke describes in this letter, who would pre

fer Whitman's rambunctious rhythms to Eliot's cathedral 

tones, an earthy mysticism to a theological one, is undeni

ably a close relation to the poet. Yet it is an achievement, 

not a weakness, of the Meditations that they blatantly expose, 

in tone and style, the connection between the persona and the 

poet. Roethke wears a translucent, yet nonetheless trans

forming mask, and, in this instance I cannot agree with 

Williams who asserts that "Roethke never did change his 

voice; it was always unmasked; the female persona in the 

4 
•Meditations' sequence is simply a myth, it does not exist." 

The old woman is "not just" Roethke. Roethke subdues in her 

voice the sardonic humour, the edge of self-mockery, even 

the incisive self-observations that are so characteristic of 

his "unmasked" voice. In this regard, for instance, the 

Meditations lack the psychic urgency of the Lost Son Se

quence , as Roethke focuses instead on his persona's daring 

search for spiritual affirraation. Moreover, in this se

quence Roethke's experimentation with the smoother, more 

fluid rhythm (while it undoubtedly moves him toward the 

North American Sequence where the poet is again the protago

nist) , accompanies the modulation of his poetic voice. 

Finally, while we still discover Roethke's concern 

with poetry in the form of these Meditations, there is no 

4. Williams, p. 76. 
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obvious concentration on poetry or the poet. The old woman 

is not a writer, and her concern moves away from the dis

covery of craft and use of poetry to center on the source, 

the experience of life—"she's tough, she's brave, she's 

aware of life. ..." Of course, she is still obsessed with 

her own creative energies. The song of a bird calling and 

calling is as persistent in these poems as it is in the love 

poems. But in the Meditations, Roethke focuses on the vital 

justification of self that parallels the poet's defense of 

poetry. Throughout the Meditations, the old woman seeks the 

"forms" of her unique identity, as she resists institutions 

and conventions, types of "immaculate hallways," to create 

instead her own perceptions and values. This very important 

point is made explicit in the third meditation, "Her Becom

ing" : 

Is there a wisdom in objects? Few objects praise 
the Lord. 

The bulks cannot hide use, or the bleak sheds of 
our desolation. 

I know the cold fleshless kiss of contraries, 
The nerveless constriction of surfaces— 
Machines, machines, loveless, temporal; 
Mutilated souls in cold morgues of obligation. (CP 166) 

The old woman wants an endurable reality, a sentient iden

tity, and so she rejects accessible, devastating forms of 

knowledge that a society bereft of spiritual values provides. 

Thus, the nameless old woman—like the archetypical 

old florist—becomes a persona representative of dignity and 
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power. Moreover, as a female figure she is particularly apt 

to ponder the questions about beauty, aging, and human des

tiny that these poems set forth. In both her human and 

quasi-mythic guises, she can shed intense light on the 

double journey of flesh and spirit. Because she speaks in 

her own voice, the old woman is the strongest female figure 

in Roethke's poetry. Yet we can imagine her as another 

transformation of the creative, life-bringing woman in the 

love poems. In poems about women, Roethke consistently fo

cuses on the qualities of beauty, creativity, and renewal. 

"Elegy for Jane," describes Roethke's former student 

as a wraith-like figure of budding, vulnerable beauty: 

And she balanced in the delight of her thought, 
A wren,happy, tail into the wind, 
Her song trembling the twigs and small branches. 
The shade sang with her; 
The leaves, their whisper turned to kissing; 
And the mold sang in the bleached valleys under 

the rose. (CP 98) 

In "I'm Here," the second meditation, the old woman remembers 

the interval of her own young beauty, and the description is 

similar: 

I was queen of the vale— 
For a short while, 
Living all my heart's summer alone, 
Ward of ray spirit, 
Running through the high grasses. 
My thighs brushing against flower-crowns; 
Leaning, out of all breath, 
Bracing my back against a sapling, 
Making it quiver with my body; 
At the stream's edge, trailing a vague finger; 
Flesh-awkward, half-alive, 



174 

Fearful of high places, in love with horses; 
In love with stuffs, silks. 
Rubbing my nose in the wool of blankets; 
Bemused; please to be; . . . .(CP 161-2) 

The tenuous discovery of self, the coltish wildness and hesi 

tation, the un-selfconsciousness in sensual pleasure—these 

are the qualities Roethke discovers in the young woman. Re

currently in the Meditations, the old woman recalls the "raw 

tumultuous girl" (CP 166) she was, recalls her youthful sen

sual ecstacies and ultimately realizes her still unfailing 

potential for sensual joy. 

However, her strongest identification is with the 

old woman she has become—she needs an old crone's knowing— 

and in this she resembles the androgynous old women Roethke 

creates in "Aunt Tilly," an elegy from The Far Field, and in 

"Frau Bauman, Frau Schmidt, and Frau Schwartze," a poem 

Roethke added to The Greenhouse Sequence in The Waking. In 

this guise the old woman approaches her mythic proportion, 

her greatest potential for creation and renewal. In the 

elegies, as in Meditations of an Old Woman, Roethke uses 

powerful image-making to transform our perceptions of beauty 

as he takes images of potential ugliness and infuses them 

with a sense of integrity, indomitability that alters the 

way we see. Aunt Tilly, "her face like a rain-beaten stone 

on the day she rolled off/With the dark hearse," is one of 

those tough, sharp ladies who manages to solace and protect 

everyone but herself; and who, coming to die, "with a harsh 
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rasp of a laugh at herself,/Faced up to the worst." Her 

death, in spite of her goodness, is a horrible one: "And 

yet she died in agony,/Her tongue, at the last, thick, 

black as an ox's" (CP 215). And yet again, Roethke so 

clearly evokes the will and spirit of Aunt Tilly, that these 

images of weathering and decay cannot undercut her inner 

power. Thus, the reader, like the poet, can see her "in 

some celestial supermarket": "Bearing down, with two steady 

eyes, On the quaking butcher" (CP 215). 

