
... ~. 

\ 

AH Natural Shapes: 

Symboli.sm in the Poetry of, Theodore Roethke 

Bruc;è Tay)..or 
Department of Engl ish 

McGill University, Montreal 
March, 1986 

, 

.. 

, 
A thesis submi tted to the Facu 1 ty of Graduate Studies and 
Research in partial fulfil1ment of the requirements for the 
degree of Master of Arts. 

@ Bruce Taylor, 1986 

\ 
. . 



" 

" , 

• 
Abstract 

Béfore we ask what a s,ymbol 'means we must know how 'i t 

means. Theodore RoethkG" 's 'sympolism doe'fl' not work in the 

comventional way. To Roethke, language does not 

partl.cipate in a static,' two-sided .ord€r of slgnification. 

Accordl.ngly, his symbols, should not be treated as c{phers 

of a coherent real,ity situated somewhere outside the poem. 
• t{ 1- • 

Roethke, i nf l uenced by his readirrgs in the 1 iterature of 

mystitism, saw world and' language alike as saturated with . , , 

sYmbol ic val ues. His poems attempt to communicat.e thl s 

"vision" not only in what they say, but in how they say lt. 
, 

The way the symbolism works should dictate how it is 

read. The first three chapters of this th~sis deai with 

the existl.ng cri ticisJTI and experiment wi th strategies for 

reading the poems. The remaining chapters describe actual 

symbols, such~as "roots," "veins," "river," "house," 
v 

"light," "stone," "water," "shells," "skins," and "ghosts." . ' 

It is understood that t,hese 'Nill often engender multiple, 

and frequentl~·~ont.t;'p'dictory, interpretations. It is 
~ ~-r 

'- . 
argued that the "symbolized" and "symbolizl.ng" thJ.'ng must 

be given-the same status, as homologues in a continuum of 

related ldeas. Alüs principle is at the heart of Roethke's 

'vision of a paradoxical universe in which tite sel f 15 

other, light is dark, and "Everything, cornes ta One." 



\ RESUME 

Avant de demander'ce qu'un sym!lole signifie, il faut savoir 

comment il le signifie. Le symbolism'~ de Theodore Roethke ne 

fonctionne pas dans la manière convent16rielle. D'après Roethke ~ I~. 

::"e langage ne prend pas part d'un systèm-e de signification 

stat ique et à deux faces. En conséquence" on devrait pas traiter 

ses s;{mboles comme des chiffres co.rrespendants à une réa li té 
, ... 

, cohérente située hors du poème. 

Roethke, soumis à l' influence d~ ses études dans la li téra

ture du mysticisme, voyais un' saturation des valeurs symboliques 
,-" 

dans le langage et le monde de même. Cette vision est manifestée 

non seulement en ce que ses poèmes expriment, mais aussi en la 
. 

.façon dont ils l' expriment. La façon dont le symbolisme fonctionne 
(' 

devrai t détérmi'ner 'comment il' est lu. Les trois premiers chapitres 

de cett.e thès'e &-'adressent à la cri tique actuelle de Roethke et 

essaient les différentes méthodes de le lire. Les chapitres 

qui restent décrivent les symboles p~rticuliers tel que '''racines,'' 

"veines," "IT)aison," "lumière," "rocher," "eau," "coquilles," "peaus," 

"phantômes." Il est, entendu que l'usa;ge de ces symboles' produira 

souvent des intérprétations multiples' et contradictiores, C'est 

soutenu qu' on doit traiter ce qui est symbolisé et ce qui symbolise 

comme des homologues dans un continu des idées liées. Ce principe 

est au coeur de la visi6n de Roethke d'un univers parodoxal ou le 
, ! 

moi est l'autre, la: lumière est l'obscu.cité, et "Le toùt par-

vient à l'unité," 
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\ 
Intro4uction 

Superf~cially the poerns of Open House and those of 

-Fraise ta the End! are qui te dissil11i la r. The earl y book ~i s 
1 

/ , 

usually described as "conventional," thé 'later as 
o 

"exper irnenta l . " At tirst glal1ce they do not seem ta be the 

work of one poet. However, a second 9 l-'a~ce revea 1 s an, 
, . 

unmistakeable line ~ f deve lopment u'ni ting thé phases of 
, 

Roethke. 's care'èr. And a third g] ance shows that 1 a t the 

l evel of the irnagcry he uses, his, poetry changes 5 carcel y 

at aIl and that what chang~s it does undergo, are of an . 

essentially trivial nature.' If in the early works Roethke 

is preoccupied with skin and veins, in the later work he i5 

taken up with rinds and roots.! It costs little ei:fort to 

ifpJelilt c.ategorië's describing specific "types" of imagery 

found throughout the Collected Poems: the "int,egumental" 

for images of enclosurti, shells and cloaks; the "fil iary" 

for images of tendrils, riveTbeds, veins; the "lit.hic" for 
'- . 

imagery of imperforable density; the " c onjuga 1" for lmages 

of joined dyads and personal confrontation, dancing,. 

reading, sex. In sorne types of poetry i t would be 

difficul t ta do this. Sometimes the images in a poern are 

\ 
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.used to serve a particular occasion. We cannot lift the 
: 

1 
skunks from Robert Lowell' s "Skunk Hour" the' wa'y we can 

pull the snake olltof "Snake," the slug'~.,0ut,of "SI \1g" and 
, 
the lizard out of "Ll.zard, Il seeing them aIl as repr.esenting 

l the same "pure sensuous form." This is not to say 

that '''Skunk Hour" is just an ~ccurate portrait of a skunk, 

or that Roethke' s animal sare any less "natura 1 i stic" and 
, 

closely observed. Each rises to universality in a 

different way: Lowell's by being -presentect in the dramatic 

context of a partlcular hUIl}?ln lifè, Roethke's byallowing 

p~rticular images to evolve into full-fledged symb~ls in a 

partially-fledged system of symbols. 
o _ 

We must use the word "symbol"'" advis~dly. Roethke is 

not a symboliste, and~as no use for the kind of symbol 

that vanishes from cohsideration the instant i ts tenor ls 

revealed. As wi th Yeats, "players 'and 'painted stage" take 

aIl his love, but unI ike Yeats Roethke does not 'lament that 

he has s lighted "those things .t;.hat they were emblems' oL" 
.'\ 

\. 

For ROE'thke "those things Il are themsel ves embi ems of other 

things. We can never, as Chaucer' s Nun' s Priest bids us, 

"take the fruyt and lat the chaf be sb l :( e," because the 

husk and kernel of Roethke's allegoria are' apt to change 

places, so that the thing symboli zed becomes the 

symboliz ing thing. The snai lkemergirl~ f rom i ts shèll, the 

seed emi tting a shoot, the penis becom\ng erect, and the 

soul ecstatically taking leave of its corporeal sheath are, 

to Roethke, events bound tg,gether in a web of 

f 
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sl.gnl.fication. While éach ~mage bears symbolic mean~ng of 

a sort there ~s, no centre ta which a11 of them refer--there 

is only, as RicharQ BI es,sing has s hown, a continuaI-motion 

between centres., 2' ;he wor,~ in Roethke' t s not to be 

seen as having a different essentia l substance than what i t' 

sl.gnifies"ç-nôr i s its meaning situated beyond i tself in- a 

coÏ1stant, identifiable realm of external reference .. So 
• '"\ ," ,J, 

when Roethke uses the tradi tiona1 sytnbol of the Rose i t 15 

never simply the corlcrete-embodiment of an abstract 

prini~ple, love or beauty, nor does it en.tirely transcend 
f 

particular i ty to become ,Rosa Mystica or thé embl em of the 

'lumen gloriae. Rather itcoexists with a.11 its homologues 

in a world saturated wi th symbolic value, where nothing 

remains merely i tself, and al f n'atural shapes continua lly 
\ 

surpass their own contours and become Other. We ,recognize" 

Roethke 's symbol s as symbols only by their bival ent 

structure of signification. With~n t'hat structufe there is 

no implied hierarchy of importance. The- symbol does not , 

stand mid-way between the reader and real i ty, an apostrophe 
( 

to the elided truth. It stands between real ities, 

media ting one, condi tion to another. 

In the early work the symbolism frequently undergoes' a 

coqscious allegorizing. The stone in 'IThe Adamant" is 

identified as Truth. But at t;he s,ame time that stone is 

the sign o-f something more côncrete and, in a way, more 

abstract than Truth. It stands for an 'ele,mental hardness, 

to which Roethke returns again and again, permuting aIl of 

\ 

" 

\ 



" 

4 

its possible symboll.c values. Because ,of this (and becau~e~ 

prac,t1.cally every s1.gnificant 1.mage 1.n Open House 1.5 

recapitulatE;d ln the later "volumes) l will not deal"wlth 

the poetry ln any chronolog1.ca l order. Nor wlll l confine 

myself to any part1.cular poem' or body ,of po~ms in Roethk~.'s 

oeuvr~. Nor will l perform an exhaust1. ve study of, the 

symbollsm in aIl of the poems. The main purpose of thlS 

~.r 1.S ta show one 'Nay of approachlng symbollsm in 

Roethke 's verse. 

\ 
l have reserved plenty of space for the questl.dn of 

how to approach th1S approach., This 1.S the sort of 

preliminary work that is normally suppres,l.'5ed in the final . 
research paper. ~ut l have incl uded considerable 

hypothesising about h~w to °read Roethke (l'Ruch of which 

takes the form of a discuss ion' of how we may read any 
, 

poet) . l hav~ two reasons for t:his. In the' first place, l 

think too many cri tics have traced partl.cular themat,ic 
, 4 

threads through the Collected Poems. This has resul ted in 

fragmentary portraits of Roethke as an American 

transcendental ist; as a nature poet; a s a confessional poet 
, 

perpetually coming to terms wilh his father's death; as an . .. 

apprentice mystic un-looki ng for God; as a kind of l1.terary 

spirit-medium unusually susceptible to 'possession by dead 

wr i ters. There is sorne truth in each of these portrayals 

(and no contradiction in adopting aIl of them). The" 

problem is tha t each presents a f airly narrow aperture :<' 

'1> 

through which to view lndividual poems and at the levelo of 
"'i.~ ," 1;,~ 

• 

. ~ 
• 
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symbol ism often produces either incomplete or patently .,. 

false readings. l would Iike to expose the dangers of 

seeking detailed thernatic unities ~n preference to broad 

structural ones, while avoiding the complementary error of 

making only genera l cormnents on the "type of poetr'y" we are 

dealing with. 

In the second place, i,t 1S my contention that 

Roethke's poetry consciously addresses problems of 

interpretation not unI ike ours. The confusion i s mutual. 

The composition of the poetry prefigures what we must go 

through in order to read it. In "Open Letter" the advice 
~ 

hè gives on how to read the Praise to the End! poems could 

a)pply as weIl Q.n how"1:ô approach any of the central 

quandaries of human life: 

At the 
> , 

The clues Wi}3be scattered richIy: a<'life 
scatters them 

o. 

symbolic level thke's poetry (even that of Open 

'House, if we look past the surface coherencie's of the 

verse) m'imics the structure of the world i t depicts--and 

also of the ,percei ving mind: . 

A poem tha t is the shape of the psyche i tsel f; in 
times ~f great stress, that's what l tried to 
wri te. 

Their patterns of association imitate the existential 

puzzle for which they are supplied as an answer: The 
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"puzz l atory" character of the verse demands spec ia l 

consideration from the "unpuzzlatory" methods of critlcism. 

In the first three chapters of this dissertation 1 

discuss the kinds of problems we encounter when trying to 
• 

1nterpret Roethke's symbolism. These are not necessarlly 

the same kinds of problems that we would encounter when 

reaçing another poet. Thus, as Roethke says of his own 

remarks in "Open Lette.!.., " my observations should not be 

taken as general strictures, but each should be read as if 

prefaced with the phrase "In thi s kind of poem ... " . 
In these first chapters l discuss e~isting trends 

among Roethke's critics. These fit into two broad 

categories. There are those cri tics who see Roethke as a 

"difficu l t'" poet, one wh~se most "obscure" symbol ism 

demands an eXGeptionally energetic--indeed, almost 

athletic--style of analysis. Then there are those cri tics 

who see Roethke as an "easy" poet whose "obscur,est" work 

1s, after aIl, not to be explained but enjoyed. Of course 

none"~f Roethke's critics adheres'strictly to one camp or 

the other. Most steer a difficult course between the 

extremes. And this is what l also propose to do. In this 

paper l will not succeed in resolving the controversy. The 

paradox that both positions are equally valia is itself 

quite informative and fully in~keeping with the states of 

mind that Theodore Roethke was, quite deliberately, 

attempting to induce in his readers. 

In the fourth and fifth chapters 1 move from a 

li 
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discussion of general cr1tical practise to a discussion of 

~w and in what sense Roethke's symbols symbolize. 

The chapter entitled "Doubleness~ examines what we 

might calI ~oethke's "dynamic dualism," his use of oxymoron 

~nd metaphor to unite contrarieties. The chapter which 

immediately follows, "A Permutatlve ~ystem," simply applies 

the idea of a dynamic symbolism to sorne of Roethke's actual 

s~mbols, in particular that of the snail- in "A Light 

Breather." Chapters six throug~ eight examine particular 

symbols: house, stone, water, ghost, wteels, and machines. 

In the ninth chapter l attempt ta put sorne of my . 
discoveries to work in an actùal reading of the poem "Where 

\ ' 

Knock is Open Wide~" ThlS reading is, of necessity, far 

from complete. A full and detailed account of this poem 

would a1so serve as the definitive explication of Theodore 

R~thke's entire poetic output. It is toward that project 

(being accomplished at the rate of two or three graduate 

theses a year) that l submit this contribution. 

J 



NO,tes to· the l ntroductiol1 

ITheodore Roethke, The ,o11ected Poems of Theodore 

Roethke (Ne~ ~ork: Anchor Press, 1975), p. 144. AlI 

subsequent references to the Col1ected Poems will be 

incorporated in the body of the the es say with the 

abbreviation "CP." 

2Richard Allan Blessing, Theodore Roethke:s 

Dynamic Vision (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
... 

1974), p. 95, p. 68" et passim. On p. 95 he writes: 

8 

Roethke has made a world of words where nothing 
is its solid self, or, more accurately, nothing 
is its solid self alone. Instead, such cornrnon 
words as cat or tree·or fish or bite become a 
whirl of associations, some-growing out of 
literary tradition; sorne out of psychological 
convention; sorne evolving out of thei r previous 
uses in the sequence and, naturally, reaching 
ahead to their subsequent uses; sorne coming from 
Roethke's per~onal history; and sorne, l suppose, 
from the reader 's. 

3Theodore Roethke, On the Poet and his Craft: Selected 

Prose, ed. Ralph J. Mills (Seattie: University of Washington 

Pres~, 1965). AlI subsequent references will be incorporated in 

the text of this thesis along with the abbreviation "QPC." 

4Theodore Roethke, Straw for the Fire (Garden City: 

Doubleday, 1972), p. 178. AIl subsequent references to 

Roethke's published notes will be incorporated in the text of 

this thesis along with the ~bbreviation "SF." 



1. Reading Backward 

"Solve aIl the leaps of light." (SF, p. 182) 

"Dear God, don 't make me intelligibl e ... l 'm to be known 
slow 1 y ." (S F, p. 229) 

Genesis begins with the letting there be of light, and 

the dispersing of darkness is prototypical of aIl 

subsequent creation. AS noun, adjective and verb the word 

"light" occurs in the Collected Poems one hundred and fifty 

times, more than any word except a handful of pronouns, 

prepositions and èonjunctions. 0ver and over Roethke 

repeats the first divisive, discriminatory gesture and 

struggles with its implications: "The only thing l want to 

write about is light, what's in the eye and the stone." 

(SF. P.,I 89) Light is the precondi tion of Vision. For 

Roethke the ultimate cdhsummation of Vision is in poetry. 

Poetry is, ther~fore, a mode of cognition, a way of 

understanding. lIt .seeks the light, as any sunflower or 
1 

philosopher. The question i5 where' to look. 

The answer i s not simple. H light eman~rom any 

single source it must be the Creator. And the Creator . 
seems to have 1eft the scene. Bis 1 ight i s refracted 

through aIl the things.of nature~ It is all-pervasive, in 

• 
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th~ beholder and the beheld, the eye and the stone, ~ut 1 

curiously ha rd to pcrce~ve the~e and easily obscured by the 

"false light" of the~Verlties .. It lS present ln 

times fut:re and ln t~mes past, ln the peta 1 (IILlght 
f 

str~des, the rose." çp, p. 132) and the root: "Deep in 

their roots aIl flowers keep the 11ght." (SF, p. 50) To 

seek the 11ght of the heavenly rose lS ta ~eturn to a prl0r 

cond~tlon, ta regaln lost lnnocence, or retrace the root to 

one S origlps. This is Roethke's favourite paradox, and 

the best known: "1 believe that to go forward as a 

.1 spiritual man it lS necessary first to go back." (Ope, p. 

39) Toward the end of his career Roethke became fond of 

expressing this in the tradüional mystical belief that 'God 

does not reveal himself in the light of knowledge but in a 

muik of unknowledge. The light is in darkness: "In a dark 

time th~ eye begins to see,"; "Dark, dark my light" (CP. p. 

231); "Dawn's where the white is. Who would know the 

dawnjWhen there's a dazzling dark behind the sun?" (CP, p. 

149) It has been'pointed out by Neal Bowers and jay 

parini that Roethke was an attentive reader of·Evelyn 

Underhill's writings on mysticism. 1 That RGJe,thke was a 
t 

seff-conscious mystic in the central tradition of Western 

mysticism no longer needs ta be established. 

Roethke's best-known dramatization of the quest for 

light is in "The Lost Son." In that poem the protagonist, 

read"i.ng bac'k through his own experiences, is not merely 

reminiscing about but actually reviving hlS childhood--and 
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ln a more important sense, the Chllqhood of h 1"5 race. 

One belief: 'One must go back to go forward.' 
And by back l mean down into the consciousness Gf 
the race itself no~ j~st the qu~ndrles ~SlC) of 
adolescence, damn lt. 

The green~ouse he returns to is a symbolic one--which is to 

say in the first place that it is made of a "symbolic" 

substance--words, for instance, and lmagery--and in the 

second place that it is symbolic of something. It i8 at 

once symbolized and symbollzing, which gives us a clue as 
, 

to why lt lS l.mposslble to' fix in our,own minds "where" lt 

is located, what lt stands for, and how lt can represent 

simultaneously a heaven and a hell, "order and ,di'sorder," 

and "a reality harsher than reality." (SF, p.ISO) 

ThiS~OlymOrPhism is to be expected of imagery taken 

straight from the unconscious. Jerome Mazzaro has written 

of the "Praise to the End!" poems: "Symbols of the 

unconscl.ous have always bipolar potential, at times meaning 

a thing and its opposite coevally.lI] The "unconscious" , 
need not be ta ken as referring ta the Freudian 

subconsci6ùs, the Jungian unc~sclousness, or any region 

discovered and mapped by psycholDgy. There is a literary 

unconscious, which may or may not be dramatized in the poem 

as the murky lower depths of a fictional psyche, but which 

we may see as underlying the superfices of poetlc meaning 

as white paper underlies print. Perhaps "the 

! 
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unartlculated" would be a more accurate term for "that dark 

pond" into which the ~oet "dives"--as Roethke, 

second-guess~ng his detractors, ironlcally depicts 

hlm--"with or without pants on, ,ta come up festooned wlth 

dead cats, wee<;ls, tl.n cans, and other fascinatins; debris." 

(OPC, p. 37) T. R. Hummer divides these waters from the 

waters, id€ntifying two realms (corresponding, we might 

say, ta Eden and Heaven, the'" remembered 1 ight ~ the 

antlcipated light). I~ these two states two orders of 

l.rratlona] ,articulation take shapeless shape: 

[Roethke] begins in a pre-rational stâte--human 
origin--and proceeds to a post-rational 
state--vision. Clearly, the two kinds of 
nonsense correspond to these two stateSt 
meaninglessness (which is also pure potentiality) 
to the prerationnl, non-sense to the 
post-rational (thœugh it should be noted th~t, 
since Roethke's journey is not linear but 
"circui tous Il the pre- and post-rationa 1 sometlmes 
interpenet~ate and sa do the two kl.nds of 
nonsense) . 

Regresslng into the past, as the Lost Son does, is 

psychlcally equivalent to regressl.ng to a pre-rational or 

unconscious state, which i~ equlvalent to dying. ''l'm dead 

at both ends" the narrator of "Pral.se to the End!" 

exc1aims. (CP, p. 81) Mbving-back~aids l.nto the past we 

relive the dead lives, and, in so "dolng, experience the 

death we have not yet (co~sciously) experienced in life. 

(Very strange stuff, but essential ta an understanding of 

Roethke) . 

Seing symbolic and yet not in a simple way referential 

\ 

, , 
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Roethke's Greenhouse (or dark woods or cave mouth) may best 

be regarded as "proto-symbolic"--after an analysis which R. 

H. Pearce provides in a very perceptive comment on the 

Praise 'to the End! poems. 

In a sense they are not poems at aIl but rather 
pre-ooemsj so that the reader working thEbugh 
them, must bring his own capacit~es as proto-poet 
most actively to bear on them. In effect the 
readèr completes them. One can hardly talk about 
these poems, or in terrns of them. One can only 
try to talk through them--which perhaps is a way, 
a way we too muSh neglect, of learning, aIl over 
aga~n, to talk. 

"Learning aIl over again to talk": Pearce is recommend'ing 

that we regress with Roethke, or alongsi~e him. But why 

should we? A zoologist does not need to jump like a 

kangaroo just because his subject ~atter does. On the . , li 

other hand a zoologist may need to get down on his stomach 

to study a worm (though presumably he will dellver h~s 

lectures from a standing pos i tion)., In wri ting about some 

poets it is far more difficult to separate the research 
, c 

from the findings. When the meanings are as richly 

connotative and parabolic as Roethke's the exegesis cannot 

do Justice to them without to sorne extent reflecting the 

(il ),logic of their construction. 

In a poem such as "The Lost Son" we do weIl to retrace 

the protagonist's steps. In darkness, fi~ding h~s way back 

tô The Greenhouse, to the creatlve source, the Lost Son 

uses his feet for eyes: 

\ 
\ 

.. :~ 



~he way to the bo~ler was dark 
Dark aIl the way 
Over slippery cinders 

·' 

Through the long greenhouse. (CP, p. 54) 

14 

He gropes at first toward the "single ligh~ swinging by the 

f irep~ t" and then toward the 1 ight 0 f dawn, the approach of 

which is heralded by th~ coming of Papa: "The 1 ight in the 

morning came slowly over the white sno~:" (The scene 

appears again in "Otto" emphasizing that thi,s "1 ight" i 5 

hehind Roethke (his sourèeJ as weIl as before him). The 

Lost Son is found, and the adult poet, groping his way back 

to the same memory, receives what Roethke refers to in the 

"Open Letter" as an "illumination" ("partly apprehended," 

for the final illumination, the light at the other end of 

the tunne4 has yet to be glimpsed). (Ope, p. 39) 
1 

The way back is the way of feeling. Unable to Sp€ in 

the "obscure passage" we feel our way "with aIl our 
~. 

faculties loose and alert." (Ope, p. 37) This 

recapitulates the primary distinction between the 

"rationa 1" and the "intuitive" --a theme which recurs in 

Roethke and in Roethke's criticism. The theme recurs 

because the poet wrote the poems intuitively, trusting, as 

William Meredith puts it, in a "revealed order"'to give 

coherence to them. 

Instead of ordering experience, [the Lost Son l 
poems attend on experience with the conviction 
that there i5 order in it. However imperfectl~ 
his eye might see it or his voiçe might 
articulate it--and he went on ~riting occasional 
shapeless lines and passages aIl hlS life--this 

1', 
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revealed order was 6the only one Roethke served 
from this time on. 

Roethke 'himself believed that the poems of the "~raise to 

bh~ End!" sequence weuld be "difficult" for the scholarl~ 

intellect to deal with and very easy to approach 

intl,li ti vely: 

15 

.•• I,know that poems that run back into tne 
unconscious'and depend upon associational 
rightness have a hard time breaking in on readers 
who are conditioned by the purely literary kind 
of thing. (5L, p.116) 

But for those who a~e not so conditioned, or whq have it in 

them to "get down in the subliminal depths" (SL, p. 116), 

these are not obscure poems (an~ more than life is obscure 

to those who approach it ~~rrectly) . 

, 

•.• [Y]ou will have no trouble if you approach 
these poems as a child would, naively, with your 
whole being awake, your facu1ties l?ose and 
alert ... listen to t'hem. (Ope, p.37) 

Far from intending to tracte in obscurities Roethke set out 

in The Lost Son to wrJte "a live1y understandable poetry 
, 

that a good many people can read wi~F enjoy~ent without 

having their intelligence or sensibility instilted." (51, 

p.l14) There is something in Roethke that wants to be 
, . 

William Carlos Williams ("In a sense, it's your poem" he 
'c: 

w~ites to "Bill," SL, p. 122) .. Roethke loves to condemn 

the ~lipsis a~d ambiguity that were fashionable in the 

poetry of his time: 

.. 
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~t is hard to be both plain and direct 
appear a fool to contemporaries fed on 
sybilline coziness, hints and shqdows. 
176) 

and not 
allusions, 
(SF, p. 

The target here, of course, is T.S. Eliot ahd "the 

conceptual boys" in general (SL, f' lll); and the kind of 

"sybill ine ,coz iness" he means is of the intellectual 

-modernist sort and does not really refer to his own 

dysjunctive, associati~e, s~yle ("The gnomic rather th an 

the sententiou~"'SF, p.\175): Nevertheless, the fact is . 
that RQethke 's opinions and practise are f·requently at 

odds. (He writes "God is one of the biggest bores in 

English poetry" (SF, p. l,72), but has much to say ~ut God 

in his own poems). Especially in Open House, he seems to 

value "plainness" and "directness"--allignin9 himself with 

the English '''Thi'rties" poets against Eliot (" [W]hatever l 

am l don't think l am confused or vague .•• " (SL, p. 12). 

But at the sé!-me time he is also a strong proponent of 

"associational thinking" (SF, p. 206) and "symbolic depth," 

and makesnotes to himself on the point at which " p l a inness 

is no longer a virtue" (SF, p. 260): 

Literalness is the devil 's weapon. (SF,p. 170) 

The literal--that grave of the dull. (SF p. 260) 

The charge that his poems are obscure disturbs Roethke 

but it does not su~prise him--hence his exhortation that we 

read them "as a chi"ld would, naively," and that we :~read 
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them aloud." Howevet, most of us are conditioned to see 
,>, " 

and not to feel or hear. According to Richard Blessing, 

critics of literature have generally lost the ability to 

"becbme as little childBen for naivete is not what 1S 

required of us."? perhaps a truly sensitive reader of 

Roethke would, as Pearce bids,us, regress with him, and 
, t 

re-acquaint himself with his lost na~vete. This approach 

has the advantage of se~ming to carry Roethke's endorsement 

, aop, perha~s} of easing any embarassment at studying a 

writ'er who never disguises 'his contempt for "text-creeplng" 

academic5. Yet it i5 hard to imagine what the naive critic 

could possibly bring back to us from his reg~ession. It is 

an unfortunate paradox: what we trade for the sensitivity 

to read Roethke is the ab{lity to ~rticulate him, and that 

loss might make this paper, ,for instance, impossible. 

We should take a-mo~ent to think about what Roethke 
." 

and others are advocating. The critics who have fared 

worst, says Blessin~, have been those "who have tried to do 

line-by-line 'close readings' of [the Lost Son] poems; that 

is they have tried ta illuminate the obscurities of the non 

sequitur, the nonsense, the oracular pronouncement, and 

cryptic command and question as each occurs, a step at a 

time." 8 / 
"Illuminating the obscurities of the non seguitur" is 

an intriguing phrase. The earnest exegete, "a step at a 

time," follows the' non segui tur to where i t does not 1 ead. 

, 
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He mov.es forward, attempting to displac~ darkness as he 

goes. The alt~rnative way of escaping a labyrinth as we 

have noted alr~ady is that taken by the Lost Son, feeling 

his way,back to the creative source. The worm, one' of 

Roethke's favourite regressions is pure eyeless feeling~ 
\ 

. ( one who "learns by going where he has te go." (CP, p . .104) 
~ 

The sightlessness of the creature makes it a proper emblem 

of the spirit which, unable to move syllogistically 

.forward, 

Falls back, a slug, a loose worm 
Ready for any crevice, , 
An eyeless starer. (CP, p.181) 

"Eyeless staring," one of those paradoxical modes of 

aestbesis,"like "~eeing through the eirs" ("Infirmity") is 

akin to "thinking by "feel ing" '"What is th"ere to know?"; 

CP, p. 104) or knowing by unknowing. 

The worm's way is never straight but always crooked, 

labyrinthine, like the path into, and out of, Hell. 

Sometimes it i~ figur~d as a Dantean spiral~ as in "La~t 

Words": "0 worm of dut y! 0 spiral knowledge!" (CP, p.46) 

and "The Waking": "The lowly worm climbs up a ,winding " 

stair~" (CP, p. 104) The way out i~ down:~o·.understand, 

is to stand under. And in this catacthonic dig for light 
" 

the worm is be~ter equipped than the philoso~her. 

Talking "through" Roethke, as Pearce puts it, means 

learning aIl over again to ta~k. 

Il 

, r 

.. 
( 
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We do theworld of these verses wrong if we 
translate i t into a language appropriate to ours. 

Rather we must incorporate i t, incorporate i ts 
style of apperception and knawing, into our own: 
Thus the way of exhaustion, '9he slipping-back sa 
as to go forward, progresse 

-~:;"~.~ 

l am ~ini~n effort to take pea,:ce '5 advice, And 

yet translatio~ in the sense of moving an essential 

substance from one vehicle to another is just what the 

cri tic unavoidably does, whether probing "through" or 

.circumambulating "about" the meaning-bearing texte What 

Pearce (and other critics who recommend reading 

"intuitively"l really mean is that the "essential 

substance" 'which the cri tic wishes to expose as,. the answer 

to the riddle posed by the poern is, in R"oethke<s case, such 

that it cannot be transposed into an answer without ceasing 

to be itself, the "x" uniquely r'eferred to in the words of 

the poern,' It cannot therefore be grasped wi thout losing 

its most essential quality, that of being avowedly 

ungraspable. Explaining Roethke i5 1 ike swi tching on the 

light in order to get a good look at the darkness. 

'"'" It is often supposed tha t a conundrum and i ts answer 

have a common referent: ,the answer simply traI1s1ates tRe 

riddle into terms that require no further translation. 

There is more to i t, however, in tha t riddles, as distinct 

from "ordinary" propositions, exist noi anly ta be grasped, 
, 

but aiso to be not-grasped by one or another of our 

prehensile mod~s of awareness. Thus, in Roethke's Praise 

to the End!: 

. ' 
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The poems seem to anticipate the effort to 
comprehend them, and to defy i t; yet the thrust 
of defiance is i tself a thrust toward the reader 
and 'on his behalf--so, paradoxicallY'16 crucial 
factor ~n his mode of c;omprehension. 

The riddle represses what i t represents: the answer 

abolishes concealmen t (or c laims to, anq th1- s cornes ta the 

same thing), and adverts directly to the "repressented" 

thing. The advent of an answer terminates the Edenic arder 

of multiple possibilities and installs a certifiable 

meaning at the center of the symbol. ,To avoid thi s fall 

from vi'~ion (an upwards faU, 'from sentience, th.rough 

perception and intuition toward cognition) l'ea l Bowers 

" recommends tha t we regard the Praise to the End! poems as 
t 0 

,," koans , 
;fi 

" 

'confusions of the intellect deliberately induced 
" , 

1 
/'dY paradoxical logic in order to evoke that dizziness which 

Zen Buddhists say opens the mind ta a perception of higher 

consciousness. "" 11 Thus our wri tten respanse to the 

problem text, defiantly "thrust toward the reader," sho,uld 

be, after the example that Bawers has set" to acknowledge 

i ts status as paradox and - f l.nd another way of saying 

something like: He!je once again, we f ind the p'oet boggling 

"" the tational faculty of his readership, pt:èparing +h;e 

ground for a mystica l unknowing, after the f ashian of 

Dionysius the Areopagite, St. John of 'the Cross and the 

Cloud of Unknowing. 

But this is 'tangential to the specifies of the text 

and as a way of not-grasping Roethke i t is scarcely better 

1 

o 

- , 

." 
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than not readlng him. And, while denouncing obtusel y 

rational 1 ine exegesis, Bowers actually pursues his own via 

media, sometimes translating Roethke and sometlmes merely 

~ enjolning us to appreciate hi s sonorous nonsens icali ty. 

There is a lways this dGlubleness in Roethke cri ticism, 

simply be.cause i t is the success of our reading whieh 

locates the floating boundary between tne meaningful and 

the meaningless. "Pure" nonsense (the epi tome of the kind 

Hummer classifies as "meaningless languag~, gibberish" ) 12 

would be, naturally, quite featureless. One ward would be 
,/ 

as good a~ any other. But there i s no pure nonsense in 

Roethke.· At its least graspable the poetry does not j ssue 

as infanti le gibberish or a dysphasie sa lad--though i t may 

be a poetic representation of these. Being poetry i t asks 

to be studied by tha t which studies poetry, li terary 

criticism, in such a way that each word is assumed to be in 

its right place and that no other could stand in for i t. 

Calling "p ifflebob" nonsense classifies,it weIl enough, but 

does not hel p to distinguish i t from any other coinage. 

"mips," "bibble" or Ithoo." It is the job of scholarshi p to 

expose the web of sense that i s assumed eo under ly the 

opaci ty of the word' s surface. 

"Piffle": silly nonsense. "Bob": a weight on a plumb 

!ine. "1 wish l was a pifflebob" may express the desire to 

sound out the depths of silly nonsense. Alternatively, we 

may read "bob" as "a float on a fishing line" and tie the 

phrase in wi th Roethke' s abundant fi shing imagery. Or we 

.' 
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may take it as a frozen verb, connotin9 the action of 

rising above piffle, or describing the condition" of the 

22 

conscious,ego,afloat on a tide of senselessness. The final 

interpretatio'n will necessarily depend on many factors • 

\ 

, ,. 
, ' 
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: :-i-~4'" ~ 



/ 

2J 

,Notes to ~hapter l 

l Jay Parini, Theodore Roethke: An American 

Romantic (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 

1979), pp. 35-6; Bowers, pp. 26-31. 

2 From a letter to Kenneth Burke published in 

Se1ected Lettèrs of Theodore Roethke, ed. Ralph J. Mills 
" 

(Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1968), p. 116. 

3 Jerome Mazzaro, "Theodore Roethke and the 

Fai1ures of Language" in Heyen, p. 60. 

4T . R. I-tummer, t'Roethke and Merwin: Two Voices and 

the Techniq~ of Nonsense," Western Humani ties Review 33: 
~ .. , " 

. ,- (l 9 7 9 ), p • 0 2 7 5 • 

-.. 

~.~oy Ha rvey Pearce, Il Theodore Roethke: The Power 
' .... 

of SymI?~Ehy, Il in Theodore Roethke: Essays on the Poetry, 

ed. Arnold Stein Stein (Seattle: University of Washington 

Press, 1965), p. 180. 

6William M~redith, liA Steady Stream of 

Cortespondences: Long Journey out of the Self," in Stein, 

p. 4l. 

7 1 . B esslng, 

Brbid., p. 

p. 83. 

144. 

9pearce, in Stein, p. 182". 

lOrbid., p. 1,79. 

-\ . 



24 

11 Bower s, p. l 02 • 

12Hummer, p. 274. 

-

n" 

) 



\ 

II. The Woods 

"LIfe's nonsense pierces us with strangc relation." 
Wa Il ace Stevens 

"Ta each hlS own labyrinth." (SP, p. 217) 

"It 's dark ln this wood soft mocker." (Cp, p. 81) 

What'wood 'IS it dark in? Until wc know we are as "in the 

dark" as the narrator. f'lnding out (in arder "to know") 

means bringing a pertinent something to bear on the 

passage. The cr l terion. of pertinence i s that, when 

"brought to bear" on the l Ine, tha t "something" wlll then 

seem ta he interlor to it, conc8aled by a vell of allusion 

wh1.ch ,our scholarshlp freely transgresses. Between the 

"obscure passage" and the pertinent something there cxists 

a sta,te of relatIon which interpretation exposes to view: 

behlnd th~ passage a system of passageways that a rcading 

discovers (brings ta llght) and escavates. The passage: a 

'1 
corridor .between luciditles, a conduIt for llght. 

'''rhlS'' wood 18 specifled and presumably may be lookcd 

for and loçatcd on a map of real or fictional tlmcs and 

places. Whcther it is a figuratIve or a lIterai wood It 
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wi Il have a discoverable re[erent (behind or interlor ta . 
the words) • Look1ng for th1S we ean eas1ly generato 

"sources," "meanlngs" or "influences" ln every sr 'lo and 

degrec of plaus1bi Il ty. 

Looklng ln the usuéll places we find the usual clues. 

Wc may eut a channel from the poet's own 11[0, as dlsclosed 

through h1S biography, ta the ward or symbol as it SltS on 

the page. Thus, wc earvc a speCl [i c va lue for the ward out 

o[ 1ts lOX1Ci'l1 factotum, smgl1ng out the woods boside 

Hagedorn Road', on the ground s of Michigan State Co 11ego, 

where Hoethke suffered h1S [lrst attack aL a rccurrcnt 

affective pSYChOS1S. 'rhis expenence appears te have given 

Roethke a great deal ta base 1magery on; and 1t is probub1y 

not r.ash ta propose tha t the wood where Roethke went mad 15 

"behind" the openlng Ilnes of "Praise to the End. Il Roethkc 

descr1bes that occasion, when he "got in the woods and 

star ted il Cl rcul ar kind of dance," a s "one, of the deepest 

and [most 1 proLound cxperiences lever had." 1 That gl ves 

us, something to remember, an associ a tion to make, every 

tlme wc read "Praisc ta the End!" Wc pene1l 1t lnto the 

Collected Poems, wherc it sits in the marglns, the 

mysteriously displaced center of the text. 