"Frau Bauraan, Frau Schmidt, and Frau Schwartze" 

elegizes three old greenhouse keepers, now gone, whose role 

was to nurture and protect not only the greenhouse growth 

but the poet. These ladies achieve mythic stature as their 

ministrations provide the poet with an example of natural 

creative force. Literally, these "three ancient ladies," 

who creak on ladders, stand astride pipes with their skirts 

billowed out, fly along like witches, are strange sights to 

behold. Yet the poet remembers them as life bringers and 

creators who kept "creation at ease" and "plotted for more 

than themselves" (CP 42). In his final description of them, 

where he insists on their life-bringing, life-renewing ca

pacity, Roethke emphasizes their aged, androgynous appear

ance: 

Now, when I'm alone and cold in my bed, 
They still hover over me, 
These ancient leathery crones, 
With their bandannas stiffened with sweat, 



176 

And their thorn-bitten wrists, 
And their snuff-laden breath blowing lightly 

over me in my first sleep. (CP 42) 

His emphasis of their coarse, leathery, yet rose-bitten, 

appearance forces us to see the incongruousness between 

their physical and spiritual dimensions; and it lifts the 

ancient, wonderful ladies to a stature where conventional 

standards are not really applicable. Moreover, these lines 

establish the intimate connection between the old ladies and 

the creative poet. 

Roethke achieves this mythic dimension and poetic 

connection with the old woman persona in the Meditations. 

And I think that Richard Blessing's appraisal of the green

house Fraus may be applied to the old woman: "The ladies, 

like the Old Florist, have the power to transfer their energy 

creatively into the life around them, and it is that power 

which commends them to the memory and the apotheosizing 

5 power of the imagination." The old woman seems to rise, an 

anima shape, from the poet's imagination, with her natural, 

persistent qualities of creation and renewal. Like the women 

of Roethke1s elegies, the old woman accepts the shapes of her 

personal destiny, and these shapes finally reveal her awesome 

inner resources. A more complex, developed character than 

Aunt Tilly or the Fraus, the old woman progresses through a 

myriad of shapes, images, both physical and spiritual. 

5. Blessing, p. 80. 
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The second meditation, "I'm Here," delineates the 

relationship between the progress of bodily shapes and the 

journey through time. An opening passage (which immediately 

precedes the old woman's recollection of herself, in section 

2, as "queen of the vale") shows the old woman to be acutely 

aware of her physical decline, reluctant to accept the 

strange transformations she must undergo: 

How needles and corners perplex me! 
Dare I shrink to a hag. 
The worst surprise a corner could have, 
A witch who sleeps with her horse? 
Some fates are worse. (CP 161) 

The perplexity of needles and corners, of failed eyesight 

and stooped back, underscores the various, mutable shapes 

the physical body is subject to. The passing and flowing of 

physical reality, the metamorphosis from queen of the vale 

to hag is the subject of "I'm Here," where even weather, 

the woman recalls, has modified her perception of physical 

being: 

I sang to the edges of flame, 
My skin whiter in the soft weather, 
My voice softer. (CP 162) 

Such mutability instructs the woman in sensual ecstacy and 

despair; it also is the concrete manifestation of her life 

j ourney. 

"I'm Here" views life as a succession of passages 

through various stages of being, in which the self recur

rently undergoes a "threshold" experience, a sense of 
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simultaneous ending and beginning, death and rebirth. Seen 

in this perspective, reincarnation is experienced through 

the perpetual motion of physical life. The old woman intro

duces this idea in section 2: 

So much of adolescence is an ill-defined dying, 
An intolerable waiting, 
A longing for another place and time, 
Another condition. (CP 162) 

Section 3 elaborates and intensifies the perception of the 

threshold experience: 

In the slow coming-out of sleep, 
On the sill of the eyes, something flutters, 
A thing we feel at evening, and by doors, 
Or when we stand at the edge of a thicket, 
And the ground-chill comes closer to us, 
From under the dry leaves, 
A beachy wetness. (CP 162) 

Characteristically, Roethke's imagery ranges through wide 

meanings. The images here suggest exit and entrance, the 

line of transit, they suggest the subterranean, inarticulate 

mode of consciousness, and they suggest the downward cross

ing to the final death. The overall effect of this passage 

is to intimate a constant movement from known to unknown to 

known. The body itself moves willingly into the successive 

thresholds: "The body, delighting in thresholds,/Rocks in 

and out of itself" (CP 163). Even through sickness, with 

its feverish alteration of perception, the old woman intuits 

an earlier—a prehistoric—stage of existence, one that she 

will explore more fully in "Fourth Meditation": 
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And the time X was so sick— 
The whole place shook whenever I got a chill— 
I closed my eyes, and saw small figures dancing, 
A congress of tree-shrews and rats. 
Romping around a fire. 
Jumping up and down on their hind feet, 
Their forepaws joined together, like hands— 
They seemed very happy. (CP 163) 

Thus, the old woman's mind, her subconscious, connects with 

what Roethke calls the "imagination of the race" (SP 80), 

roves back to the early history of the race, seeking affirma

tion; and, in this connection, Roethke's comment on his 

"Praise to the End!" sequence is applicable to the develop

ment of the Meditations: "Sometimes, of course, there is a 

regression. I believe that the spiritual man must go back 

in order to go forward. The way is circuitous, and some

times lost, but invariably returned to" (SP 12). 