50: the rc was once in the rea l world a wood where 

'rhcodorc Hoethkc, as Allan Seagcr records, "had a mystical 

CXperlC?nCe wlth a troc and learned tho secret of 

Ni jl nsky. Il 2 Wc can stop thcrc, as 5eagcr does when he 

revca l s tha t the Far 1"10 Id was uctua Il y a pasture ncnr h 15 

" 
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author.1. ty we should undcrstand that the "circular danc1.ng" 

of "Four for Sir John Davles" at least partly "rcfers to" 

Roethke's strange \xpcnence outside Lansing Michlgan: and 

that the.same even' is interior to the third poem of the 

"Medltatlons Qf an fld Woman" sequence, "Her Becoming," 

o where Roethke "just\sort of put lt in. ,,4 Aler1;. to the 

-
possibllity that Roethke's lIfe 1.S "in- there" we might 

then, at the expense of our text's autonomy, find a little 

of the wood of f Hagedorn t\.ad ] n any of the f lfty or Slxty 

references ta woods and wooded p laces in the Collected 

Poems. It cornes ta mlnd ln "Unfold! Unfold!," where the 

speaker "danced in the simple wood" (CP, p. 86); and agaln 

in "'In Late Summer" where hè "walked the woods aIone" (CP, 

p." 144); and ln "In a Dark Tlme": 

l hear my echo in the echoing wood 
A lord of Nature weeping to a trec...: (CP, P.' 231 ) 

In thi,s way we ' f 1 nd ;i nside the poem what our research 

dlscovers outs.1.de of .1.t. A meaning becomes percelva~le 

wi thin the poem--or el se not, depending on our en teria for' 

distinguislung between the pertinent and impertinent 

extra-textual.detail. We begin to flnd our way in the 

woods. 

In this context "flndlng our way" .1.5 more than a 

metaphor, It i s not a log 1. ca 1 error tha t makes me conflate 

the reader's lostness with the narrator's, nor am 1 
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savouring a rhetorical effect. l b~lieve that the exchange 

of roles between reàder and poet constitutes an important 

theme of Roethke's. In this particular instance, the 

"lostness" of the Lost Son partly refers to his search for . 
a verbal formula adequate to descrlbe the confusing 

circumstances of his subjective rea li ty. The conveyance of 

a "meaning" outward to a 0 receptive reader is equivalent ta' 
2 

a liberation of the Lost Son from his chronic predicament. 

It lS a commonplace of Roethke criticism that the 

poet' s journey i s a journey out of himsel f and toward the 

Other. 5 What is not 50 often noted is that the Other 

i5 embod1ed not only in garden slugs and God but. also in 

the reader, the presumptive reader on whose fore-imagined 

reading the poet relies for the "saI vation Il of his 

meanings. In other words the narrating self is not the 

only protagonist in the poem. The other is the Other, 

toil ing back down the paths of association toward astate 

of identity with thë speaker. This is reflected in the 

description Stanley Kunitz gives of Roethke as the "Poet of 

Transformation" : 

We must remember that it is the poet [~imself who 
plays aIl the parts. He is Proteus and .:111 the 
forms'of Proteus--flower, fish, rept.ile, 
amrhibian, bird, dog, etc.--and he i8 the 
advers~y who hides among the rocks ta pounce on 
Proteus~ never letting go his hold, while the old 
man of "'~he sea wri thes through his many \ 
sh~pes. 

When the part of Pr6teus 15 played by the natural world the 
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"adversary" is the poet struggling to capture a piece of 1 t 

in wordsj when the poet himself is Proteus we ar.e his 

Aristaeus. l "'li Il return to this theme in Chapter 7 when l 

discuss the' Love Poems. 

Having come this far we may look further (or further 

afield). w~ will probably decide that ln constru1ng the 

l ines of "Praise to the End!" i t hel ps ta know somethi ng 

about the "dark wood" in the f irst stanza of the Divine 

Comedy (although Jenijoy Labelle finds five pages worth or 

Wordsworth behind and Wl thi.n t,hat poem, and never mentions 

Dante/' Calling attention ta the non-fortuitous relatio'h, 

we e!p~se a subterrane~n link between the first 1 ine of 

Ro1hke's poem and the second of Dante's. The nature of 

~his link is still uncertain. The connection may be causal 

~'nd direct: this seems likely; Roethke certainly read The 
/ 

IDi vine Comedy, and, except for Blake, Dante is the onl y 

/ poet mentioned by' name more than once in t~ Collected 

J 
Poems. Or l t may be tha t wha t runs between Roethke and U 

Dante is a common body of archetypa 1 matter such as inf orms 
~ 
"\.,~"-.folkt~les of the "Hansel aAd Gretel" type. 

'-~-~ 

Or perhaps the 

route connecting the two p~ssages i s even more ci rcui tous 

and winds down through the who le forest of l iterary 
1 

forests, frol'!! the shady groves of Parnassus, through the 

"wandering wood" in which' the Red Cl?'OSS Knight loses 

himself, the Cad -Goddeu,) Jonson's The Forest (and 

Underwood and Timber), through a 11 vol urnes of The Golden 

Bough, Eliot's Sa-cred Wood, and so endlessly backwards and 



JO 

on until we f~d ourselves like the Lost Son hacking at the 

"black hal.ry" l:oots of the poem, t.rying to impose sorne kind 

of order. 

Theq= is a prodigious heritage to draw from. What 

parts of i t pertain? In her study of Roethke, aptly 

enti tled The Echoing woo&', Jenijoy LâBelle refers 

continually ta the Literary Tradition. Her main concern is 

to demonstrate that Roethke took things from that tradition 

and put them into his poems. The crl.tic's task, as she 

sees it, is ta find out where these things originally came 

from, and wonder a loud about how they gat, inta Roet:hke' s 

~erse (Del iberate imitation? Quotation? Subconsc iOl1s 
" 

r€!cy"'bl ing? Out-and-out thievery?). She is very exactl.ng: 

It is not enough then just to place one of 
Roethke ' s poems in a tradi tion; we must Hnd the 
particular author and even the particu~ar work 
that the modern poet is responding to. 

The working assumption is .that a full-scale inquiry into 

the causes ana origin of the text wi 11 eventually yield the 

text 's Rea 1 Meanl.ng. For instance: 

Once the special con text i s discovered our entire 
conCeption of "No Bird" is irrevocably altgred. 
Indeed we realize the poem's true subject: 

In fact, LaBelle makes a rather conV1ncing case for a J 
special link running between the forest in "No Rird" and 

A 
anather in a poem by Emi ly Dickinson, "Our journey had 

advanced." The similarities between "No Bird" and "Our 
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journey had advanced" are tao strong ta be coincidenta 1.,1 

Bath poems contain the phrase "The forests of the dead." 

On the strength of this and another~ iess ~ompelling, 

"echo, Il LaBelle concludes, tha\t "No Bird" is an epitaph to 

Emily Dickinson. 9 The poem's true~ subject comes ta light: 

"No Bird" is about the dead poet whose poem inspired the 

style and content of "No Sird": 

Slow swings the breeze above her head, 
The grasses whi tely sth: 
But in the forest of the dead 
N'o bird awakens her. (CP, p. 16) 

LaBelle's cri tical practise is as straightforward as 

Newtonian mechanics. The secret meaning of the poem is the 

l iterary event which precipi tated its wri ting. AlI poetry 

is assumed to have 'grown out of other poetry. Roethke' s 

collected verse, ,1 ike a stand of swamp willows, has 

especially conspicuous roots, which i s supposed to eXf:Jlain 

why they are such a pressing concern. 

"Influence" has always been an issue with Roethke's 

commentators. Barly reviewers10 liked to point out 

that Roethke sometimes i~personated Yeats. Later writers 

have concentrated on the imagery, phraseology and 

techniques Roethke l earned from Traherne, Oavies 1 

'Wordworth, whitman, and Eliot. This is partly because 

Roethke freely a.dmitted to being influenced, writing a 

whole essay entitled "How to Wri te Like SOl!1ebody EIse." As 
o 

Anthony Libby said, "As Roethke said 'Eliot said 'Bad poets 

.. 

,j 
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imitate, good poets steal.' ,,,11 But the hackneyed 

controvers'y- over how inf 1 uenced Roethke\ was misses the 
~-

mark. There is a crossover from the pasto However its 

medium i s not infl uence but conf 1 uenclè, a mingling of dead 

and living personalities in the extra-temporal rf'alm of the 

poem. This at a~y rate is the opinion of Roethke 

himself. When a poet adopts somebody else's "voiee" it is 

not any the 1 ess his own. 
f, 

The language itself is a compound, or, to change 
the figure, a bitch. The paradoxica~ th~ng •.. is. 
that the most original poets are th~ most 
imitative. (Ope, p. 69) -

When Roethke "takes" this cadence from a man named Yeats" he 

also, as is too seldom noted, "gives it back again." That, 

of course, is a Il part of the central Roethkean principle 
; 

that the true self is approached in the escape from the 

" self, and that the dead "can come to our aid in a quest for 

identi ty. "( €)PC, p. 24) One consequence of seeing things 
1 

this way is that "echoes'" need not be treated as a Il usions, 

quotations, or examples of influence--as, in effect, 

transplants--but may be- regarded as fluctuating values in a 

li terary el<~,~riment in which the poetie "1" is" also the 
-', 

"medium, the' conveyQr of the .material of the not-I." 12 
;~ ~ 

Inf 1 uence', and the problem of where the poetfc ' 

utterance originates, preoccupies Roethke. How doeS 

something arise out of ,nothing?f In "The Lost Son ll he asks 

.. 

( 

" 
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sorne basic questions (or someone asks them: the protagonist 
i 

of that poem is supposed to .be "not 'r' personally 

but.; .. all haunted~ and harried men" (OPC, p. 10); &nd 
c.. 

besides ~ the author says of the poems in that sequence "~9.9t 

"they are not ..• min~ at aIl," that he is merely their 

"instrument"). (OPC, p.37) 

Who stunned the dirt into noise? (Cp,. p.52) 

The query admits of rnany possible paraphrases, one of which 

is: "How does the poem come ta' be exactl y what i t is, and 

why is it not othervlise?;' ,Out of what "nothlngs" do "aIl 

beginnings come"? (CP, p. 182) 

, 
"Where do the roots go?" (CP, p. 52) 

The speaker ïs wondering about his own ancestry but also 
'-

, , .0.-
the phylogeny of the .1tter,ance. (It was Burke who first 

ra ised tha t connection between roots and the "'pre-verse' 

way of lite" that cornes to flower in poetry). 13 In that 

l-" ... 
same section of "The Lost Son" he supplies sorne norf-answers ~ 

to the cId questions, identifil'ing him at once as the "mole" 

'-' -who knows where the roots go, and the questionêr who does 
\ tt 

not. (In "Unfol d! Unfold!" i t is a mouse who teaches the 

"happy asker" to "dance in the simple wood." That 

wood-dance is the ritual enactment of, among a great many 
'", . 

\ 
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other things, the perpetua I gi ve-and-take of interrogatory 

conscioùsness).· As we've seen aIready, Roethke plays aIl 
" 

parts in the ongoing drama of creation. He lS Gob and the 

whirlwind at once, advancing toward and receding from his 

point of origin, his Creator. Where do the roots go? He 

is answered from the pasto 

My roots spread out to the waters. (Job 29:19) 

In due course he is also the'pit from which that section of 

"The Lost Son" takes it name (echoing Blake's "Book of 

Thel"). In the notebooks Roethke jots: "The crater of 1 

he11: the navel" and "teetering on the brink of the navel." 

(SF, p. 151-2) 
• 

The next section of "The Lost Son," "The Gibber," 
1 

. provides an easy way back to the woods and to the.problem 

with which-we began. 

At the wood's mouth, 
By the cave's door 
1 11stened to somethlng 
1 had heard before. (CP, p. 52) 

In the Inferno Dante's Dante has strayed from the 

right' path and "f inds" hlmse If lost (mi r1 trovai) in a 

shadowy wood. For hi~, as for Roethke, the way out is 

down, and he undertakes his famous spiral journey through 

hell. 
~ 

AlI previous heroic f~rays into the depths supp1y a 

, 1 
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context for the descente The dead poet Virgil, whose 

Aeneid provldes one of Dante's models for the descent 

through Hell--and also for the lheme of the shadowy forest 

(cof. Aen. VI 179, 185-88)-- is himself lost in an inferno 

of Dante's making. The first staqe of Dante's trip outside 

the Temporal takes him into Hell, the literaI repos1tory of 

his tradition. Among his dead predecessors (either bey and 

or await1ng redemptian) Dante begins ta learn. It,is a 

longstand1ng poetic truth that the dead know something we 

don' t. The dead show us the way (" In thei r harsh 

thj ckets/The dead thrash/ They help" CP, fi. 85). l\ living 

man blor.ks the light and casts a shadow; but there is 

something luminous about a ghost. 
1 

mentor: 

Dànte addressing his 

o glory and light of other poets, may the long 
stUd~Dd the great love that have made me search 
your ~ l.~e avail me! ' 

~ ~ 1 

~hat we read V ,~i 1 'n order to undergtand Dante. and Dante 

in order to understand Roethke points the way to an 

lnfinite regresr' Yet the less generously a text radu:ltes 
~ 

meatÎ1:-ng the more i t appears to demand tilis treatment. The 

paradox has clear parallels in Roethke 's thought, for 
o 

/' ) 
did "No Bird" mean before BaBelle interprcted it to us? 

instance in the idea of progress through regresslon. 
\ 

What 

On 

the one hand the question 15 not ,~nlike: What does a pocro 
" 

mean before we have read it? we\~ay reasonably decide that 

there are "levels" of understanding and these vary in 

,J 
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proportion as the "depth" of the 'ana lysis. But there is 

always the question of where a deep àelving is appropriate, 

and the a,ttendant problem of whether sorne texts mean 

quanti tati vel y more or less than others. Randall Jarrell 

says: 

Certainly the long poems in Praise to. the End! 
are partially or r~per[icially successful, but do 
they mean enough? . 

Jarrell, answerlng that they do not qui te, is admi ttedly 

making an evaluative critique. But the remark has i ts 

corollary in thé purely descriptive cbtic's decision ~o 

interpret only as deeply as "plausibility" allows (lest he 

begin ta resemble prof essor D1:lmpty expounding 

"Jabberwocky"). The rulès Eor te~ling nonsense from' 

non-nonsense are written into the premise of a descriptive 

criticism. And even the most flexible critical practise 

will have more to say about "Hlnx M1DX" than an empty 

page. 

Still, advocates of extreme critlcal pluralisIl'\ take 

the position that the cmpty page is as full as our 

ideolog~.?ally-inscribed lnterpretation fills it. Thus we 

are never really "in" the text, we are always at its ---.. 
perimeters, ln the con-text, looking for the ingre(hent 

that will flesh out the abbreviated allusion, complete the 

fragmentary reference. And the text, before an act of 

readlng has occurred, is a featureless surface, contlnuous 

wlth lts background. But this view of course ignores thé. 



paradoxical truth that our delving in the first ,place 
! 

presupposes a Pompei which was ~omehow "there" before 

anyone differentiated stone from ash. The doomed search 

37 

fOi" a referent at the center of the t~ely 

reminiscent of the medieval problem o~ finding God "in" the 

tlungs of material nature or, as The Cloud of Unknow±ng 

presents the case, in- the words of a language that i5 never 

adeguate to designate Him. It is a di lemma that may yet be 

found insoluble. But it i5 precisely the kind of puzzle 

for which Roethke seeks (and sometimes claims to find) a· 

spiritual resolution, p6si tioning himself at t[ie crux of 

history wh en regress becomes progress, just as Dante's 

spira l descen t into the darknes s s'uddenl y becomes, at 
1 

Satan's groin, an upward climb toward the llght. 

., 
• 

~\ 

, ' 
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III. Terminus 

\ 

The reality-principle is iln unreill boundary drawn 
between rC'ùl and imaginary. Norman O. Brown, <1 

Love's Body 

The mind lS like a bat. Preclsely. Save 
That in the happlest Intellectlon 1 

A graceful error may correct the cave. ]üch"rd 
WIlbur, "Mlnd" 

lncludcd in Hoethke's second volume is the Iittle poem 

.11 Moss-Ga ther Ing. Il lIere IS "Moss-Gathering": 

To 1005cn wlth aIl ten fingers held wldc and 
11mber ' 

And 11ft up a patch, dark green, the klnd 
[or I1nlng ccmetery baskets, 

ThlCk and cushlony, likc an old-fashioncd 
doorI''lat, 

The crullll:>llng small hollow sticks on 
the undorslde mIxed with ioots, 

And WIntergreen bcrries and leavcs 
still stuck to the top,--

That was rnoss-gatherlng. (CP, p. 38) 

That 15 an actIon that nobody who lS not a florlst's son 

wlll have eXfJerienced flrst-hand. NC'vcrthcless It sta'ncls 

on ltS own, the élctlon ref('rrcd to as itsel f and not 

i1dVertlsing any secret dcpths. B LI t t 0 t lie il cl u 1 t r (' [ c r rIng 

to the boy who does It, moss-gathering has speCIal mcanIng: 

But somethiny always went out of me when 1 

! 



dug 1005e thoRC earpets 
Of green, or plunged to my elbows ln the 

spongy yellowlsh moss of the marshes: 
Ami afterwards J always felt mean, JoggIng 

baek over the logging rOud 
As if 1 had broken the natural order of thlngs 

ln that swampland; 
Dlsturbed sorne rhythm, old and of vast 

Importélnce, 
By pulling off flesh From the lIving planet: 
l\s If l had commltted, ilgalnst the whole 
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scheme of life, il dcsceriltlon. (CP, p. 38) 

The "speçiaJ mcanIng" of "MOss-Gilthcrlng" 15 only partly 

revealed through the feelings the child has dOlng 

roeru itself 15 the aet of disclosurc, il peelIng away 

moss thùt has gathered on the poet's ehildhoocl self. 

what 15 dlsclosed? 

Most crltlcs believc tha.t the poe,m somchow "contaIns" 

the thcme of masturbatIon. Karl Malko[f says: 

The 'gatherlng' Itself takes place ln a landscù.pe 
wlth clearly sexual ovcrtones: it 15 followrd by 
a feelIng of gUllt élt the onanlstic action. 

For Malkoff tpe "ovcrtones" of the landscap~ and the 

• "feeling" of t.he boy ln ] t rofer obllquely to the secret 

mcanlng of the aet of moss gathoring, Whlch 15 

mùsturbatlon. 

For Jelll]oy Lal3C'lle the poem YIclcls sdmcthlng elso, 

nal1\ely ocv1donce thé'lt HoC'thke l1as read \'iordsworth 's 

"Nuttlng." She systeOli1tlCi111y compares th~ two pocms, 

flnds many "SlInJIClr thol1les, structures and lmages" 11nklng 
'\ 

thom, ancl conclud~s: 

(1) that the' bower Ir. Wordsworth 's pocm 15 "a mctélphor for 



the herOlC klnd of poctry assoclatcd with authors Iikc 

Ariosto and Spenser" (she draws thlS conclusIon on the 

basis of specific passages cspecially pcrtalning to 

"bowers" in Spenser and Ariosto); 

(2) that "[j]ust élS Wordworth~s poem makes use of the 

tradItion of certaIn RenaIssance Romances, Rocthke ln 

'Moss-Gatherlng' turns back to 'Nuttlng' to sharpcn and 

substantiatc hlS sense of thesc patterns";2 

(3) that thcre lS Li sexuai element to the desccratlon of 

"Moss-Gathering," as Malkoff pOlnted out, but "the baslc 
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patterns of Roethkc' s poe:n do not Sprll1g from a disturbed 

subcon5cious but rather [rom the con5ClOUS exploitation of 

hlS poetlc heritage";.3 

d4) the destructIve actIon for winch the poet feels gullty 

i5 symbolic of the maturatlonal metamorphosls of the 

Chlld's "wilifui consclou5ness" lnto the "sympathetlc 

imaglnéltion": "The ch ild destroys hlS sel f-ccntrcdness 

alon9 with the bower.,,4 

ThIS last thcme would not cxist for us had lt not been 

[or the slmilarlty of Hoethke's anù Wordsworth's poeiils. 

Thus, by expo5lng Roethkc's dellberatc allusIons (LaBelle 

15 u5ually careful ta turn Roethke's "ochees" te his 

advantage b)" suggcstlng that thcy are consclously made), 

LaBelle exposes th~ secret thcme that 15 behind the poem. 

50, ln plundcrlng the moss-marshcs of Saginaw Roethke lS 

, 
aiso rlpplng up the Allcgorlcal Bowcr of Rcnnalsancc 

Romance.' Wc could theorctlcally trace the scent 
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further bl finding the source of that renalssancl2 lIlotif. 
"'", 

But that is a task that has no end, and we might after aIl 
, 

disc~ver that the Utrue U mean1ng of the poem is tanqled up 

in the berry-patches and nut-groves Qot of which our 

-
cave-dwell1ng hunter/gatherer forebears exacted their 

1 i vellhood. (And in faef there is an anthropological' 

perspective from which the desecratlon' of the moss-m\arsh 

takes on the character o[ a violated tribal taboo.) 

~ Most Jcritl.cs ta,ke a more moderate posHion, than either 
'-.. 

LaBelle or Malkoff and claim to sec 1n the poem little 'more 

than the very feeling of remorse the poetplainly 

descr1bes. Seen this way, "Moss-Gather ing" 1S simpl y a 
\ 

poem about an ecologically-minded young fellow whose heart 

lS attuned to the "natqral ord~r" and who fcels "mean" at 

disturbing that rhythm, as if he had "commi tted against the 

whole scheme of life a desecration" (CP, p. 38). 50 for 

Richard Blessing the spectre of ,onanism rRised in the 

expression "pulling of.[ flesh" lS in the nature of a poetic 
• 

device serving to further the poet's real goal of 

u ce 1 ebrating the energy thii. greens the earth." 6 To Neal 

Bowers the sexua 1 reson_ance 15 presellt, but i t is on 1 y 

one,of many kinds of resonances. 7 In Rosemary 

Sullivan's book the poem is slmply another example of the 

poet going down under the ground, investigating his own 

8 vegetal roots. , 
So what is in or behind the poem? The hlstorical moss 

patches ~f Saginaw, the real ten:fingercd hands of the boy 
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who became the late Nature poet Theodore Roethke? The 

lmplicdtion is that we have only to find the right map to 
... 

get at the treasures buried in the poem., But for the 
, 

scholar the act of dlgglng is already the aet of turning up 

something and whether that l sas igoif lcant som~thing is 

sometimes very hard to dctermine. Jeni joy LaBelle, wh"o 

perceives with such appalling clarity the entire lineage of 

"Moss-Gathering," makes, as w~ have seen, a rather 

convincing case for the theory that"No Bird" is actually 

Emlly Dicklnson's epitaph. Hers lS a potential1y useful 

method, but one that when applied too mechanic~lly can 

praduce blatantly false misreadings of the prose-sense of 

cer-t,:ain poems. The poem."Lon~ Live the Weeds" directly. 

'"". '" • 1 borrows its title from Gerard Manley Hopklns "lnversnald." 

It is a "con5cious" allu510n (Roethke puts it in quotes 

and affixes Hopkins' name fa it). But LaBelle is 50 eager 

to make Roethke the mouthpiece of his dead precursor that 
1 

she ~es Roethke agree with Hopkins' "position" without 

qUa\iflcations. Her assumption is that Hopkins/Roethke is 

ce 1 ebratlng "roughness" and "wi ldness Il for thel r" own sakes 

and that he is advocating "a dlction tha t, 1 :l,.ke the weeds 
\ 

and what they represent in the poem, i5 unrestricted ... The 

unrcstralned approach t.o language that Roethke commends 

here is exactly that most thoroughly cxempllfied in t~e 

poetry of Hopklns."9 In fact, it is qUlte clear that 

Roethke values the "rough and the wild" for the challenge 
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they present to his own efforts at cultivation, not for 

their weediness. The weeds give a border to the garden. 

Because they force the "Son of Man to toil" they represent 

a kind of spine-stiffening impediment to the civilizing 

impulse; an enemy to contend with:, '~ith these l match my 

little wit/ And earn the right to stand or sit." (CP, p. 

17) The weeds "shape the creature that i~ '1'" by giving 

order to its boundaries in chaos. And there is certainly 

nothing in the diction of the poem that in any- way puts us 

in mlnd of Hopkins. The langua~e here is as "strict and 

pure" as in flny of the poems of Open House. 

So, what' evidence is too' slender? We grant that 

"Moss-Gatherlng" is about death ~nd masturbation too. That 

it "celebrates life" is ,-Jready obvious. We can go further 
~ 

in any direction. The ti tle i s "Moss-Gathering, Il which 

puts us in mind of the old saying "A rolling stone gathers 

no moss." At this point we might proceed by discussing 

Roethke's attitudes toward proverbial utterance. 'In hlS 

later poetry he lS addict<:d to the Blakean anti-proverb, 

though he appears to consider plat~tudinous readymades of 

the stitch-in-time kind the very,antithesis of poetry. His 

oWn aphorisms and the bulk.of his lines are~"pithy" ln one 

way or another and freguently playon the rhythms of 

tradi tion. Frequently (in "0, Thou Openlng, 0" for 

example ) he seems to regard the proverb as a form which 

goes with the Father, the ancestor, the dead mouth of 

-
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society bequeathing· its legacy of stale wisdom on the .. 

young. (Form itself js fatherly as Roethke observes in his 

notebooks: "Form is a father. when l looked. for forml l 

found 'a leaf, and on the leaf a worm." SF, p. 98) If that 
.. 

theme -ts pertin'e~t then it fits in somehow with the theme 

of death. in the poem. The moss is used ta ll.ne cemetery 

baskets. 

If a rolling stone gatryers no moss, a standing stone 

does gathcr sorne. Does the fact that the child "gathers 

moss" make him a standing stone? Or what do we make of the 

fact that the "living planet" has managed to gather 

sufficien~ woss on it ta line a cemetery basket? We may 
,-' (j 

think in ter~s of stasis, which Roethke often equates, not 

unnaturally, with death. Green 'growing things sprout fràm 

dead standing thinqs: it is an old poettcism wieh many 

metaphoriçal values having to do with the birth and death 

of ideas and the transmission of cultural properties, as 

weIl as the plain, obser~able facts of nature. We may 

introduce as weIl the ar~hetype of the dying vegetation 

gode Could the m05s-plucking be a ritualistic act4 of 
c -

violence against the Wood King? It i5 irideed an àct,of 

violence against a pre-existing, order ("'2ld and of vast 
'--

importance"). The guiit that the young Roethke feels then 

becomes' Oedipal, the guilt of the child at h'aving killed 

his fatner and, usurped th~ kingship. As 50 many cri tics 
/ 

have noted, the poem documents a maturational phase, namely 

the moment of the child's release from egocentrfcity. This 

• 

./ 

\ 
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moment is marked, by the C;hild's access~on to a state of 

power, aduithood, ego, through the final act,of" 

self-differentiation (slaYlng of the introjected parent) . 

The guilt the C;hild feels ~s the usual O<;d~pal guilt. 

In the association of that guilt with a sin against 

the "natural order" we may see, if we c::hoose, a twentieth 

century revlval of the mysteries of the cuIts of D~onysos . .. 
Ovid 's Fasti cites a case of plant desecrat10n that Jeni JOY 

LaBelle seems to have passed over. Ovid is,account~ng for 

the or ig in of the custom of sacr ~ficing pigs and CQWS,. The 
1 

animal is said (with 'tongue in cheekl to have ,committed a 

sin not unllke Roeth,ke ~s, and for this' i t must dle: 

The first to joy in the blood of gt"eedy sow,was 
Ceres who avenged her crops by the just ~laughter 
of the guilty beastt for she learned that th~ 
moldy grain in, early SpI ing had been routed up in 
the 1005e furrows by the snout of bristly flwine. 
The swine was puni5hed: terrified by,her example, 
billy-goat, you should have spared the 
vine-shoot. Watching a he-goa t nibbling a t a 
vine somebodY vented his ill-humour in. these 
words: '!?ray gnaw. the vine, thou he-goat, yet 
when thou standest at the al tar, the vine will 
yield ,50mething that can be s~rinkled~ thy 
'horns. . The word s came true. Thy f cre, Bacchus, 
15 given up to thee for pumshment and1tfine 
out-poured is 5prinkled on his horns! 

. 
Thère is special Hony in the fact that it is the goat, a 

frequent embodiment oI t'he, wine-god, who is the perpetrator 

of the crime againsi the vine. Dionysos is his·own vlctlm 

and perserutor. The r itual ~mbodies -~he myth of soc ~a l 
r J 

continuity. Roethk~, as the Lost Son, feels guilt for hlS 
f 

usurpation of di vine pd vi lege (the ,str~ pping bare 0 f the 

" 
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tree of knowledge of go~d and 'cvi l, the f rui t tree 

vandalism to which St. Augustine confesses). The sin 

against the father is, ln one sense, masturbat10n. fl.1a lkoff 

describes the-'masturbation scene of "Praise to the End!" in 

the followlng terms: 

The source of the hands' guilt 15 then the notion 
that marrurbatl.on 1S ë\ sin agalnst the 
father. . 

Roethke, in hlS own glass to the sarne passage make these 

rather cryptic-:remarks: 

Equatl0nally, the poem can be represented: 
onanism equjll_s death, ,and even the early 
testament mor'alists can march out hapP1ly. (ls 
the protafJon.ist 'happy' ln his death"",wlsh? Is he 
a mindless euphorie jIgger who goes blithering 
into obllvion? No. In terms of the whole . 
sequence, he survivés: thi5 is a dead-end 
explored. (Ope, p. 40) 

\ 

If this passage hélS any relevanee ta "Moss-Gather-ing" i t 1S 

that 1. t may help to bnd'gc the gap between the "death" 

theme, the "onanl!34l" theme and the "patricide" theme in 
< 

"that poem. Guilt, as Freud deseribes it, l5 "the . 
expresslon of the conflict of ambiva lence, the etcrnal 

struggle between Eros and the destructive or death 

12 
lnstlnct." The infantile answer ta the conflict i5 

narclssistic, auto-erotic; but the aavent of the castratl0n 

complex "shatters .•. the l.nfqntile solution to the problef'l 

of death." 13 With gui'lt cornes the ne'cessnry introjection 

of the Father (ea#g of the host, the flesh of the 
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'1 

saer ~ f ~eed a n1ma 1; as OV id poi nts ou t, the hast l s to 

the hostes--"conquering army"--as the vietl.m is ta lts 

vlctor) . IntroJection of the father implies eompletlon of 

the Oedipa l projcct Wh1Ch is, l. n essence, Il the quest ta 

conquèr death by b0~oming fathê'i>' of onesel f . ,,14 The 
. 

'peculiar state of ident~ty between,goat, vine and <'..:~--=.,..., 

saerifieing supplicant (the chi Id, the father ~ahd the 
.. 

author of the poem) rC'presents redemp.tlon, conquest of 

c1eath ln the Qionysian mystery, the symbo1J.cal attainmen"t 
'--. 

of Ilfe everlast1ng. The, father1ng of a poem (from the 

sublimatlOn of Oed~pal anxIet1cs) re'solves the d11enuna of 

de'ath, restores gcnerational co~tinu 1 ty, rea f flrms the 
'\\ 

natura l order. (The fall ure ta aelmowledge his own gui l t 

_____ would be tantamount to a prolongwg of lnfantile narclssism 

ln,to adulthood. l wIll ,d1SCUSS this ln terms of 

"mater1alism" ln the chapter entltled "Doubleness"). 

If wc were not aceountable to COMmon' sense (,II l pray 

for the death of common sense," sr, p. 216) we cou Id go on 
. 

llke this forever, putt1ng associat1onal details end ta end 

unti l they c 1rel cd the wor lâ tw lee.\ The per feet program of 
• 

assoclative thought pursues a thlng through aIl of lts 

shapes and lncarnations until lt fmally become ~ts own 

OppOS1te. l have already quoted Jerome Mazzaro explalning 

," 
why, ln Spl te of Roethke - s "Open Let ter," the "Pra 1se ta. 

the End!" poems are "unintelilg Ible~ 

Symbols of the uneonSC10US have always b1[Jolar 
potentla l at times meaning a thing and l ts 

\ . 
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opposite cocvally . .... 

50 

, \;j 

'rhere is always at sOrne pre-logical level a line of thought 

that wIll permit a thi ng ta both be and not be. Li terary 

criticism and philosaphy usually disallow such procedures, 

Invoklng a floà.tl.ng boundary of "plausibil ity" to supply 

the termini of thlnklng whenevcr Its conclusions begin to 

seem· far-fetched. In a poet s uch as Roethke, whose methad 

of composition is often purely associative, It is not easy 

ta locate (de-termjne) that boundary and know from how far 

of f wc may f etch. Systematic study often presumes that 

there lS a system latent in the abject of study. One 

slightly outdatcd mode} of scientific procedure has the 

SClentlst "discoverlng" the laws and. princlples of an 

ordered uni verse: the scientist as mimetic perfectionist. 

But a pantogiaphlc exten~ion of a poem constructed [rom 

associational principles ~ill begin to resemble the poem 

itself (or the world the poem "represents") in bein'.! only 

_\ . 
half intelligible. There lS something like an un-certa1nty 

-----~~ 
principlc at work. A completely ~-fr~analyslS would 

------------
have ta reproducc the p~l ytlcal (chaotic) state of the -. ------
poem before it has been fully " g rasped." 

It might be argued that the pure uncritical 

apprehension of an Engli sh countryside ·"rcsembl es not at· a Il 

the "c~mprehens1on" of tha t scene in, say, rneteorol ogica 1 

or botan lcal terms. But therc are areas, especially in 

realms of scholarship like Art Hj story or Engllsh 
rt 



, \ 

-Li tcra turc, wherc what the student i s a ttempting to 

comprehend is preci sel y the apprehens ion of such a 

countrys lde by the 11kes 0 f John Constable or 01 iver 

Goldsmith. There :X~the equivalent of a meteorology 

for landscape art--stylistic ana lysis, for example, or 

51 

psychoblography, or any appraach that exposes the systems 

embedded in the content of a text or paintlng. But no 

system is posslble for the immedlate apprehension of the 

work. That immediacy, by definltion, eludes medlation; lt 

remalns disordered, unknowable, inaccessible ta the 

cognl.tivc faculties. A scholarshllp that depicted it [ully 

would have drawn an effectl.ve map of the unlverse down to 

i ts last malecule and First Cause. 'ra know that way, 

theologians will agree, is ta know as the angels know. 

" 

'{o\, 

Il ~. L 11 .\ 

• 
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IV. Doubleness 

'1'1)(' !JOOl- 1S 0rH'n; ~Iue;t ~-;ay 

1 Hather r"ancy lt 'j'hnt Wny! 
GC' 1 ett Hu rq<'s,-;, 'l'IH' ~~u ri> l ~_~o~ 

1 2 () ) 

can be t<lken ln rnqrl' th,ln one Wily.' 'J'hPH' IS Iltt"ll' cont('xl 

thr.' Fi rc: It IlIdy be thnt Ho('thkc'~; poet, ,1S ,c,(J miiny 

pl1l1osophcrs I1dVC' sé11d, IS il 11ùl", but tl1ilt hlS c1upllclty 

IIll'r<"Iy tc·lls the truth ilhout N<lturc': thal he'r truthe; <ln' 

'" multIple, contrlldlctory. UnI-DIrect Jonal) cy Jn thought Le; 

not only duIl, lt JS 1'mprl'Clsc: "1\11 knowl f.'dge l l V l'Ci 1 n 

p':1r Ù do x . Il (S F, p. 2:2 ') ) 
') 

Or Hocthkc nllght b<..' rofcrnnq to any nUllIhpr of 

spee] [Je "doublcnL'SSl'C,": tlle cloubll'ness of ItIH' sym!Jollc 

arder, fOl Instlln(~l'. Phllosop~y tr<ÏclItlon<llly "lrlVl''-; for 

Poctry howcvcr hils lHèvpr hopC'd to wlpe the ~;p()l<; [rG}1l the 

InJrror lt holc1s up to "Noture," d[1(1 h,lpplly CllIbrdCl'S il 



winch 1S rcpresentcd (th(~ controverSlil1 prlnciple of 

clcf1ncd as hilving il dJffcn.'nt ontologlC<1] st<1tus tl1t1n tlw 

slgnlfH."r 1S, for obvious n~lIsons, far 1ess prllblcllI<1tlc,1l 

for the poctlC thiln for the p/1llosoph1ca1 rnudl>, 51mply 

bC'C<luse poC'try ,Icce'pte; ItS own ndturC' ,15 ObJé'CtlV(> 

Zlrtlfilct). 

'l'Ilé' t 1 t 1 C 0 f "lJouh 1 f.' Fei1 turf' ~" d s!Jo r t [)()f'lIl f rOIl1 'l'hl' 

Lost Son, play', on tin c; sort 0 f cloub l PIWS!,. '['h(~ pOl'!Il 

})(>ljlnS <lt the' end of <1 mOVl(', at the' very mOl1l<>nt wll,'n tlw 

flCt.1V(' lS r(~L>ltlcecl by the r(',d: "Wl th Buck stll J tied t.o 

the log, on COllles the 11ght." (CP, p. 45) l\s the "crc'cn 

goos dark the 1 igllts of the theiltre COIll(' on. For a short 

whlle the élUdienc(~, lncluding tllC' P()L~t, drr sllspcnê]cd ln 

trémS1 t betwccn stiltes, [eel1ng vague ilnd cl 1stractccl: 

J dawc11 C wlth groups nCdr tho nckl.'ty 
popcorn stand; 

IJd11yat shop WIndows, still reluctant to go; 
[ tceter, hecls hookccl on the curb, SCril!K' a tOI'; 
Or scnd off il car wIth V<1g'uc lifts of Cl 

hand. JCP, p. 4'») 

In duc course the' poet turns hlS bdCk on the ClnCnlil.tic 

[antasla-and ÙlrL>cts his ilttention tu the world he hd~ 

re-ont(,rc'cl. 'J'l1u; 1lI0V(' 15 cxtornallt~cc1 ln th(' f'oct·s 

progress f~,glll the lnsldc' t.Cl the outSldr', li!> tlw <11sle's, 

êlway frorn the' popcorn stand ln tlw lobby, tlnd out of the 

t!J<:'atrc. '['he Inslc1c of the t!H'iltn' lS a r('910n of humiHl 

ilrtlf1CC. 'l'he sorc]ICllty of the " s t(Jll' Jll'rfuIne,II ilnd the' 



.' 

pr<w 1 dc·;. 

t h(' pO t'Ill : 

ln a Wr1Y, tlll' LnVldl1ty of th(' lllovic-goinq 

f\ W,\Vl' of 'l'llllt' hclngs Inotlonlcss 011 

thl~~ p.lrtlcular shore .• 
noticl' û Ln'é', arscnlCd], <:Jn'y J :~. \.ll!' llyht, 

or tlll' éJlOW 

\'Jh,'('] o[ tlw c;tûrs, tl10 Grl~.:1t l3e,tl~ gllttl'rJnl] 
cold(~r thdn snow 

And rC'IIK'll\bc'f t h(' fC' W"S ';omet l11 nq l' l c;(~ l 
was noplnq for. (CP, p. 4')) 

'J'h.' lIlotJOIl [rom an '.'nclos('d Intcrlor towarcl an 
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througbout the ~'()l 1 cct('d Pocms. 'l'he phr;\s\' 1 S ilSSOC1<1tL'rl 

wlth th!' .1lbl'rC\tlon of th(' SIJ1rlt fraIll ILs ordln,lry 

ClrculTlsLlllces: "Cf'rttllIlI)', fl('sh, 1 hL'ar you p('rfL~ctly. 