Through a growing knowledge of thresholds and trans

formation, the old woman comes to deal with her journey from 

queen of the vale to hag. In the final section of "I'm 

Here" she contemplates a dying geranium that leans "toward 

the last place the sun was" and a hemlock branch that "holds 

the last of the sun,/Rocking it, like a sun-struck pond" 

(CP 163). The submission to the final threshold does not 

come easily, or even with finality, and yet the old woman 

finds a further affirmation in the persistent image of a 

rose: 
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But these roses: I can wear them by looking 
away. 

The eyes rejoice in the act of seeing and the 
fresh after-image. (CP 163) 

Roethke emphasizes here the all important "act of seeing" 

that at once spends and preserves the symbolic rose. In 

this way, the mystical old woman rests with "the still joy": 

"A snake lifting its head;/A snail's music" (CP 163). If we 

consider that Roethke has written that "in calling upon the 

snail, I am calling, in a sense, upon God" (SP 25), we can 

understand that old woman, at this point, has achieved a 

reconciliation of her conflict. Thus she can ask, "What's 

weather to me?" (CP 164), and insist on her own mythic pro

portion: 

Birds are around. I've all the singing I would. 
I'm not far from a stream. 
It's not my first dying. 
I can hold this valley, 
Loose in my lap, 
In my arms. 

If the wind means me, 
I'm here J 
Here. (CP 164) 

Her knowledge of the body1s thresholds brings a recognition 

of inner, creative power that enables her to embrace perpet

ual evolution. I'm hereI is not only an admission, but an 

assertion of being. 

While the theme of physical metamorphosis dominates 

"I'm Here," the third meditation, "Her Becoming," concen

trates on intuitions of the spiritual self. It is in "Her 
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Becoming" that the old woman rejects materialism—"Is there 

a wisdom in objects? Few objects praise the Lord/" (CP 166) 

—and seeks a more embraceable reality. The meditation's 

opening stanza begins with the still joy and the symbolic 

imagery of birds and wind that concluded "I'm Here": 

I have learned to sit quietly, 
Watching the wind riffle the backs of small 

birds, 
Chirping with fleas in the sand, 
My shape a levity—Yes.' — 
A mad hen in a far corner of the dark, 
Still taking delight in nakedness, 
In the sun, busy at a young body, 
In the rain, slackening on a summer field? 
In the back of my mind, running with the 

rolling water, 
My breast wild as the waves. (CP 165) 

The old woman's awareness of and her receptivity to the 

small beauties of the physical environment awaken in her a 

new perception: instead of suffering the repulsion of her 

aged body, she delights, like the mad hen, in her own naked

ness. In the back of her mind, the old woman finds her 

inner self which participates in life through creativity and 

love: 

I see a shape, lighted with love. 
Light as a petal falling upon stone. 
From the folds of my skin, I sing, 
The air still, the ground alive, 
The earth itself a tune. (CP 165) 

Moreover, section 1 of "Her Becoming" establishes a non-

rational way of knowing, a way not based on physical evidence, 

that allows the woman to recognize the duality of her 
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situation, and at the same time to affirm a self-renewing 

spirit that resides within her: 

A face floats in the ferns. Do maimed gods 
walk? 

A voice keeps rising in my early sleep, 
A muffled voice, a low sweet watery noise. 
Dare X embrace a ghost from my own breast? 
A spirit plays before me like a child, 
A child at play, a wind-excited bird. (CP 165) 

The voice that rises from her early sleep, the ghost, or 

child from her past and future, belies the evidence of her 

"maimed" physical condition. And it is this voice, spirit, 

she must embrace in order to achieve reconciliation. 

In Section 2, the old woman, considering the irra

tional foundation of her perception, reflects on the danger 

and power of intuited vision: 

Today, I eat my usual diet of shadows. 
Dare I speak, once more, in the monotony of 

great praise, 
In the wild disordered language of the natural 

heart? 
What else can I steal from sleep? (CP 166) 

"Diet of shadows" and "sleep" again evoke the approach to 

death, but they also call up the dark psychic source of the 

old woman's creative urges. In the next stanza, the old 

woman insists that all knowledge begins, perhaps ends, in 

darkness: "We start from the dark. Pain teaches us little" 

(CP 166). And she goes on to reject the futile wisdom of 

objects, the loveless, temporal machines, and the soul muti

lated in cold morgues of obligation. 
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This contemplation of knowledge prepares for a purely 

mystical illumination in section 3 of "Her Becoming," sig

naled by its opening line: "There are times when reality 

comes closer" (CP 166). The illumination takes place as the 

journey into memory and outside of time; it happens "in a 

field, in the actual air," (CP 166) and its dominant image 

is fire. The mystical interval begins as a sensual ecstacy 

that finally reveals to the woman her spiritual double: 

I stepped carefully, like a new-shod horse, 
A raw tumultuous girl 
Making my way over wet stones. 
And then I ran— 
Ran ahead of myself, 
Across a field, into a little wood. (CP 166) 

Awake in all her senses, she waits until the night engenders 

the transformed vision: 

The moon, a pure Islamic shape, looked down. 
The light air slowed: It was not night or day. 
All natural shapes became symbolical. 
The only thing alive in heaven's eye, 
I shed my clothes to slow my daemon down. 
And then I ran again. 