But tlll~" Llln(' (lnd pLIC(' af.' [or soml'tlllng ('Is('." (SF, p. 

l H'7 ) 

"\vh(~r(' KllClCk J ~ Op('n \'J}(](', Il lIlVokllll] I-h(' onyoinq qU\"'it tü 

l\tc r (' 1 Y il SkI n Cl 1 S 

()ne' way oC i1Pl'(OoChlng "pls0hood." Ont' stanJ:él JaLer, ln 

the' L'vé'nlny of a lIre 10[19 ln [Jél;iii1n9, Lhe Slx'"kpr's alcle'l-



l 'm somcbody l'Ise nO\ll. 

Von't tell my hands. 
!lave l come to a lways? Not ye t. ( CP, p. 70) 

1\ny chunge prefigures the ultlffiélto chùnge. But the speaker 
~ 

1 S not yot ln that proml S0d realm "where knock 1 s open 

wH1e" (the parachse of chi Idhood lost and rcqùlned). In 

thlS world there ùre doors thùt no knocklng w111 open: 

Mdybo Gad ho S u house. 
But not. hore. (CP, p. 70) 

1\ house (ùllY house) 15 thc,"wher(''' ta WhlCh God 15 "l'Ise," 

ilS ln t\llS much-quoted [)ùSsilge from "T Cry, Love! LOVC'!": 

H('ason? 'l'hé1t dn:<lry shed, that hlltch for grubby 
schoo l boys! 

't'he' hedgC'wren's song slIys somcthjng cIse. (CP, p. 
88) 

lien.' J.:C'ilson is metapharlcally ](iCl!tlficd wlth hUlllan 

cons~uctions or enclosures. The> "som('t~l~5C" WhlCh 

the hedgewren's 50ng SilyS 15 simply what Iles oUtSlùC the 

bound,Hles thilt li CiVlllzatlon dJrëlWS' (or ltsclf agilinst 

impersonill Nature. 

Heason, as a (acu 1 ty WhlCh !'ncloses psy~lllc Spé1cC', 

bc10ngs ta El v0ry l(1rge [amlly of phcnomenù thilt, ln 

Hoethkc>'s poetlcs of spùcc may be callcd "lntcgumcntùt .. " 

We Includc ln thlS fanuly (Ill lmages of cantainment or 

nurture, Includlnq: houses, husks, sklnc;, shcl1s, pods, 

wombs, prlsons, and the PIElto's CilVC of the movlc-theùtrc 

from whosc S[JlrltUill confines the poet b~rcly' extrlc;-lt('S 

{ 
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himself. 'J'he doubleness here and ln "Double FC;'1ture" 

porta ins to tho [Josi tion of a man ln a 1 ilndscape or 0 f i1 

human habItation agalnst thc~lcmcnts, or of a SUbJl!ct at 

large in a world of obJects. 'fhe impulso ln both poems 15 

away from the crass, famlilar tZlstc of one 's 501 f and 

toward the JOYous n'lease of encountcr with an Otherness. 

In Roethkc's nund, the sCl]vatlon of the sol f rcsts 
• 

somehow ln this very fllght from 5clfhood: 

lt is parildoxlcal that il very sharp sense of the 
being, the identi ty of sorne other belng--and ln 
sorne instances, evcn an Inanlmate thing--brlngs a 
eorresponding heightening and awareness of one '5 

own self, and, even more mysterlously, in sorne 
l.nstances afeeling of the oneness of the 
universe ... both [feel]ng5] can be induced. 'l'he' 
flrst simply by Intcnsity ln the seeing. 'l'a 
look at a thlng so lonqthat you arc a part of 1t 
and it is il part of you-- ... If Vou can eff,0ct 
thlS, then you are by way of get tlng sornewhere: 
knowlnq you WIll- break From sel [-lnvol vément, 
from l ta Otherwise, or r,laybe cven to Thee. (OPC, 
p. 25) 

What 1.S at stak.e lS the 1ndlVJdual rilan whose selfhood 1S 

sub5urned by rnanrnade tlllngs, "Junk, ugly objects cndlessl'y 

repented ln an cconomy dedicated to wastc." (OPC, pc 19) 

'l'he poem "Dolor," says Hoethke, dcscribes "one of the . 
modern hells: the Institution t.hat overwhelms the 

jndlvidua1 man." (OPC, p. 20) That poem aehicves i ts 

cff cet by person l f ication: the poet re[ers to "t he 

inexorable sadness of pcncils," the "dolor o( pad and 

paperwçight," the "miscry of manilla foiders," the "pathos 

of basi n and pi tcher." AlI human qua Il t 1 es have becn 

.~ 
1 



usurped by ùrtificial things. The penci ls are "sad" 

"sad-loo!<-lng"; the place itself ~s desolate. Under 

dlffcrcnt circumstanccs th~s personiflca"tlOn might have 

becollle "animism," a positive cnlargement of the snme 

principle. The "externals" would come to lHe and secm ta 

breathe or sing, <'lS 50 many dcad things do in Rocthkc's 

verse. But instead thcse objects invade the sp~nt anel 

suffacùte It; (The anlmism/personlfication contraricty 

-!/ 
brl ngs to m~nd Kenneth Burke' s attempt to dlstingulsh 

I\personl[~cation" from "personallzation" ln Roethke. 1 

It is an impcrfect ~quIvalence however).' Man is threatened 

w~ th extInction in the [orm of a creeping morb idi ty, a s the 

obJcctive/externa l,impinges on the pyschlc/internal. -' 
l , 

'l'hinghoQd encroach6s on Selfhood, as in the passage from 

"Old Lady 's Winter Words" where the nc1rrator '5 spirIt 

d\)sslcates under fhe dry wind of cxtetnal rcal ity sifting 

through the "windows" of her senses: 

'l'he shadows àre empty, the sliding externals. 
The wind wanders around the house ... 
My dust longs for the inVIsible. 
l 'w renunded. ta stay allve 
By the dry rasp of the recurring inane, 
The fine soot si ft ing through my saut h windows ... 
l [a Il, more and mor e, 
l nta my own silences, 
In the cold air, 
The spirit 

,)Hardcps. (CP, p. 100) 

External i t Y gradua 11 y di splaces (lnd suppl ants the mor I bund 

soul, as calcium dops orgë\nic tissue ln the creation ot' il 

. 
fassil. But we cannat mercly cquate this extcrnality with 

• 

J 

( 
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the world of 1nanimate objects. To Roethke, as we have 

already seen, there is a great redemptive power in the true 

intercourse between a sou 1 and 1 ts precincts. The real 
1 

eV1I resides in the distinction between the man-made and 

the natural thing. It 1S m~m who descr1bes boundar1es 

between states and conditions, most importantly, the 

bounc1ary between himself and h1s inanimate OtlJer. The 

artifactuaL thing paradoxicall y 1nh1bi ts our grasp of that 

Other by allowing us to see in the object an image of 

ourse1 ves--as when -we look up and see a t'once the stars and 
1 

our own explanat.ion for, or fictiona1ization of, the l>tars,. 

Animism and anima ted cartoon are kindred bu t opposed modes 

of perception. In a sense the doubl eness of v 1S 10n in 

"Double Feature" refers ta the iron1c fact that the poem 

(which expresses hope for a "somet.hing eIse" that lies 

beyond the 1 ast frontier of the mèrel y human--beyond, for 

instance', the screen on which our de 1 usory notions are 
. 

projected) is itsel f a manûfactured thing. 

The obstacle, one might say, is the screen i tse If --the 

membrane, the closed door, the rriediations of exper ience. 

These correspond cxactly to what \'li Il im Blake ca l ,1 ed "the 

doors of percept ion _" In Blake' s prophet1c books the evi 1 

of the human cond1tion orig1nates not in the fact of our 

materia 1 nature but in the sundering of the natura 1- from 

the spiritual by the forces of Analytic Reason, the eponym 

of which is often the figure Urizen. Fortuna tel y the 

lmagination can help to tffilock the "ratio of the five 

• -
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senses. " 

Roethke too describes states in which the doors come 

open, w~th or without knocking. "Dying inward" is an 

abidiz:g theme of. the "Medi tations of an aid Woman" where 

" . .. the rind, often, hates ·the life within." (CP, p. 151) 
Q 

The narrator asks: "What is it ta he a woman?/To be 
1 

contained, to be a vessel/ To prefer a window ta a door?" 

The kind of woman who- pre fers a window she 

caJ1 look out of ta a doo'r she can wal k through, -and who 

-passively watches "w ith the fixed eyes of a spaniel" and 

does not interact wi th her surroundings has al ready 

surrendered to thinginess and 'has become a kind of 

automaton, a narcissist: 

, 
l 'think of the self-invo1ved: 
The ritualists of the mirror, the 

lonely drinkers, 
'l'he minions of benzedr ine and para Idehyde, f 
And those who submerge themselves deliberate1y 

in trivia, 
Women who become their possessions, 
Shapes stiffemng ioto metal, 
Match-makers, arrangers of picnics--
What do bheir ll.ve? mean [?] (CP, p. 163) 

But for such as the narrator of the sequence there are' 

moments of transçendence. In "He'r Becon~ng" the Old ~'Voman 

looks for the meaning in material 'things anà ,at first does 

not find it: 

\Jo 

Is there w isdom in obj'ects? Few ob jects praise 
the LOJ;'d. 

The bulks cannet hide us, or the bléak sheds of 
Ollr desolation, 

.. 

( 

.. 
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l know the cold flesnless klSS of contraries, ~ 
The nerveless constrictl.on of surfaces[.] (CP, p. 
160) 

Roethke rephrases the qld questlon "~vhere' shall wisdom be 
r 

found" (Job 28:12 and "l-vords Eor the Wind," CP, p. 120). 

In this quest, the "bleak sheds" are another form of the 

house of the proverbs of the Bible: "I-visdom has bUllt her 

house, she has set up her seven pi lIars" (Prov. 9:l); and 

"Wisdom builds her house but Polly with her ow~ hands tears 
" 

it down" (Prov. 14:1). This sends us to the flnal section 

of "Un[old! Unfold!" where madness and, folly tear down sorne . 
of the boundaries between things: / 

A house Eor wisdom; a fip.Id for revelation 
Speak to the stones and' the stars answer 
At first the visible obscures 
Go wheré light is. (CP, p. 86) 

<- In that poem the image of a ho"use is coupled with -that of a 

field, ta E?mphasize the important distinction between 'modes 

of klJowlng. Thè "house for wisdom" may be taken as 

;tanding for the proverb, a 

ancestral dead speak to the 

form through which the 
~ 

ll.ving ("What a whelm of 
" 

'" proverbs Mr. pinch" CP, p. 85) Roethke seems to enjoy 

poking fun at thi s form: "Dazzle me, dlZ'Zy aphorist ./FI ing 

me a prec~pt,," (CP, p. 93) O<;:casionally in the "Praise to 

the End!" sequence he will intercept proverbs wlth bursts 

of nonsense: 

Who reads in bed 
--pornicates on the stove. 
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An 0 Id dog 
--Should sleep on hlS paws. (CP, p. 95) 

It 1.5 clear that 1nher1.ted learn1ng lS "1ntegumental" ln 

the same sense as deduct1Vc reasoning lS. It 'lS w1sdom's 
! 

house. 
'.~q 

The "fIeld for revelatlon" glves us Roethke 's Image of 

another way of understandIng, the way of 1.ntu1tlon, the way 

of the mystic (ta be contrasted w1th "that hutch for grubby 

schoolboys") . 
-'1 

The fIeld s1gnIfles a non-prehens1le way of 

knowing. It does not enclose, conta1n, or 'Ob]ectlfy. As 

locus for the advent of unà<?rstand1.ng, a fic-ld 15 "ery 

different from a house. It 1S IndIst1nctly bounded and 

therefore do~s not "centre" the abJect of understandlng 

within itself, or Identl[y a s1ngle InterpretatIon of a 

symbol1c somethlng as the one true meaninq of that th1ng. 

We wlll return ta thlS presently. 

The crux of the passage lS the phrase: "At flrst the 

VIs1.ble obscures:/Go where llght lS." The seen h1des the 

unseeni the understood stands over "the un-understood. But 

the opac1ty of the casually perceived abJect can be 

penetrated by what Roethke calls, ln the'essay "On 

ldentity," "lntens1ty in the seeIng." 
~ 

The trIck 1S "ta 

look at at th1ng 50 long that you are a part of It and 1t 

1S a part of you." (OPC, p.~25)' Tb succeed ln this 1S ta 

the "nerveless constriction of surfaces. Il It IS a 

'ntegumental, the primar,Y [orin G'f wh1ch 15 

the phllosopher's dIstInctIon between 5ubJect and obJect. 



Obvlausly there lS no wlsdom ln "abJects"--ln abJects such 

as are poslteo hy "subJects." But thcre are candlt,ians 

. under WhlCh the 1nanlmate abJe\t cames to Ilfe (and there 

are condlt1ons too ln WhlCh the anlmate conSClousness co~es 

to death). 

In a statc of "he1ghtcned consc1ousnoss," as Roethkc 

6alls lt, sorne t1mr befare the phrase became fashianable 

(ope, p. 25), the "vls1ble" no longer occludes by ItS 

Ob\lOUSness, but becomes transluccnt. The obJcct loses ItS 

statùs as the term1nus of aIl speculatlon, as the 

unassa~lable, unasslmllable, lrreduclble "It" agalnst WhlCh 

the 1Ight af<?consclOUSn(~ss expends l tsel f. 

The obJect acgu1ies an Intcrprecablc extcrlor; lts 

surface becames "symbollc" (llkc the surface of a p<\ge 

coverer] ln words )0. And ln Roethkc's poetry It ceascs ta be 

mcrely thq reprcsented th1ng, a constltuent of extern~l 

rcfcrence, and becames a represpntlng thlng wlth ~ VOlce of 

lts own and the capaclty to slng. 

In hlS awn ll[e Roethk~ had cxper1ence of what he 

calls nthe [lrst stage ln mystlcal Illumlnatlon, an 

cxperlence many men have had, and stll1 have: the sense 

that aIl 15 one and one 1S aIl " (OPC, p. 26) ThIS 

experlence, he goes on ta say, lS "lncvltably accornpanied 

by a 105s of the 'r"," the barely human ego, ta anothcr 

center, a sense of the absurdl t y of death" a return ta ù 

statc of Innacency." (OPC, [J. 26) Thero lS no need ta 

argue the extent ta whlch that mystlcal experlcncc pervades 

" 
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Roethke's poetry: Neal Bowers has givcn an excellent 

account of lt in The Journey from l to Otherwise. In that 

book Bowers quotes'for the flrst tIrne an unused sequence 

from the footag'e for the f,ilm In a Dark Tlme, whorein 

Roethke d1scusses his own experien~e of 

~atholOgical/mystlcal states of mlnd: 
, 

But you know l got in this raa l strange state. l 
qot ln the woods and started a clrcular klnd of 
dance, and r've never put this down very ..• 1 
refer to 1 tin, '1 trlcd to f li ng my shadow at 
the moon,' l kept going around and just shedding 
clothes. Sounds Freudiap as hell, but in the 
end, l got sort of a clrcle--as if, l think, l 
understood lntu1tlvely what the frenzy 15. That 
1S, you go way beybnd yourself, and~ .. this is not 
sheer exhdustl0n but thlS stranqe apr~ of a .. , 
not IllumInation ... but a sense of beInq again a 
part of the whole un1verse. l mean, anything 
but quiet. l mean, in a sense everythIng is 
symboilcai. In one of the Old WomaT1 poems l just 
sort of ,put It in there, because l know lf you 
put this down ln prose, 1 for God' s sake [peop le 
wlli say,] 'Oh, thls is merely clinical'--l mean, 
"ObVlously he's crazy" and 50 forth. But lt was 
one of the deepest and ~mostJ profound 
experlences lever had. 

The Old Woman poem that Roethke 15 referrlng to 15 

"Her Beçomlng,'~ where, havlng observed that there 15 

sometlme5 no w15dom ln obJects, the speaker goe5 on to 

" remember occaSlons whcn she l'{.as been prl vlleged Wl th a 

deep, reclprocal relatlonshlp wlth'her objectlve 

env 1 ronmen t: 

There are times when real)ty cornes closcr; 
In a f leld, in the nahlra l alr, 
l stcpped carefully, like a new-shod horse, 
A raw tumultuous girl -
Making my way over wet stones. 



1 " 
And then l ran-
Ran ahead of myself, 
Across a field, into a little wood 
And there l stayed untll the day burned down. 

My breath grew less. l listened l~ke a beast. 
Was It the stone l heard? l stared at 

the f Ixed stars. 

The moon, a pure Isiamic shape, looked down. 
The llght air slowed: It was not nlght,or dny. 
AlI natural s~apes bccame symbolicai. (CP, p. 
160 ) 

The locus for her rcyelation lS, agaln, a fleld, and, ~s ln 

"Unfold! UnfoId!" we see stones and stars couple~ tn the 

mind of the narrator who is uncertain as ta whleh VOlee 1S 

spcaking .. Hcre, as always, the escape into "elseness" 15 

accomp,:lshed t.hrough a mer<;)ing of the natu'rai and hum(\n 

ordcrs. ThIS is made poss1ble by the removal of the 
,. 

barrier the ego ~rects between ltself and the layered .. 
thinginess that swaddles it. 

In "Infirmity" the d1lemma of encroaehing thinghood 

and the natural growth o'f the soul toward "ànothcr place 

and tlme/Another candi tlon" takcs on a new complexl ty. Wc 

sec once agaln the narClSSlsm WhlCh prevents the spirIt 

[rom happl1y taking leave of Itself and cleaving ta an 

Otherness (thcre lS an analogy between death of the ego ln 

mysticai illuminatIon and the real death'which makes the 

self finally and lrrevocably "other"). 

In purest song one plays the constant fool 
As changes shimmer in the inner eye. 
l stare and stare into a deepèn1ng pool 
And tell my~elf my image cannat die. . 
l love myself: that's my one constancy. 
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dh, to be lsometh~ng else, yet stIll to be! (CP, 
p. 236) 

Wc flnd in thlS passage the [amillar lament at being 

hlmself and the Impulse toward ~somethlng cIse"; the 
• 

equdl1y famillar urge to beeomc, ln Jean-Paul 5élrtrc 's 1 i 
terms, a [or-itsel[ which lS ~lso In-itsclf; and the usudl 

sense of the ster1l1ty of obJccts ~nd the ttlrcélt (or 

promlse) of death: 

Sweet ChrIst, rejolce in my lnflrmlty; 
Therc's llttle lcft Icare to calI my own. 
Today they dralned the fluld From a knea 
And pumped a shoulder full of cortisone; 
'l'hus 1 ..conform to my dlvlnity" 
By dyIng Inward, llke an élglng troc. (CP, p. 236') 

f 

But there 15 a pOSItive note ta aIl this, [or thi~ tlme the 

bonds arc coming unstuck of themse] vos, as they are [or the 

Oid \oJoman who can dcclarc "r'm ln love wlth the ctcad!" (CP, 
) 

p. 164) even as, agalnst her own wl\l to w~thstand dcath, 

she becorncs with each moment il littlc leBs vital. By the 

sarne paradox~cal rclat~on that makcs Otherncss the 

-salvatlon of the sel f, death somchow becomes the poet 's 

chance for truc life. It is a well-used concclt, popular 

among rellg~ous poets (espcclally the so-callcd 

mct~physlcals): thlS l~[e ~s the r6al death, our death IS 

the ncw li[o. But hOTe it has evolved bcyond the levcl of 

a mere concclt ~nto a VlSlon (of a strongly mystical order) 

of the rcconcl11ation of baSIC antinomies ln the natural 

world. The cqua~lon of ]lte and dcath,lS not merely for , 
~/ 

" 

l' , 

" 
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th~ sake of rhetorlcal ornament or Wlt, but has bccomc 

truly él VISIon of ~ctual cqulvillence ln il man's 11fe, and 

SO, in a Wély, é\ VISIon of the essentléllly {Joetlc charactor 

of Ilfe"ltelf, whereln aIl t'hlngs must undergo chélngC's of a 

1--
meté\[>horlcéll sort. 

When Opposltes como suddenly ln placl', 
1 toach my oyes ta hear, my cars ta seC' 
How body [rom S[Hrlt slowly does lInwlnd 

/ 

J-

UntIl we arC' pure S[Hrlt at the end. (CP, 236) 

'l'he resolutlon of the lrn.'so]vab1e lS pc'rhapc; th~' c0ntr,11 

pOe't I c ilCt. Metaphor procla1ms il state of l(]cntlty; 

ratloCll1éltlon, a statc' of dIstInctIon. r n mad nC' s~; , 

Chllclhoocl, and th(' (~xtrcllllS of poetJc composItion t'tH' 

psyche' contlnlla11y dIssolves and r('Constltute<, hounrlilrlL'<;, 

folloW1l1g <Ï 10g1c that 1S sometlnleS qllled tht' 10glc of 

assoclat10n. 'rhcre IS stIll the nC'cC'sslty of crC'atlng 

per llllcters W I thi n WhlCh to ccn trc the' (otherwl se 

• 
Ind(~[lnilblc) logos; nut thc' bdrrlcrs ilre continuûlly uncll'r 

\ 

\' 

reconstruction (as ln û labyrlnth whose layout c/1élnges from 

one moment ta the nl'xt)'. 'Plu SIS one aspect of the 

"clyn~U(llC VISIon" of whlch lüchélrd Blcsslng writcs, 

salvûtlon,",a "qw.ost that ùCIrlûnds a continuou91y ùltprlng 

pilce ùnd dIrectIon for the terrain through WhlCh OIW 

]ourneys l s changod 1 n -'L'very 1 nstilnt ~ "J 

.' Heilched for êl grape 
And tho leavcs change'd; 
A stone - s shape 

(, 

.. 
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Ik' Cd /Ill' d C 1 ClIn. (C P, p.' S <J ) 

shlfl whJch Sltu,ltC:S lh0 sou] lltL'lêllly tlt'yond Itsp!f and 

In "lnflrllllty" Helt,tbkl' 

proc(";s of dyJny wlth qrowth--,ll1 oncjolnq lllrll1, ln wlllch wc' 
(~. 

]oyfull y lêlkl' IVdvC' uf our Vdr IOllS clwL' 1 1 lnqs, L1l" 

,1ppurtl'ni11îCL"; of rCd',ol1dbl(' lho\lqht, ,lnù our bodlC's WlllCh 

Oxymoron lS thl' sllprprn(~ IIlctaphorlcal gl'stllr,-,. 

dnd "'l'hl> Ilyln<] l'lem") lS to strl'tch il paIr of dC'flnltluns 

OVl'!' th.> ('I)tlrl' contll1UlIm of ll~xlca1. l'xtl'nc,lOIî. 

Intt'rfJn.tlny thdl sort of par,ldox 1S il S[Jt'Cldl [Jrohlclll lur 

tlll' crltlC'. 'l'hl' ('xl'qvlv Illust burst ln on tlH' popt '5 

s(,lllantic dcllnqucncy (Incl I)rl ng 1 t. lo ,In .lbortlvl' f lnlsh. 

l'aradox <;l'(>11 ln tins 

crltlc lIlHJI1! ">"y: "dé1rk 1<; llqht, 111 tlll' fol!()Wlng 

d',c,OCI.ltlon t.hat 1T1,1kl'~ l t 50. 

-
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" the' "mC'(1nlng<:.;" of t1h' "'ymbols ln d poet <;uch ilS Ho("'thk,'. 

Hoethko USl'S symbollc (~qU(1tlons but ilttactîf'S no flXÇ'r1, 

ctcrn(11 vùlucs tu thf'm. The sn~lll ln "A Llgl1t 13roatll'(:,r" 

mdy symbollzc the S[llrlt hut It éllso symbollz(,S the tlt'nl~, 

the' cl1l1d ln thl' womb, thl' Sl'C'c! enllttlny ,1 shoot or .1\1 of 

thesL' at once. 'l'lh'se are sYlllbols of ont' iUlother and ttwy 

iln' aIl hounù U[J ln (1 VilSt wI'b (lI' llOmoloyy WhlCh L'xtencls 

uutwélrd ln ,111 dlrpctJon'O from any s1nglo l'artIcll' of 

()nVIWSS thilt Hocthkc re[r>rs to, ln connC'ctlon wlth the Il 

red Ilzat Ion th~\t "vvorythl nq 1'0 "-'Yl11bol1C'<11"). It le; normal 

for tht' InVL'stlq,ltlon to VIVlsPct thl' symou) at onc' of lte, 

Ic'vels éllld to go no furt/wr. Whon dH' cntle ('Xplalns 

motilphorc.; of hlS own. lIore 1S Malkoff, elllcl'bting ,1 

(J<lSSélgc f'rolTl "'l'IlL' Lost Son": 

'1')),1 t 

... the caVl' 5 door sccrn c; to bu the wombllkL' 
symbül [or tlw regn'sslvc Journcy rêlther thon <1 

Pl.:~t..0n le ref er('nce ... the c10g s of the 9 ro 1 n 
bnrklng and howllng are clcarly the 
YUllt-produclny sexuell urges, tlw sun 15 the 
fnthor who h,lS turnerl agéll nst t!Jr son, the ~lOon 

lS the mot!1c'r who rCJ('cts the son'c.; love ..• 

thc' 1 ntl'rpretCtt 1 on of <1 symbo 1 shoul cl be a tnC'taphor 1 n 

ItS own flght lS not so strilnge. One completes nnother 

pcrson's mctil[Jhor,> with symbols: lt lS the usui11 practlse. 

Whcn thc' poet soys "My lllothl'r 15 ,1 moon" 011(' l'C[!0ctS that 

ln thls C';)'SL' "<1 moon" st,lnds for tlH' lllothl.'r's 

lndCCl.'S!:-,lbll'tty, cllstanC(' O[ dlsddln. But we have not yl't 
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shellcd aIl the pads; the "kernel" of f igurati ve meaning 

WhlCh a reading yic lds IIp ta puhllC Vlew sti 11 refers 

outs lde of its~lf, back to the d lscarded husk, of WhlCh it 

is sa1d ta be the "sense." In other words 1 the mcaning of 

the lntcrprctation is the text, and vice versa. It lS not 

the reader who "camprehends" the text; the text and Its 
j, , 

rcader are comprehenslvo of one a~Dther. And thlS, l thlnk, 

is what Roethke was gett1ng at when he wrote ln his 

notebaok: '''rhe Ideil of poetry ltsel'f 15 a vast metaphor." 

(SF, p. 175) 

\ 

\ 
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2 Bowe r s, p. 8. 
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. . v. A Permutat~ve System 

And .hero must be noted the Importan~e of the demand that 
$uch types of thought do eXlst. ThIS IS, no doubt, a 
qual1ty of subjects, rather than rGla~lv1ty betwccn modes 
of expressIon. 

So, too, arc questions of affecting the expression of 
cohet6nt symbols of equal Importance with the methods by 

. WhlCh these symbols are expressed. 
Gelctt Burgess, liA Permutatlve System," 

Fcw WIl ter s have been sa at tached to il "poetic" 

vocabulùry. Llglit, field, stone, rIver, shell, seed, 
\ 

dùnce, housc, ghost, door, flower, sea, f1re: the 

elcmcntary part1cles of a world pi~ture. Roethke returns 

ob~ess1vely to these primary materials. ln the later poerns 

of Words [or the W1nd he· conflgures thorn in endless - . 
pcrmutatJons, seem1ng to delight ln dlscovering new 

relatlonshlps between thern,. likc iln abstract" pùinter 

worklng through the poss]bi~ltteS ln a particular set of 

gcometrical shapet. Adjectives train the eye on specIfie 

lrreplaccable detal1s; Roethkc dispenses with adJcct1vCS. 

Nothihg could be further from mot juste naturallsm. The 

nouns verb one another ln line after 11ne of plaIn 

dcclarùtlon: 

The sun declarcs the earth 
The stones leap in the stream; 
On a wide plain, beyond 
The far stretch of a drearn, 

, . 



A field breaks like the seai 
The wind's whjte with her name, 
And l walk with the wlnd. (CP, p. 119) 
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Although difflcult to articulate, this 1S not "criptlC" ln 
. 

the sense that the right interpretative gesture will break 

open the symbol and bring dowll', a rain of al'lswers like. , 

candIes f rom a pinata. If we cou Id say Sun = God, Stone, 

= Unsaved Soul, Strenm = Time, we could satisfy the needs 

of critical interrogation'with less effort_ But Roethke's 

symbols do nQt stay pu~ from one poem to the nèxt, and 

whatever we det:ermine the symbolic "content" of the word to 

be, it is bound to prove inconsistent with the symbollsm of 

the same word used e]sewhere. 

It would simplify mat:-ers if we could say that the 

word acguired its symbolic value in the context of the 

particular poem in' which lt appears, and that the poem 

should therefore be dealt with as an autonomous stat~ment, 
, 

derlving no meaning from its placè in Roethke's whole 

output. But the poems have thelOatic and st yI istic 

continultles to?obtrusivè ta ignore. (Neal Bowers 

somewhat overstates this point, saylng t~at Roe~ke "wrote 

"'1') on 1 y one poem in h is 1 if e, a :;ong of h imse If, or per ha ps 
~ 

more accurately a song of his search for himself, comprised 

of six volumes ... the ultimate sequential poem." 1 Besides, 

there is often too little contextual matter ln individual 

G ~ 
poems (espadally in Praise ta the End! and Words for the 

WIndl to allow any, values to emerge for cert?in symbols. 

1 • 

,-
" 
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Thus, on the above passage from Words for the wind we woul~ , 
have nothing more to say ,than that the poet, a sort of 

abstract expressioni st inverse, i s, emi t ting a stream of 

giddy nonsense, a light-headed hyperbol~ of his love for 

his love's love of him. And it might satisfy us to merely 

comment on how Roethke's rhythms evoke the motions and 

~ emotions of love, as Rich~rd Blessing (for aIl the 

limitations in his 
1 

Roethke's readers) 

approa~h one of ~ most astute of 

does. Blessing points out Roethke's 

~use of repetitlon and his use of ambiguity~ a~ devices for 

'________. ~heighteni ng intensi ty. ,,2' He does not ven'ture ta unrave l 

~e symbolic stuff of th~love poems. Ànd we get no cleeper 

lnto the concealed underpàrts of the p~em th an the 

knowledge that it is indeed ambiguous and the ~mbiguity 

repeat-s 1 tsel E to prodU'ce that sense of mystery, that 

promise of hidden depths. ~~ underst~nd in advance that we 

are not escavating a pharaoh's crypt, merely con,templating 

the sealed entrance ta the passage. 

1 have already sa id that this sort"of symbolism is not 

cryptic in the ordinary sense. Yet it does ask to b~ rea~ 
'\. 

symbollcally. The merè fact that a poet's words are not 

interchangeable leads ~s to speculate on the mechanism that 

necessltates the ~nclusion of one word and not another (not 

ta imply that the mechanism has to do with authorial 
, ·...,6' 

, 

in~entlan, though much criticism 'is still carried out as if 

the scholar were disclosing the wrl ter: s 'hJdden purpose-f:---

~ 

What 1 calI "necessity" is the substance that the critic 
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exposes--his program of crltical practlse wl.ll det1:mine 

what that necessity will consist of: a noticed pattern 

might be attributed to (Il rhythmical exigencies (in a 

stylistlC analysis) i (2) archetypal structures (in a 

mythical analysisl i (3) the lite.cary tradition (in a study 

of infl uenee). Perha~s the idea l understanding of, a poem 

·is not reached unti l a 11 the the" under lying "necessi ties" 

overlcJy the poem i unti 1 they are dug m.\t from 'under and 

brought into the l ight so that no part of what the poem lS 

j s not ln plain vi8w: unti l th~ poen: is fully exposed, llkE:\ 

an anatomical diagram made up of overlapping 

transparencies. 

The r:eCU.L'r.el1CG of, certain words and motifs tantalizes 

us with the prospect of 'symbolic eguiva lences. And that is 

.reason" enough for looki.ng closer. 
'ë' ' 

Susan R. Bowers wri tes: 

That 

have 

,) 

~, . 

is a 

The' fact is that Roethke 's symbol ism is 
extraordin'ar ily complex. It May be conven ient 
and useful ta generalize about his images, as 
does Denis Bonoghue, \oJho characterizes Roethke 's 

;:

e-enhaI'!Cing images as rain, ri vers, flowers, 
eed, grain, birds, fish and veins, and his 

danger signaIs as wind, stream, darkne;;;s and 
shadow. But the diffiéulty is that Roethke's 
images are not statie, but evol ve and change. 
Fo·r· instance, the wind i s not a danger signa 1 at 
a11, but a ve-ry positive, life-enhancing image in 
the final section of "The Long Waters": 'Sa the 
sea wind wakes desi,re :/My body shimmers wi th a 
1 ight f lame: ... We must not make the mi stake of 
establ ishing an exclusive syIllbo lie functio~ 'for 
any of Roethke's extremely complex images. 

useful warning. As it is, not too man)' critics 

tried ta affix "exclusi ve syrnbol ic functions" to 

' .. 1 " ",v .. , ." 

. 
r 

. , 

\ 
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Roethle's images.;' The symbolism--"extraord1nar1ly complex" 
, ' 

as It is--eludes simple cqulvalences. Nothing 1S less 

Roethkean than the kind" of systemat1c symbo11zatlOn that 

informs, for instance, Yeat'5 A VIsion, which, by Yeats 
1 

ow~'admIS5Ion somewhat recalls »t~ose complicatcd 

mathematical tables that Kelly saw in Dr. Dee'5 black 

scrying stone, the diagrams in Law's Boehme, where one 

lifts? f1ap of paper to dIs,cover both the human entrails 

and the starry heavens. Il 4 The occu l tlS"t ' 5 cosmos 1S 

curiously amenable ta 5ystematizatIon, and mag~cians from 

Cornelius Agnppa to Aleister Crowley-- (whose LIber 777 

consists entirel y of tables of_ accu1 t 'correspondences~) 

have always loved ta 'formularize their esoterl.C': kn0w1edge 

in diagrams and charts, re~uclng the wor Id ta a range of 

manipulable quanti ties. li, case Céln be' made tha t Poethkc 

was inf! uenced by Bo~hme' s theory of 

. 1,5 'f h h l correspon(e~çe5 : l t 1S ~s sa It 1S nevert e ess 

• 
sure that he was himself not Boehme's klnd of myst1c, nor 

,r )' 

.Swedenborg's either. And If he is like Blake in'some , 
respects--and 1S unmistakeably influenced by Blake in many 

resp,ects--he does not much res.QJllble the Blake of the 

prcrpheti c books. There is no pos5ibility of a RC2thke~ 

dictionary like Foste:r; Damon's dictlonary of Blake (perhâps 

there ought to have been no dictlonary of Blake ei ther--, but 

my point 15 that it i5 51mply Impossible ta imagine a 

comprehensive directory of Roethke's symbolsl. tlls 

symbolism has no bones--he draws correspondence5, but they 

Il 
1 
1 
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do not fit Into any permanent strueturC:'s. Roethkc JOlns 

plpes togethcr, llkc any sC(lffold-maker, but does f'ot makc 

scaffo Ids. 

That lS: Roethke's symbo1s do not partlci[)atc ln a 

statlc, two-slded ord~r of s19n1 [leatlon, such that lhe 

symbol stands ln a flxed, steady relat10nshlp wlth the 

symbollzed. Wc do not Isay , for cxarnplc, that the shoot 

emerglng [rom the sced lS a "symbol" of the soo1. lt lS 

equally truc ta say that 1t s,ymbohzcs the Chlld leavlng 

home (the Lost ,,50"n ln fllght, from th'e grecnhouse), the 

evolutlon of highcr l1[e fonns~ the growth of hfc from 

Inanlmate matter, the emergencr ex nIhllo of human 

consciousness, the dcp~rture of Adam and Eve from Eden, the 

chll d being born. The 1ISt coul..,d go on. Wc a111gn that ln 

our mlnds wlth sorne of Rocthkc's [avourltc Images of 

mctamorr:>hoslS: the snall leavlng Its shell, the stone 

surpasslng its OVin stasls, and, of course the soul ln' Its 

Il fa Ise accou termen ts of ~~e. Il (.JO;Pn .. ~. IJl) \'lp can try ta 

f Ind a term wIdc enough and f1cxl"b1e enough ta contaln a Il 

of these pro~esses and, say the seed/shoot dyad and othe>rs 
'--." 

llke j t arc (l-r1Î~s of '''growth,'' of "tIme" or "change ln 

tlme," of the u'rnon of the "sel f Il wi th the Il other"; but no 

SI ng1 e conceptua l act s'eems to 'bc capabl e of 

circumnaVJgatlng the entlre region of the symbol 's 

reference. 
, 6 

We are left with partialianswers. 