Where was I going? Where? 
What was I running from? . . . (CP 166) 

This moment, neither night or day, is outside of time, un-

governed by ordinary physical laws. The Islamic moon-shape 

is like a primitive god who totally absorbs the woman's 

being. Her running has no purpose in any usual sense; 

rather it is the impelled motion of discovery. 
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This daemonic journey of discovery obliterates the 

woman's familiar self: "Did my will die? Did I?" (CP 167). 

Moreover, it is its own justification: 

Who can believe the moon? 
I have seen J I have seen.' — 
The linei The holy line.' 
A small place all in flame. 

Out, out, you secret beasts, 
You birds, you western birds. 
One follows fire. One does. 
My breath is more than yours. (CP 167) 

The moon, in its connection to the dark workings of the sub

conscious and imagination, is the appropriate symbol for the 

old woman's perception of an invisible, holy threshold of 

being. The woman's disdain of "western birds," whose breath 

is less than hers, along with her previous allusion to the 

moon as an "Islamic shape," suggests that the fire she fol

lows keeps its source in Oriental mystery rather than Western 

empiricism. "Her Becoming" concludes in section 4 with the 

old woman's reaffirmation of her spiritual shape: "A shape 

without a shade, or almost none,/I hum in pure vibration, 

like a saw" (CP 167). She exults in the peculiarity, even 

the levity of her vision: "The grandeur of a crazy one 

aloneJ—/By swoops of bird, by leaps of fish, I live" (CP 

167). And, like the woman of Roethke's love poems, in "Her 

Becoming" she becomes the intangible shape of her intensely 

spiritual nature: "A light wind rises: I become the wind" 

(CP 167). 
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"Fourth Meditation" and "What Can I Tell My Bones?," 

the final and culminating poems of the sequence, more openly 

reveal in their style, tone, and thematic emphasis, the 

close relation between Roethke and his protagonist. The 

fierce energy, the compressed diction, the sudden, quick 

leaps of thought, the heightened sense of stress and urgency 

are the unmistakable qualities of Roethke's voice. At the 

same time, the poems center increasingly on the drive toward 

God, toward the relentless source of creativity and renewal. 

"Fourth Meditation," on one level, deals with the 

meaning of womanhood, as the old woman, in section 2, mocks 

the trivial, trivalizing images of femininity that a decadent 

society offers as reality: 

What is it to be a woman? 
To be contained, to be a vessel? 

To be a mouth, a meal of meat? 
To gaze at a face with the fixed 

eyes of a spaniel? (CP 169) 

As a poet, Roethke rejects any diminishment of the human 

spirit, and so he affirms the purposeful, solitary ways of 

his old woman, her immediate awareness of being: 

I was always one for being alone, 
Seeking in my own way, eternal purpose; 
At the edge of the field waiting for 

the pure moment; ....(CP 168) 

The underlying question of this meditation is how 

to renew creativity when sensual joy no longer suffices and 

death exposes the soul's ultimate loneliness: 
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But a time comes when the vague life of the 
mouth no longer suffices; 

The dead make more impossible demands from 
their silence; 

The soul stands, lonely in its choice, 
Waiting, itself a slow thing, 
In the changing body. (CP 168) 

The mysterious needs of the silent dead, the sluggish body 

that entraps an ignorant soul—these threaten the extinction 

of the creative will: "The shape of a lark rises from a 

stone;/But there is no song" (CP 158). 

It is this terrible threat to her integrity that 

causes the woman, in section 2, to consider the meaning of 

womanhood, and as in "Her Becomingwhat she rejects is the 

mutilated soul. Here, such mutilation specifically means 

ritualized self-involvement, slow suicide, the reduction of 

one's life to possessions: 

I think of the self-involved: 
The ritualists of the mirror, the lonely 

drinkers, 
The minions of benzedrine and paraldehyde, 
And those who submerge themselves deliber

ately in trivia, 
Women who become their possessions, 
Shapes stiffening into metal, 
Match-makers, arrangers of picnics— 
What do their lives mean, 
And the lives of their children?— (CP 169) 

The tragedy of these nerveless and metallic shapes is that 

they cannot know the "soul's authentic hunger," its terrors 

and j oys: 

i—Wfcat do they need? 
0 more than a roaring boy, 
For the sleek captains of intuition cannot 

reach them; 



187 

They feel neither the tearing iron, 
Nor the sound of another footstep— 
How I wish them awake! (CP 169) 

Through the long catalogue of socially acceptable self-

destruction, socially approved spiritual numbness, the old 

woman relearns the diverse meanings of death and can affirm 

once more the imperative reality of her spiritual journey. 

To be awake is to be alive, and thus the protagonist wishes 

these women, society's bastions, alive: "May they be taken 

by the true burning; May they flame into being!" (CP 169). 

The final stanza of section 2 links back to "I'm 

Here," where the old woman's mind roves backward to the 

history of the race. From a vision of a New Earth, of Uto

pian women perfected by spiritual integrity—"figures walk

ing in a greeny garden" (CP 170)—"Fourth Meditation" shifts 

to a vision of the prehistoric ancestor, who incredibly sur

vived "the fang and the claw," who incredibly still survives, 

and who has persisted through inconceivable stretches of 

time: 

A prince of small beginnings, enduring the slow 
stretches of change, 

Who spoke first in the coarse short-hand of the 
subliminal depths. 