And when we come across the image of the seed withoot 

i ts ghost or~se of the seed/shoot i motif which colourt's 

, 1 
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the ('vent of the se,ed 's emergence ln a negatlve or 

') ambivalent way (plaYl.ng, for instance, on the gullt 

associated wl.th sexuallty, equatlng the emergl.ng shoot wlth 

the penl.S gropl.ng nnndlessly toward its [emale complement) 

then we tend to 10se our way ln Çl symbol ism wc thought we 

understood. 

It is often sénd, ln reactlon to a percclved 'change ln 
t 

attJtude toward a problefTl ll.ke the duallty of flesh and 

splrlt that Hoethke has "changed positl.on on that l.ssue." 

But lt doesn't seem to me that Roethkc's posltlon need be 
" 

\ , 

of any sp€Clal lnterest to lUS at aIl. Mere important is 

the structure l.n whl.ch he posltlons hl.mself. 

Sùmctlmes Roethke seems to be "for" gardens and 

"against" woeds; and somet}.tmes, lndeed, he lS "agaJ.nst" 

gardens and in Cavour of weeds. Sometl.mes he l.S "for" 

y kee,rJlng the Splrlt "undefl.led"--a program that involves 

retrélctl.ng 'lt lnto Itself and fortlfy"Lng ltS onfices--and 

sometlmt.'s he 1. saIl [or scnd lng the' Spl rl t fort,h to be 

sOlled by the grlme and /.lurd' of the rcal world. In the 

E:ssay "On Iùentl.ty" Hoethke calls attentlon to these two 

"positlons" on tho lssue of S[Jlrlt: 

['r]he s[nrit or s6ul.'\ .thlS T WéIS kee[nng 'srarc' 
[in Open House r in my desne f or the ossen tla 1-
But the spl.rit need not be spare: l.t Can grow 
gracefu1ly and beautJ.fully ll.ke a tendnl, 1ike a 
flowcr. l did not know this at the time. (Ope, 
p. 21) 

Ile cites "A Light Breather," a poem in which the s[nnt 



79 

grows gracefully and the splrlt lS cOiTIpilred to il blossom 

which "stlrs/Stlll wct from lts bud-shcat-q,/slowly 

unfoldlng." !lore wc do not [l.nd order rill~l.ng lts rùmparts 

ùgalnst chaos, or the independcnt ego malntainlng lts 

pristl.nc lntegnty against the encroachmcnts of <:ln outlYlng 

wlckedness, but rather a model 'ln WhlCh the spirlt happlly 

leavcs its shcath, and goos out to meet and merge wlth ItS 
<' 

cnVl.ronmont. The prlmary model of the Splrl.t ln the world 

retalns lS vù.lldlty. But the motlon is dlffcrebt. 'l'he 

lssue does not change but (to use the usual way of 

descrlblng lt) Roethkc's "posltlon" changes. Whcrc tbo 
, , 

"Spirlt" of Roethke's fu:"st book trembles 11ke Blé'lkc's 'l'hcl, 

b0hind the walls of It5 closed "open bouse," the spjrlt 'of 

If[\. Llght f3rcathcr" goc5 out lnto its surrouh(llngs, rnaklng il 

shclter of lts lack of she-lter: 

." 

1 

'l'he spirlt ~oves, 
Ye t, s t a y c; : 

Stlrs ilS a blossom stlrs, 
Stlll wct from ltS bud-sheath, 
Slowly unfoldlng, 
Turninq ln the llght wlth l.ts tc'ndnls; 
Plays ilS a mlnnow plaY5, 
Tethercd to a ll.mp weod, sWlnglng 

Q 'l'al 1 around, ooslng 1 n und out of the current, 
Its shadow5 100se, a watcry flnger; 
Moves, like thc soa11, 
St J Il Inward,' 
Taklng and cmbraclng lts surroundlngs, 
Never wlshlng 1tsclf nwny, . 
Unafrald of what It 15 
A mUSIC ln a hood, 
l\ small thing, 
Singlng. (cr, p. 97) 

\ 

,- \. 

The snal1 takes its surroun~1ng wlth it (6n ItS back); it 

• 
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lS ,-llWilYS leilvlng home, out does not bcco!ne lost. Tins 15 

1 n contrélst tü the SpJ n t of Open !louse wlllch docs nut 

venture bcyoncl ItS wol1s, Jn ~;plte of the îC'pciltcùly 

L'xprcsseù wlsh to bo frccd from ItS "cOilt of unCSSl'nll<ll 

skln" (CP, 
-v' 

p. 23); cJnd It lS ln cont'ri:lst to Lhl' ncHrlltlng 

VOlee of 'l'he Lost Son, who 1 ('<1ves the "C'lnpty house" to 

peer, 11ke the molL' of B.1 ilke 's 'j'h"I, lnto tlll' Pl t, but 

wlJose btélte of grJce 15 lotcrllllttont. 

l\lthough Hocthkc's "posltlon" cha,ngc's, the prüblcm'-llic 

on \v'hlch he t,lkcs <1 [losltlon JS g'Ultc' const<1nt. 'l'Ill' 5 [jJ n t 

enclosed in Jts body 15 syrnbollcillly cqulvaIC'nt to the 

house. 'l'he IIlotJons chtmgc--tIH' Jf1wgl,'ry cl1ang('s 

:3o/llcwl1at--but thL' structure u[ n'lat(;cJ "nllnOfll]e'S lS 

constilnt. 

ln thlS orm the concl'pts arC' propcrly c,!lll'd 

"ilbstract" (d'ilwn frorn--abstrallerc--cl u'3lc'rs of CO!1c!"ete 

But ROl.thkl"S chilri1ctl'rlstlc 11H.,tI,ud lS to 
", , 

lèXpOSC t hl' il b~r tr ae t 1 n t hl> con c rc te (~~on -c rL'S_C~_~L' , 

ntoyether-gro11ng"). Une of the 1l10st rev('Zlllng 

observat l ons 1ct fi1<lrle on l~octhk(' 1 s Kt'nncth Burkl" <;: 

'l'hO~YIJ Hoc,thke hi1s dealt cllw<lys WJth Vl:ry 
con~rc:'tc tlllngs, thcrc 15 () sense 711 wlllch l!1"'->l' 
vor Y

I 
cuncret,"n,; arc "bstr'"ct,~ns. 

Hocthkc looks lilt il "rcill" tI-llng--prcsumed tü cxist tlt the 

'world-end of the poetic tcIescope--wlth such concentrat1on, 

applylng tü It such powcrs of "aSSOCli1tlon," tlwt It lS 
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"drilwn aWély frolTlltsolf," from Its contJ_'xtual1Z1n<] r-eallty, 

lnto the lllllbo of pcrpetu,ll chllnge and flux tilal O-CCU[JIL'~ 

thc' wldthlcss boundary bcLw('C'n the Il\Lnd and 1 ts world. 1\ 

tullp bulll l~> Just th,lti but !W!llnd ItS ObVIOUS "Just 

thlltn('SS" lt l~; cllso "sornetl1lng cise." 'l'hlngs must lw 

truphlSllll must contl.llually occur, tllcr'{' must hl' turnillC], 

qrowlny, bend l ng,' {lI tcrlng, bCC0Il11 ny- -0 r \'1 se tlK' r L' 1 S no 

1 

1 l fl'. 1\ Un ny whl ch 1 s Ill-:':- rc 1 y J tsel f lS no-t hl né}. So Loo, 
'\. 

<1 Inlncl wInch 1 S merL' 1 y 1 t s own consc i ou s rC'it S on 1 ny sel r 1 s 

nO-1lI1nd: "1\ lI11nd too dctlV(' lS no llllnd <lt ,Il ." (CP, p. 

236) It IS not ilS the no-mInci of h('lI SCltorJ, but tllL' 

nO-llll11<1 of the ùll-thlng: nulllty ùnd ùCdth. 

(lur Ilst of dntlllollllCS IS ",lbstrûctv(]" frolll Hoctllkc"s 

llT1ë.'l(j<,ry whjch constl tut('S the ",Ç:oncretlon" of our 

CO!lU\\('!1 ta ry. 'l'hl\t 1 s: our rl'l1\ilrks grown-togcthl'r, 

'l'he relatlonsh]!, bL'tw",'n thc' 

pure Ill\ag<> <lnd LIll' <'>yIllhol 15 llk{' th,lt bctwc'en the' pUtl' 
0< 

ttllny .111(1 th,' llvlnq yrowllly tllIn<J. 'j'110rt' I~j no such tlnng 

III sYlllhol<, Il,lturcllly, as thl' Illtlll do, as cl\Jlùr(>n ùo." (SI', 

p. 2J7) 

/ 

/ 
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2 BlesslnCj, [J. 178; p. 177. 
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3 Susan IL I3owc:rs, '~,,'rhc Explorcr's Hose: 'l'hcodorc 

H()('thkc 's Myst l Cil 1 Symbo1, Il Conccrtllng Pootr y 13,1) 

(llJ80), p. 42. 
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the Splrlt;~~ (l'art WashIngton: Kcnrllkat Press, 1(81), LJ. 

120, p. 1'lj'J. 

b I\p!>foilchlnq the' SilIne problem, Blcssinqwntc:s: 

['l')he word flsh i" LI symbol lIleilnlng 'Whi-lt Il \Isually 
Il1CilnS,' and, dS Hocthkc [Juts It, 'Solllcthing mo)rc.' In 
'psyChlC shorthan"çl' It jo)ns together Papi]; th\' 
ph[111us;, s[Jcrm; Christ; Hoethkc's phylogcnic and 
ontogenie anccstors; the poct 's Involuntary, nC'urnl 

\ I)fc; ilnd the self, ,one nnght, wlth luck, cütch belllnd 
tbc'cürs. (p. \51 

7 J<enn.Dth Burke, '''l'he Vegetal Hadi eà! ism of 

'Pheodore Hoethkc 1" ln lIeyen, p. 45., 

\ 



VI. Bouse 

What ] f sometlllnq really unhoarc1-o'r j).l[J{)on('c];>--rf l, say, 
SëlW houses gradually turnlng lnt'o stCé)m wlthout any ObV10US 

'ciluse, if tho cattle in the flPlds stood on their hoads êlnd 
laughed ù,nd spoke compre!10nslblC' won1s; If trocs grilduillJy 
ch,wgod l.nto men élnd men jnto trecs. Now, was l rlght whcn 
[saidhefore aIl thpsc tl)]ngs happeflcd "1 know thélt that's 
il houso" ote., or slmpl y "thi"lt'S a housc" ('Le.,:! 

LudwIg \-JlttgL'lIst('ln, On Cortau1ty, p. 670 

\"hclt would il c;1oscd bouse bc? 01l(' thilt rcstTlctud 

élCCC'SS .or preven ted C'sca[x': a womb or a tomb. An lntcrJOr 

~pace lItély é'lthcr nurture or constrlct whél't lnhablts It. 
\1 "). ~! • 

'l'hl' cn~losurc is oithor él fort] flcatlon or il prJ son. 

!leavon and !l011 alikl' hélV0 walls ilne! gùtcEi to ropel or 

contélln the ('vil. ',ho onclosccl spaco is the prlfThl:-Y arch'r 

\ 
ûÇJéllnst Chél0S. /\ boul'ld21rl' IS dra\-Jn ln the wllderrwss anel 

what cames lnto ('Xlstence is loeélllty, a placl', a St'ltO. 

Motl".,.on ùeros!~ borc1crs 1 S illwélys motJon betwccn Sti1tC's, 

bctween eondiUons. 'l'he l\ltered Stn.tC': whi'lt Hocthkl' calls 

" i1no tl1cr' conclltlon," "élnothcr I1fe," "anothl'r way ùnd 
f 

pli1cc." 

'l'he prcvélll~ng themc o[ Open Ilouse 15 cscôpc [rom thl' 

van ous rna tC'rla land sfn rI tua l cnel 05urc~s that rcstrict thl' 
c' 

s[llrl t 's (rc<,dom to expand outwùrd and grow. 'l'hroughout 

Qpen Bouse the poet spcùks 10nglngly of the pOflSlbll1ty of 

. . , , 
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1 n "'l'he I\uctlon" eth" narrêltor COllll'S hOIlle' one day to 

flncl hlS house élnd poss0ssions bOlng sold. 

Once on retllrnlng home, [Jursc-proud and 1)[110, 
(ound ,rny chal cc posscss J ons on the l ê1wn. 

An lIUctlonccr WélS whlPl.>lng up il sal(l 
l dH] not ITlOv ..... tu cLllIn what Was my uwn. (CP, p. 
20) 

Instoad of calll ng the' PO'lICO, the narrlltor stllnds and 
) 

wdtcl)(lS whl1e hr.:' lS dlsburdl' n0d of lTluch pondcrous al.lcgory. 

One coat of prlde, pcrhaps ë1 bit thrcadbnrc; 
rIl',slon 's td nkets, splcnc1ic1 [or thc young; 
Sorne Items, rnlscC'll(1ncous, Inùrkcd 'l''car'·; 
'l'he Chéllr of honor, wlth a InlSslng rung. (CP, p. 
20) 

13c,conllng clestltute of so rnuch fùlsc w('i11th the speùkcr 

fl'els rchef élnd a grow'lng 'scense of !lope: 

My Spi r 1 ts ros e CilCI1 tlInC the hammer [c Il, 
'l'he heart bcat [ùster as tl1(~ fat words rollec1. 
l left my home wlth unl'ncumbered WIll 
And aIl the ruhblsh of confusIon sole]. (CP, ['). 
20) 

'l'he P0l'Ill clecislvely situates the house 110'_ only as a placet '" 

but as a tl me / ln thi's case the pélst. To :~oethke, leavlng 

the home O1eans belng lltcrally rcleased from thc 

cntangle01cnts of hlS upbrlnglng, his acquired dogmatJsms, 

hlS unquestl0nec1 values, hlS, ln the Frcudian jargon, 

superego. Why must wc ] l ve ln -che houses wc mélkc [or 

ourselves? Past selves Jam thc river; the present self 

yearns to be cut loose. It is the, trac1itional posturo of 

adolescent rebelllon (or HOInélntlc Indlvic1ual ]501). The 
( 
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formula calls for sh'hcklcs to be broken, moorlngs cut, 
, , 

Wùlls blasted away, Ibâ,dS to be thrown off the shouldors. 

l\nd the vcctors of poctlc'will are fixcd on the future. 
- ----------

But wc cannot [ail to notIce that the·pocm Itself is 

drcarlly convention,ll ln form. It èS truc of a Il the poems 

ln Open House. Marriqd ta the poet's musc J s the patcrnal 

god of\[or,m--the firsf fat.her, bUllderof grcenhouscs, 

cultlvator of tame roses: "Form acts the father: tells you 

what you may and may not do." (8F, p. 164) To appoase 

\ 
that Old Testament [Igure the poet must make hlS ark of aIl 

, 
th0-1)rOpCr materlals, ln the prcscrlbed number of cul:nts. 

'---- 'l'he pocms~opcn Bouse have the 'alr of belng buIlt llke 

l1ttlc duplexes from'a precxlstlng plan. They arc 

elaboratcly Insulated against crlticism, in'partlculpr 

agalnst the disapproval of the ancestral ro]e madels that 

Rocthke is attcmptlng to lIve up to. There are no soft 

members protru~lng from these poems for the Castrating 

Father ta lop off. 'l'hey arc sturdlly bullt out of 
" 

D ' 

lrreproachable iambIcs (tri, tetra and pentameter), 

l masculine rhymes, and crisp allJterativc phrases. 

They are very safe. - \ 
Many wrlters have remarked on thç irony that a volume 

of poems entltled Open House shou.ld be 50 closed ln fonn. 

An open house suggests informallty, a klnd of 
unstructured, free-floating gdthering in WhlCh 
guests com(' , and go prctty much ,as they plcase. 
But Roethke's Open House is sa traditlonal in its 
strategles and sa formaI in its techniques that 
hlS party takes on an ambience of butlers and 

.......... ----------------~------------------------~-------------- ~ 



86 

cngravcd ~nv l ta t 10ns and d 1nners served prompt l y 
at e1ght. . 

It lS an Open House in name only: the way into these 

poems lS block~d at the door by.(L:lle' subs't!antlal figure of 

Rocthke himself inviting us ln. 'l'he mood' is a1ternatel~ 
hOSpl tab1 e and paranoid. The VOlce of rebe1llOn how1s from 

within the tlght 1 ittle vessels llke Poc's black cat walled 

up in the cellar. 

Living interment, so much a concern of Poe's, is 

present imag1stlcally in many of these early poerns a10ng 

with several other elements of GothlC romance. The little 

poem "Death Plece" derive~ 1tS power not from the 

contemplation of sheer nullity but from a conception of the 

imprisonment of life with1n dead matter. It is,thc horror 

of p*alysis, of living death. Roethke' does not mourn the 

gO,neness of life; he bi:nds life down and stops its mouth . 
. , \ 
He 1magines it tled to and occlucJed by its opposite. The 

poem, l1ke many in Open House, is easily d1sassembled as a 

structure of dua11 ties: 

Invention 

hive that hummed 
thought 
motion ~ 
mInutes burst upon 

'{ 
/ sleeps (wi thin a skull 

, No longer quick wi th l1ght) 

/ sealed (honey tigh:':) 
/ tied 
/ moored (to rock) 
/ a brow 

(insentient to shock) \ 

The sku Il, which ought to be the womb or incubator of 

thought" becomes i ts sarcophagus. In i ts stupid opa ci ty , 
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i ts homogeneous thinginess 1 l t presents a hermetic barner 

against motion, energy, t ime and the think~ng subJect i 

against aIl things'that flow, grow, change and live. The 

coverlng which no longer 1 ets sense-perception in, or 

original thoughts out, has become a sealed vessel. Not a 

ship of death (i t • an exact. reversa l of D. H. Lawrence - s 

poem, where "the frail soul steps out Into her house 

aga in," undertaking ", the voyage of obil vion" -) J"~ bu t a stone 

boat, embedded' in a contlnUUJll of objectivity from which it 

does not differentiate itself. 

The claustrophobia of ItDeath Piece" takes another 

f orm in "Sale" wherei n the poet announces the auctIon of 

someone' s ancestral estate. Here agaln is the insti,tution 

tha t overwhe lms its occupant, al though this t Ime the house 

i s expl ici tly identi f ied a s the reposl tory of an ancestral 

legacy of gui l t. The "rema ining heirs" by whose arder the 

house is put up for sale have apparently 'done most of the1.r 

growing up in this stifling milieu ar,d they are, like the 

narrator of "'l'he Auctl!>on," weIl rid of the place, with its 
t:, 

"attic of horrors and closet of fears." (CP, p. 30) T·he 

house symbolizes an unspecified burden thlt is visited on 

the 'children by their progenitors and its saie CbnstItutes 

a symbol ic rel ease f rom the chH d' s oblIgations ta the 

codes of hiS--paren'ts. Capi tùlation ta the past, ta the 

parental a.cchetype, the fami ly ghost, leads to spiri tuaI 
• 

dcath, to a perpetuation of some form of undeath, a "curse 

of vampirism that descends through the family hlstory: bad 

1,' 
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blood. Hope' exists only in the 'possibility of escape. 