Made from his terror and dismay a grave philo
sophical language; 

A lion of flame, pressed to the point of love, 
Yet moves gently among the birds. (CP 170) 

Thus, the progress of the race, as this Faulknerian passage 

implies, attests to an extraordinary reconciliation of 
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violence and aspiration, flesh and spirit. The journey of 

the race, with its small beginnings, endless thresholds, 

endless waiting for change, provides a macro-pattern for the 

life journey of the old woman*. The insistent creative urge, 
4 

an assurance of song, is manifest in the language itself— 

a language Roethke reminds us that began as something in

stinctive and visceral, and that intimately arises from the 

emotions and experience of the race. 

Section 3, the conclusion of "Fourth Meditation," 

directly answers the "impossible demands" of the opening 

stanzas. As happens so often in Roethke*s poetry, the dead 

have had lively lessons to teach: 

I'm in love with the dead! My whole forehead's 
a noise! 

On a dark day I walk straight toward the rain. 
Who else sweats light from a stone? 
By singing we defend; . . . 
The husk lives on, ardent as a seed; 
My back creaks with the dawn. (CP 170) 

The journey is again invested with mystery and with a cre

ativity that promises perpetual rebirth, progressive thresh

olds of being. In this state of creative knowing, her voice 

indistinguishable from Roethke's, the old woman accepts the 

unthinkable reconciliation of body and spirit, implies her 

relation to all living things, and so to the ultimate 

Creator: 

Is my body speaking? I breathe what I am: 
The first and last of all things. 
Near the graves of the great dead, 
Even the stones speak. (CP 170) 
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"Fourth Meditation" is, I think, crucial to Roethke's con

cept of spirit. "On 1 Identity, '" gives an account of the 

spirit which Roethke's poems closely bear out. In that 

essay, Roethke comments on the "acute sense of defilement, 

a hatred of the body" (SP 22) he expressed in Open House 

poems, and he notes his early rejection of "both the literal 

or blood, and the spiritual ancestors," (SP 23) as in the 

lines from "Feud": ". . . The spirit starves/Until the 

dead have been subdued" (SP 23). These final lines of 

"Fourth Meditation" reveal the journey Roethke undertook as 

a poet, to achieve an identity that affirms and embraces the 

most perplexing aspects of existence. In Roethke's mature 

poetry, the aim is not at all to escape the self, but to 

accept both its potentials and its contradictions: "Nor 

need this final self, or spirit be a foulness, a disgusting 

thing from which we should be delivered" (SP 22). 

"What Can I Tell My Bones?," the final meditation, 

is the most difficult of these poems, for it is written in 

the dense, associative "psychic shorthand" that in Roethke's 

work represents the mind under great stress. In this poem, 

Roethke makes little use of the dramatic persona, except in 

the sense that the reader accepts hers as the voice that has 

developed the familiar themes and imagery. Also, this medi

tation forcefully makes us aware that the Meditations have 
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represented a journey through time: death seems much closer, 

more pressing; the voice, more urgent. "What Can I Tell My 

Bones" evokes a psychic landscape of fast-falling darkness, 

where physical shapes—"the dance of natural objects in the 

mind" (CP 171)—are once again ambiguous and terrifying. 

The longing for rebirth, the need for absolutes, the fear 

or the unknown, an impatience with intolerable waiting reach 

their most intense pitch. The terse, taut opening lines at 

once contain these intense emotions and recapitulate the 

developed theme of the Meditations; 

Beginner, 
Perpetual beginner, 
The soul knows not what to believe, 
In its small folds, stirring sluggishly. 
In the least place of its life, 
A pulse beyond nothingness, 
A fearful ignorance. (CP 171) 

Roethke concentrates in this meditation, as he does in none 

of the others, on the possibility of nothingness as the 

ultimate reality. Beginning may be neither a threshold nor 

a rebirth but a perpetual depletion: 

0 my bones, 
Beward those perpetual beginnings. 
Thinning the soul's substance; . . . . (CP 171) 

Section 1 ends in a series of Eliotic images, objective cor

relatives to spiritual dryness and impotence: 

Fury of wind, and no apparent wind, 
A gust blowing the leaves suddenly upward, 
A vine lashing in dry fury, 
A man chasing a cat. 
With a broken umbrella, 
Crying softly. (CP 171) 
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The stylistic resemblance to Eliot is doubtlessly 

intentional. While "Fourth Meditation" invokes the blood 

ancestors, "What Can I Tell My Bones?" invokes the poet's 

spiritual ancestors. Section 2 focuses the concern of this 

meditation on rebirth, as it sets up, implicitly, a dialogue 

with Walt Whitman and T. S. Eliot. In her study of Medita

tions of an Old Woman, Jenijoy La Belle convincingly illus

trates that Roethke derives his recurrent use of the verb, 

to rock, from Whitman, suggesting in this way the back-and-

forth movement of the old woman's journey through time. And 

she points out the combined meditative tradition of Whitman 

and Eliot in "What Can I Tell My Bones?": 

This "rocking" movement is inherent even in the struc
ture of single lines: "Do these bones live? Can I 
live with these bones?" When the old woman utters 
these words, she seems to be asking rather practical 
questions about her aged condition and wondering how 
she can sustain life in her time-worn body. But 
through implicit reference to the Bible . . . and to 
Eliot ("Shall these bones live?" "Ash Wednesday," 
part II), Roethke's "Do these bones live?' becomes 
a question not only about the body but about the soul, 
not only about this life but about death and future 
life.6 

Characteristically, the literary ancestors not only modify 

but reveal Roethke's poetic voice. We recall that in "The 

Lost Son" the "bones of weeds," "beautiful surviving bones" 

bear witness to the spirit's endurance—and Roethke will 

6. La Belle, p. 139. 
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echo both image and idea in section 3 of "What Can I Tell My 

Bones?": "Weeds turn toward the wind weed-skeletons" (CP 

173) . 

Thus, section 2 concentrates on rebirth as the old 

woman verges on the line between being and nothingness. As 

Open House, as in all of Roethke's work, "the human prob-

men is to find out what one really is: whether one exists, 

whether existence is possible" (SP 20): 

The self says, I am; 
The heart says, I am less; 
The spirit says, you are nothing. (CP 172) 

Change, the imperceptible flow of shapes, still poses the 

crucial problem: "Mist alters the rocks. What can X tell 

my bones?" (CP 172). Suffering and love, Roethke implies, 

mark the human condition: "Love is my wound" (CP 172). In 

the culmination of section 2, the old woman, bold now about 

the meaning of her spiritual journey, openly calls upon God: 

The cause of God in me—has it gone? 
Do these bones live? Can I live 

with these bones? 
Mother, mother of us all, tell me 

where I ami 
0 to be delivered from the rational 

into the realm of pure song. (CP 172) 

The old woman's sense of inner and outer disorientation marks 

the impending crisis of her quest. Calling upon God, the old 

woman calls upon a mother, a nurturer and protector, one who 

gives her birth. Her call for deliverance into the "realm 

of pure song," rises both from a Keatsean desire to escape 
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human pain and the need to know the purely creative source 

within the self. The need is imperative and impossible: 

To try to become like God 
Is far from becoming God. 
0, but I seek and care! 

I rock in my own dark, 
Thinking, God has need of me. 
The dead love the unborn. (CP 172) 

The fertile dark, with its dreadful and fascinating power, 

is a temporal image parallel to the earth image, the grave-

nest paradox of Roethke's Lost Son volume. The stanza as

serts, as the old woman draws illumination from darkness, 

that God must be embraced as a contradiction, and thus, "the 

dead love the unborn.11 

Section 2 of "What Can I Tell My Bones?" is the 

dramatic crisis of the sequence: the old woman face to face 

with nothingness, is forced to choose, and says Yes. Section 

3 deals with her ability to accept the contradiction of the 

double j ourney: 

Weeds turn toward the wind weed-skeletons. 
How slowly all things alter. 
Existence dares perpetuate a soul. . . . (CP 173) 

The motif of this concluding section is the release from the 

spiritual emptiness with which "What Can I Tell My Bones?" 

began. The old woman tells us she no longer cries for "green 

in the midst of cinders" or dreams of "the dead and their 

holes" (CP 173). This section, in its development and 

imagery, describes something close to that surrender of the 
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will mystics insist must proceed spiritual peace. The old 

woman has given herself to being, and in doing so, she is 

able to say "I'm released from the dreary dance of oppo-

sites" (CP 173). In this altered state of being, she is 

receptive to and sustained by her surroundings: 

The wind rocks with my wish; the rain 
shields me; 

I live in light's extreme; I stretch in 
all directions; 

Sometimes I think I'm several. (CP 173) 

If we recall "The Renewal," the concluding poem in Roethke's 

love poem sequence, we can recognize that this imagery re

flects the sudden expansion of the self into all .being, an 

expansion that allows the self to view change not as annhila-

tion but as rebirth. 

It is in this sense that the final stanzas of "What 

Can I Tell My Bones?" create images of rebirth: "The sun! 

The sun! And all we can become!" (CP 173). Taking and em

bracing her surroundings, the old woman can reach death 

already assuming the shape of a new life: 

By midnight I love everything alive. 
Who took the darkness from the air? 
I'm wet with another life, 
Yes, I have gone and stayed. (CP 173) 

Roethke surely intends the allusion to Christ's resurrection 

here; and he also means to convey the paradoxical movement 

of spirit, at once inside of and apart from temporality. He 

uses an almost identical imagery in an earlier lyric, "A 

Light Breather," 
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The spirit moves, 
Yet stays; 
Stirs as a blossom stirs, 
Still wet from its bud-sheath, 
Slowly unfolding .... {CP 101) 

Roethke concludes the spiritual journey of Meditations of an 

Old Woman, not only thematically but rhythmically, as he 

stills the endless unwinding, unfolding, perpetual rocking 

motion of the poems, 

What came to me vaguely is now clear. 
As if released by a spirit, 
Or agency outside me, 
Unprayed-for, 
And final. (CP 173) 

"Final," as the last word of the Meditations, jolts 

the reader, who remembers that "What Can I Tell My Bones?" 

began with the lines "Beginner/Perpetual beginner." I do 

not believe the word is meant to undermine the sense of 

constant process that informs these poems. At the same time, 

Roethke considers his effects carefully, does not tack end

ings onto poems. However, he does often startle his reader 

with a sudden question, riddle, or paradox, and it is prob

able that he wants the abruptness, the unexpected reverbera

tion the last word achieves. Certainly the word signals, 

somewhat in the manner of an Elizabethan epilogue, the end 

of dramatic action, the leave-taking of the old woman who 

has so intimately revealed the relation between her death and 

her identity. Moreover, in this sequence, which studies the 

nature of non-rational perception, the interchange between 
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time and timelessness, permanence and change, the reader is 

invited to contemplate the ambiguous .meanings of "final." 

And in this way, the Meditations appropriately conclude at 

an edge, still another threshold of knowing. 



CHAPTER VII 

CONCLUSION 

The most striking quality of Theodore Roethke's 

poetry is the impression it conveys of direct, vital presence. 

The voice that speaks from the page, like one of the lively 

dead, vigorously communicates its oracular truths and emo

tional intensities. We have seen that Roethke writes a 

poetry of intense and narrow range, as he concentrates, 

throughout his career, on that quest for identity through 

which both self and artist seek an affirmative and creative 

relationship to existence. Roethke was well aware of the 

thematic concentration in his work, and writing in the note

books, he justified his poetic method: "I think poetic ex

perience in the modern world, must of necessity, be primarily 

concerned with depth rather than breadth. A Goethe is no 

longer possible; but an intense personal poetry ..." (SF 

246). Yet Roethke's work avoids the stasis or repetition 

such concentration might imply. The urgent sense of process 

that animates his poetic explorations insists on their imme

diate connection to mercurial life experience. And as a 

consequence, his poetry strongly affirms Wallace Stevens' 
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belief that "the world may, certainly, be lost to the poet 

but it is not lost to the imagination." 

It is the poetic voice itself, sounding through 

diverse rhythms, tonalities, and styles, at once bold and 

elusive, intimate and formal, that commands attention, vivi

fies the poems, and clarifies the theme of identity as no 

more "teachable" aspect of poetic technique could do. We 

know that Roethke consciously places himself at the center 

of his work as protagonist, bard, archetypal seer. He shares 

the drama of himself in process, so that the study of 

Roethke1s art necessarily becomes the study of his meta-

morphic poetic voice. Like the contradictory greenhouse 

realm or the dazzling woman of the Love Poems or the old 

woman of the Meditations, reflecting on her myriad physical 

and spiritual shapes, the 1^ in the poetry, a steady yet 

mutable presence, submits to change and undergoes the trans

formations revealed in the shifting rhythms, moods, and 

styles of the poems. The reader who follows the permutations 

of Roethke's voice is made to understand that Roethke's po

etry, which so strongly asserts the importance of self, 

nevertheless rests on the paradox that final unchangeable 

identity must be sought and cannot be found: 

To try to become like God 
Is far from becoming God. 
0, but I seek and care.' (CP 172) 

1. Stevens, "Imagination as Value," The Necessary 
Angel, p. 142. 
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Roethke's relationship with literary tradition re

veals yet another example of the connection between identity 

and poetic voice. Roethke was himself one of the first 

"critics" to recognize the poets, the great dead, who speak 

through his work. For instance, in a letter to Ralph J. 

Mills, he refers to some of the writers whose influence shows 
r 

in his poetry: "... what I want to say is that early, 

when it really matters, I read, and really read, Emerson 

(prose mostly), Thoreau, Whitman, Blake, and Wordsworth; 

Vaughan and real slugs of dramatic literature—Jacobeans, 

Congreve, & W. S. of course ..." (SL 230). However, as I 

have illustrated in preceding chapters, the presence of 

literary ancestors in Roethke's poetry is not a simple mat

ter of stylistic or thematic influence. Just as the word 

"metaphor" can only weakly characterize the deep image, 

shot through with appeals to the unconscious, that invests 

Roethke's poems with energy and. power, the word "influence" 

hardly conveys the poetic effect Roethke gains as he estab

lishes words and rhythms of the great dead in counterpoint 

to his own. 

In her study of tradition in Roethke's poetry, 

Jenijoy La Belle identifies T. S. Eliot as the "strongest 

2 
single influence on Roethke's concept of his tradition." 

2. La Belle, p. 166. 
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At the same time, she makes a crucial distinction between 

Eliot's and Roethke's attitude toward tradition: 

The one major difference between the attitude of 
these two twentieth-century poets toward their liter
ary forebears is that Eliot felt the need for a body 
of criticism to structure rigorously that tradition 
of poetry to which the modern poet should attempt to 
make his own contribution; whereas Roethke connected 
himself with a less carefully defined and hierarchi
cal association of poets.3 

What La Belle's statement implies, but does not make explicit, 

is Eliot's greater tendency toward the formulation of theory. 

The obvious difference, in their poetry, between Eliot's 

skill with abstraction and Roethke's intuitive grasp of 

experience finds a subtle parallel in the younger poet's 

direct consideration of literary tradition in his work. For 

in Roethke, it is the poetry itself that establishes tradi

tion, creates a place for interaction and dialogue between 

the living poet and his spiritual ancestors. Moreover, these 

ancestors become a part of the texture of Roethke's poetry, 

pervasively modifying rhythm and style, to an extent they do 

not in Eliot's poetry. The following excerpt from the let

ter to Mills suggests to what great extent Roethke viewed 

the dialogue with the great poets as a matter of style: 

. . .  I  w a s  a n i m a t e d  i n  c o n s i d e r a b l e  p a r t  b y  a r r o 
gance: I thought: I can take this god damned high 
style of W.B.Y. or this Whitmanesque meditative 
thing of T.S.E. and use it for other ends, use it 
as well or better. (SL 231) 

3. La Belle, p. 166. 
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And although, as this excerpt reveals, Roethke often felt 

compelled to compete with his spiritual fathers before he 

could embrace them, he ultimately explored and discovered 

through them his own forceful poetic craft and voice. His 

underlying attitude, the one that informs "Four for Sir 

John Davies," is expressed in this passage from "On 'Iden

tity1 11 : 

When I was young, to make something in language, a 
poem that was all of a piece, a poem that could stand 
for what I was at the time—that seemed to be the 
most miraculous thing in the world. Most scholarship 
seemed irrelevant rubbish; most teachers seemed lack
ing in wisdom, in knowledge they had proved on their 
pulses. Certain writers called out to me: I be
lieved them implicitly. I still do. (SP 27) 

Roethke's emphasis on identification as a primary means of 

self-discovery extends finally to his poetic relationship 

with his literary ancestors. Moreover, Roethke's personal 

mythology of spiritual and literal ancestors renews the con

nection between art and experience, again reveals his po

etry's constant return to life sources. 

It is a paradox of his poetic reputation that 

Roethke, who was so sensitive to literary influence, whose 

work has been both praised and maligned for its openness to 

such influence, should be recognized himself by poets like 

Sylvia Plath, Charles Wright, James Dickey and others as a 

"spiritual father" and by recent critics as one of the influ

ential voices in contemporary American poetry. The reason 
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for this recognition is that while Roethke was avowing his 

relationship to tradition, he was also exploring and ex

tending poetic territory for his own generation of living 

poets. Like the old woman in Meditations, he insisted on 

his personal integrity, on his own unconventional, oracular, 

tentative, immediate, and unschooled wisdom. The poetic 

mode he created, as a consequence of his loyalty to his 

private vision, assures him of a certain stature in the 

tradition of American poetry. He not only preserves in his 

voice powerful aspects of the American tradition, but he 

also gives back what he took to influence the shape and di

rection of its on-going development. Tracing Roethke's in

fluence on Plath, Dickey, and Robert Bly, Anthony Libby 

finds that Roethke was the first to develop the "poetic and 

spiritual vocabulary," the first to articulate the "vision— 

the animism, the 'body consciousness,' the . . . corporeal 

approach to mystical contact, with the evolutionary and 

4 
apocalyptic imagery that logically follows" that these poets 

have taken in diverse and often radical directions. Harry 

Williams also studies Roethke's influence on the above poets, 

as well as on Charles Wright and Ted Hughes, the English 

poet. Williams believes, like Libby, that Roethke discovered 

a poetic mode which brings the poet into immediate contact 

with his poetry as an imaginative and spiritual force, one 

4. Libby, p. 287. 
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capable of cutting into the "encrustations of a technocratic, 

consumer society": 

For other poets with similar feelings, the Roethkean 
mode was already there as a striking American model— 
an urgent, oracular poetry, probing the conscious by 
means of the lyrical engaging the deep image that 
their mentor had patterned for them in his long 
poems.5 

Another, less easily formulated aspect of Roethke's 

poetry is nonetheless one of its unique achievements. For 

Roethke does achieve an affirmative voice, becomes a poet of 

praise, a poet of love. Roy Harvey Pearce comments on the 

significance of Roethke's contribution: 

For whatever reason, he could not undertake the com
pulsive twentieth-century quest for identity via 
alienation—which, we are told, is in our time the 
only proper route for the man of high imagination. 
His was the way of sympathy, and he kept to it as 
long as he lived. In his work, there are many mo
ments of alienation; but they are associated with 
violence, and he works to transform the violence into 
power, thus alienation into identification.6 

I would stress, perhaps more than Pearce, Roethke's struggles 

against alienation. And I emphasize that in Roethke's work, 

with its concentration of opposites, tragedy and joy must 

exist in electrical tension. Yet whether the threat rises 

from the terrorization of time, the suffering inherent in 

love, the duality of nature, the blankness of a machine 

5. Williams, p. 154. 

6. Roy Harvey Pearce, "The Power of Sympathy," in 
•Stein, p. 197. 
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society, the failures of vision, or self-hatred, Roethke 

risks affirmation, accepts the possibilities of existence: 

"I feel my fate in what I cannot fear" (CP 108). This 

affirmation results not solely from Roethke's dazzling tech

nique—a poem's dramatic shifts between dark and light, the 

quick, agile rhythms, the sudden, brilliant wit—but it 

sounds in the poetic voice that encompasses all these, in 

the metamorphic, yet steady and direct, presence of Roethke's 

l_, the self that persists behind all the masks created by 

poetic imagination. 

Roethke's is an unmistakable, distinct poetic voice. 

While the poet, one to follow, takes the route of identifica

tion—with spiritual and literal ancestors, with the snail 

and with God, with "all things innocent, hapless, forsaken" 

{CP 227)—he also takes the route of the simple, separate 

self. The perception he expresses in "A Field of Light" 

when he cries, "I could watch.' I could watch 1 /I saw the 

separateness of all things!" (CP 63) symbolizes the quality 

of his poetic voice which embraces and still remains dis

tinct firom all it perceives and encounters. Through his 

commitment to poetry as a life force, through his faithful

ness to his own vision, Roethke has created a poetry that 

does not conform to the dictates of literary fashion or to 

social and cultural obsessions. Instead, following his 

personal obsessions, Roethke creates an art which takes the 
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shape of his unique poetic imagination and conforms to his 

own poetic standards: 

One can say that the poetry of the future will . . . 
be, let us hope, highly conscious, subtle and aware, 
yet not laboriously referential; eloquent but not 
heavily rhetorical; clear perhaps in the way Dante 
is clear; sensuous but not simple-minded; above all, 
rooted deeply in life; passionate and perhaps even 
suffused, on occasion, with wisdom and light. {SP 124) 
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