But, as anyone acquainted WJ. th Gothie romance kno\-vs, the 

doors of the e lassie hQuse of horrors are apt ta sIam shut 

behind one. Thus, prospective tenants are rightly notified 

that with the property come "grandfather 's sinist!2r 

hovering hand," a'" fume of decay that cl ings fast ta the 

" wo.od" and "the taint of a blood that was running tao thin." 

(CP, p. 30) 

The house ln that poem is the symbo lie equi va lent of 

t~e ':devouring mother" in "Prognosis," wherein th~ poet's 

ve\ry life (er spirit) is threate?ed by a murl<:y cluster of 

abstractl0ns associati v~ly l inked and identif ied as Il the 

"out-pourJ.I\Ps of the spiritual coward," "the ruminant 

reason," "plat_i tudes garnished beyond a fool' s gainsaying,~' 

"pride in a furnished room." ,LÇP, p. 5) The poem, 1 ik~ 

others in Open House, uses asyndeton, piling one i~age on 

anoth~r to create amuI ti:"dimensional antagonist roughly 

" corre,spo.ndj ng to Blake' s Il sPir.itua 1 enemies"--thOU9h} 

Roethke's spiritual eenemies are not so much his "natural 

friends" as his (literaI or figurative) progenitors. 
,\,' 

~hough the ~vour ing mother cry, .. 'Escape me? 
Never-- "11 .. 1 

And the honeymoo)1 be spoiled b'ya father'El ghost, 
Chill depths of the spirit are flushed to a 

fever, 
The nightmare si lenceJ i s brol<:en. We are hot lost. 

'\' . (CP,-p,.5) 

The lares fami l iaris reap'pear in var ious places throughout 
, 

Roethl<:e's worl<:. The "beckoning figure" of "The Lbst 'Son" 

. ' 

\ 

'. 
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is one. He appears in the section enti t led "The Gibber." 

In that sequence the narrator confronts not only his own 

deaEh, in the form of a complete dissolution of the 

ordinary ~go-structure (achieved in the act of flight from 

the father, the attempt at establishing an independent 

identity), but also the mystic ekperience of "oneness." 

Categories run together; sol ido things "flow." Currencies
l 

merge ~the poet's mind: "Noney money moneyjWater water 

water.' The art ifactua l and the natural are reconci ledi 

-primary antinomies are resoI ved in oxymora. The vïsion of 

utter symbol ie flux, where nothing can be expected to 

retain its proper shape or identity, acts as a solvent on 

the poet's own fragile sense of inhabiting a discrete self. 

In the act of detaching himself from the Father the poet 

discovers the truth that he is his father, that his 

father's blood'runs throuqh his veins, that the'ancestral 

forms--Ieading back ultimately to the "minimals": the 

slugs, snai ls, and protozoa--ar~ behind him or in him. The 

reservoir of this sense of identity is the poet /s 

unconscious wherefrom the ghostly apparitions of the 

ancestor emerge. It is in the unconsciouso that th~ poet 

can be said to coexist wi th hi s ancestors, out" of time. 
o , 

Goodbye, goodbye, old stones, the time-ortler is 
going. (p. ~3) 

<,Here, as usual, the stones embody stasis in time, 'v, 
'- .-, 

persistence of the solid/literaI in_the 
'," 

,-
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fluid/metaphorical. ) 

The confluence of the poet 's own streaming 

consciousness and the generar "streaminess Il of the world as 
'\ .. 

he now sees it results in a kind of roundabout answer to 

the puzzle posed in the -Book of Job and echoed in this • 
section of, "The Lost Son": "Hath the rain a- fathe~?ll The 

narrator f inds himself in close proximity w~ th the 

me'taphysician's "ultimate cause"; but it is not the still 

source of a Il breezes and streams: i t is the whirlwind, and 

within it aIl motion is not only started but also ended: 

1s 

/ 
My 

this the storm's heart? The grotlnd is 
unstilling itsel f 

~ns are running nowhere. (CP, p. ?3) 

Those veLns are a.,pother crucia l \ image of the streaming" '. 

continuity of life in time, and Iwe will c~nsider them in 

more detail with regard to "Feud" and other poems in Open 

House) The substance tha t flows through the veins or 

rivérbeds i s finall y indefinabl e fmoney or water?). It is 

the Fa ther > S sperm--"Is the seed lea vi ng the old bed?": i t 

is also the "primordial milk" which may or may not be the 

"substance" flowing "from the mouth5 of jugs/Perched on 

many shelves." (CP, p. 53), At the end of "The Gibber" it 

tp.kes the Il f iliary" form: 

Look, look, the ditch is running white! 
l 've more veins than a tree! 

. -. 

Ki S5 me, ashes, l 'm f all ing through a dark 5wirl. 
'(CP, p. 54) 

.. 
' .. 
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The old ashes-to-as~s formula expresses that quasi-causal 

flow ~rom state A to 'state B, ("delta" in the physicis~'s 

river). The father's kiss, at once his blessing and the 

kiss of death; ashes cast on the water consolidate the link 

between man and nature (we enter the "Zion of the .. 
waterbead"). We are already aShês; the wind that swirls 

them, God. 
} 

The ghostly apparition that spoils th~ honeymoon in 

"Prognosis" returns' as the sexual saboteur of "The 

, Sensualists." That poern, which f.irst appeared in the Love 
, 

Poems section of Words for the Wind is usuall y t 9k'en· to be 
'""{ .. 

an indictment of lust. 4 But if this is sa it'is the 

onlyone of its kind in R'oethke's oeuvre, and its place in 

the Love Poerns i s entirely anoma lous. Fortuna te ly, l think 
, 

the poem may be read as a critique not' of sensuality but of 

Pu;-itanism (or, perhaps, to introduce an idea of Blake's, 

of the fact that a state of division between chastity and 

sexual improbity exists at all). The woman "pinned so 

close" in sexua 1 intercourse complains, about the physical 

-discomfort of the act and cries out for deliverance from 

,wha t- she sees a s an imprisonment: "0 ange l let me lopse." 
, 

'(CP; p. 1:31) Beside the two figures stands a third: nA 

woman ..• pure as a bride/Affrighted from hcr wits." If we' 

take this delicate cr:S?ftture as a projection of the woman's 

gui 1 t, born from her need to dissoc1ate herse 1 f from her 

1. 
own carna1 nature, then this figure becomes another 

incarnation of the dead past, a morbid secretion of the 

f 



w'bman's super-ego. 

" '. 

The ghostly figure sucked in 'its breath 
And shuddered toward the wall'; 
Wrapped in the tattered .,robe of Qeath 
It tiptoed down the hall. (Cp, p. 13ll 
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The woman apparently wishes to abdicate from her physical 

being, which puts her in a position ana logous to tha t'of 

the narrator of "Epidermal Macabre," wh<;> professes j::o hate 

his "epidermal dress" and look~ forward to the day when he 
/' 

will "sleep immodestly, a most/lncar:-;;adine and carnai 

ghost." (CP, p. 18) After Open Bouse Roethke repudiates 

. this attitude, opting instead for the view tha t the body i s 
< 

the house of the soul, and not its prison. The' flesh, in 
. 

other \'lords, has a. redempti ve char acter. A body wi th i ts 

senses open is an ear thly pa radise unto i tsel f; with no ) 

cherub swordsmen a,t i ts gates: 

l gave her k isses back, and woke a ghost 
o what. lewd music crept inta our ears! 
The body and 'the soul know how to play 
III that dark world where gods have lost their 
way. (CP, p. 102) 

The ghost: that is woken in this line is the ghost of .his 

lineage, of procreàtion. Thi s figure is not the menacing 

unnatural presence of the introjected father (superego); i t 

is a ben~f'icent presence, the primordia 1 seed, a vision o,f _' 

the continuity or life. In the following passage from "The 

swân" that "carnal ghost" i5 identifi,ed with one of 

Roethke's poetic forebears/ one of thase figures, either 

,. 

1. 
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menacin9~ or h,elpful, who guide his' own wri tinçr: 

.. - l am my father' s. son, l am John Donne 
Wheneyer r see her with nothing on. (CP, p. 13~) 

The ghosts of Roethke 's poetic mentors' frequeritly find 
-, . 

their way in. "Four for Sir John Davies" was, by Roethke'.s 

own account, Iiterally writtèn in the presence of 'Yeats' 

ghos·t (elsewhere, hO'.oV'ever, he says that Davies ?-nd Ralegh 

are "the true ghosts in that piece;' ope p. 69). 

The dead are not necessarily our enemies but theiF 

11help" can be murderous-. Often they are seen as speaking 
. " 

in proverbs, in Il plati tudes garnlshed b~yond a f 001' s 
. , 

gainsaying" (~P, p. 5)', which is apprClpriate because a 

proverb is a kind of "dead utterance." Proverb is a 

reflexive, autonomie form, and therefore the opposite of 

poetry 1 the best of which is, tradi tionall y regarded as 

J'inunortal." Roethkemocks su~h aphorisms in "Unfold! 

Unfold! " Near the end of the poem he makes a proverb of 

his own to overturn aIl dead forms: 

What the gra ve says 
the nest denies. 

In their har sh thickets 
: The dead thra'sh. 

TheY' help. (CP, p. 87) 

1 

~. ,) 

'n"The grave sayings of ou'r dead predecessors either inhibit 
, 

'~I our growth or encourage i t. As always there are two ways 

of seeing. 

In Open House the ancestral dead and the mansions they 

. " 

.... 

J. 

." 
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haunt are generally seen. as threats to the living spirit., 

"peud,'" surely one of the strangest, most idiosyncratic 
\ 

pieces in that volume, epitomizes this. The issue here is 

not living interment in deàd matter, as in "Deat'h piece" or 

. "Epiqermal Macabre, Il but aIl out war ,between the IIfatliers" , 

and "the young." Sorne kind of spi ri tuaI 
\ 

,decrèpi tude--Adam's ~ egacy, more or less--besets sorne young 
'h 

person whom the narrator addresses (i t may be he ,sp~a~s to 

himself), Again, the evil is not specifically name~': 

(sexual repression,. as in "Prognosis," is hinted at).\ 

Death cl~mbs, up out of the past through the nerves a,nd 

blôodveins that connect the living human to his antec,edent 
"'" 

forms., (These go back, as we haNe said, to the lowest IHe 

forms, and finally to inanimate mattèr. A good book on 

Roethke could be written using evolution as its theme). 

We, the living, are those nerv~ ~nds and tendri 1 s extended 

from the dead unthinki.ng past into the present, like ybung 

imp~nges in "Peud, Il 

a dying 'Will~~ ;he deadness 

c::s in IIMeditations\pf an·Old Woman." l 

shoots in the stump of 

will quote "the poe~'in full not because it is an especially 

good one (lia not very good poem, Il ope, p. 23) but because 

,it contains an unusual concentration· of Roethke' s favourite 

images, ga thered together, s?me of them, for the f irst 

time: blood-veins, roots, seed, light, walls, nerves. (To 

these we might add> imag~s /~f special importance to Open 

House: eyes, secrets, si,ège of a fortified encl'osure).' 

'. 

l' , 

/ 

.) 
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~c "th d d 
oxruptl.on reaps e young; you rea 

The menace of ancestral eyes l 
Recoil ing from the' serpent head 
Of, fate, you blubber i.n.Jsurprise. 

,li' 

'Exhausted fathers thinned the blood, 
You curse the legacy of pain: 
DarI ing of an infected brood, 
You feel disaster climb the vein. 

Ther:e 's c anker a t the root, your s eed 
Denies the blessing of the sun, 
The light essential to your need. 
Your hopes are murdered and undone. 

The dead l eap a t your throat, destroy 
The meaning of the day; dar k forros 
Have sca led your walls, and spies betr'ay 
01 d secrets to amorphous swarms. 

~ 

You Inedi tate upon the nerves, 
1nflame with hate. This ancient feud 
1s seldom won. The spirit starves 

'" \ 
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\ 

Until the- dead have been subdued. (C~, p. ,4) 

.. 
i Sun, seed, light, l:).opes, day, "secrets, and the spiritTare 
\ 

literally inundated beneath a litany of terrors: 

\cor:ruption, menace, f ate, exha us tion, pain, disaster, 

c\:anker darkness spies starvation and the dead. The 

S\i~ i t,' of reb~ Il :on has' never been qui te 50 urgent 1 y 1 

i~voked. The soul is infertile, incapable of growth or of 

~ \ 
an act of creàtivity (including, presumably, the creation 

of poetry) as long as The Dead murder "infant desire" in 

its cradle. The third 5 tanza f inds thé subj ect cut off 

fro l ight (" essential to your need"). He i s not merely 

loc a child inval id, a seedling in too tough a seed, 

but \ nder siege. The dea,d are bizarrely potènt. They leap 
~ 

at the throa t; sca le the walls, gouge out the subj ect 's 

J 

/ 
/~ 
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'Isecrèts" and 

.y 
géfrera11 y beha ve as if they\ had more 1 if e in 

them -than t.he poor youth himse.lf. ("The terrible energy of 
- r,. 

the dead" Roethke\ljots in his notebook. SF, p. 15'1) 

~.Phe stringy (l,onnections--veins, nerves, rObts--that 
\~ 

run from one generation to the next are of spec1.al 

importance. Roeth~e in Open House finds himse If in the 

common existential quandary of having a consciousness which 

is rooted temporally 1.n the dead past and spatially in the 

mea t of hi s own body. The .. conten t" of a poem l ike Il Feud" 

is the centrifugaI fantasy of disentanglement from those 

ties (" l hav,e been too long a Laocoon of my own 

entrails." SF, p. 137) Thi's means detachment from the 
1 

16calized, the defined, the boundedi and t.!ltimate1y, as'we 

shal1 see, from such forms as the poem itself, which 
1 

consists of a symbolized something "embodied" in a flesh ,of 
1 • 

arbi trary sot.mds or p.r inted marks. In tha t fantasy the 

poem climbs off of the page, the soul fI ies out of the 

body.", The roots are sever'ed. 

It is well known that Roethke evènt:ually reverses the 

centrifugaI ïantasy'and travels back down the, veins i,nto 

his own past, through his ancestra l Une and down lnto the 

mire of our collective origins. 

'1 romped lithe as a child down the summery 
streets of my veins. (CP, 'p. 82) 

That journey i5 ecstatic, 1 iberating, exosomatic in a ",!ay 

that Roethke's "flight" from the f1esh in Open House is 

~. 
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actua) ly not. However i t is merely ,the inverse of the 
. 

journi2y by which the sou l has come to i ts ~esent ~ The 

poem "Unfold! Unfold!," from which the above quote is 

taken, is about ~ inding the way "back, about being unabl e ta 
. 

cross over ta the dead land, about being rebuffed by the 

inanimate. Coming" to Ü:.s strange evol uti anary predicament, 

to the nadir/zenlth of ~uman accomplishment, "by snail s, by 

leaps of frog" (s low pragress and trans-temporal leaps), 
1 

the spirit finds itself unable ta retrace lts rout,e, whi.le 

sensing 'the necessity of do~ng so. 

l can' t erflwl back through those veins, 
l ache for another cho~ee. 
The cliffs! The Cllffs! They fling me 'bacik. 
Eternity howls in the last erags, , 
The field is no longer simple': 
It '5 a sou1' s cross inq time. 
The dead speak noise. (CP, p. 85) 

Ta be cut off from one's origins is to be, in one sense, 

eut off fram life (in another, from death). There is a 
, 1 

paradaxical s,ense in which the past is, at once, the spring 
J 

~d rese~vair out of which all cornes streaming (the water 

image in this regard is of central interest); and it is' thé 

stagn~.nt pond ("the soft pond of repose," the "old wound" 

in which the Lost Son fishes) into whieh the events of the 

present flaw. There is no contradiction there: the river 

flows both ways. 
-... 

We shal J.. return to th!? in the seventh 

ehapter, enti tl~d Water ;Stone. Ta be rootless, a 

disembodied eonsciousness, is ta resemble the "eut ste'ms" of" 

the first two poetns of The Lost Son, j'Cuttings" and 

r 

. , 
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"Cutt~nqs ,( later )." The E-'l.ar..tf are severe'd from their 

roots, as th~ Lost Son himself i~, in his IIf~i-9'~.'" The--;------ ~ 
~.1,~, 

first poem "Cuttings" merely sets a scene. The cut pla~ts 

are attempting ta live; the niirrat0r' 15 suffieiently 

iinpressed to make a poem des cr ibl.ng them. Th~ s'të~s ~ cpt 

off from the ma:i,.n rootstock of the parent plant, leave hold 

of their previous life and grope towards a new one. The 

J . metaphor is latent: we see in those plants a human 

candi tion. Cut off from Gad -we struggle to re-atta{n what 

Adam lost for us, eterna IIi fe, the ,New Life Pfomised by 

our Savi-our. In Freudian terms, the chi Id, divided from 

his parents, struggle,s for. a new defini tion of selfhood, 

labours toward eompletion. Leaving one home we return to 

another. Metaphors suggest themselvef; ta, us if we l00k for 

them. 

But in the second IICutting(' poem they -are expl ieitly 

called to our attention. The struggle of the eut stems ta 

"put down feet Il is eompared to the saint toi l ing up toward 
~ 

the heaven from whieh his Adamic'inheritance excludes him."-

-&1t in a most startl-ing apotheo,~iss of what, until thén, is 

'1'- apparentl y . "fi,gurati ve Il in the ordinary sens,e (A symbolizés 
> 

B) Roethke ~dentifies himself, quite l,ite.rally, with the 

plant~ . , ' 

'\ 

l can 'hèar underground, that sucking 
In my veins, in my bones l fee l it-
The -srnall waters seeping upward, 
The tight ,grains parting at last. 
When sprouts break out, -
Slippery as fish,' 

, , 

and sobbing, 
... 

l 
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l q:ji l, lean to beg innings, s'h~ath-wet _ (CP, 
35), ~_ 

. That goes beyond mere empathie invol ,:,e~nt. The poet 

actua1ly becomes the object bf his contemplation: "to look 

at a thing so long tha t you' are a part of '1 t and i t is .a 

part of you~." (Ope, p. 25) It is a pecull.ar phenomenon, 
" 

but not uncommon in the' 1 ives of the poets. The metaphor 

cornes real. The de ad object recelves its new life in:the 

poet, in his poetry, at the same time as' the poe~ lays to 

rest his living remains in a sarcophagus of his own makingl 

the poern~ "New lire" is reached in the suffusing of one 

identi ty .wi th another. 'rhat i s the 9 ist of the essay "On 

Identi ty," by far the most val uable piece of prose Roethke .. 

eVE!r wrote. It i s akin to the proces s whereby the forms, 

techniques, themes and styles of past writers-. .,.-the poet's ,

li terary' antececents, s,Piritua 1 fathers-~?eed ~ot be 

visiteQ on the young poet in the form .of a judgement, a 
" 

curse, a claw at the throat', but may ac;tually libefate him 

by ,a 11 owing Ralegh or Dante or l:'eats to come ali ye withi n 

h~rn·. "The 'extent to which the great dead can be evok,ed, or-

can come to us, can be eerie and astonish1ng." (Ope p. 23) 
, 

Form 'is our downfall and saivation. (-It is like the . - . 
medieval doctrine of signs: it is becaus,e we are fall~n 

creatu.res that we must "read" the...spirit of the divine 

through material s igns. And ye:t ,it is ,through such 
- 1 

\ 

mediations of godhood that we must seèk sa l vation) . 
". \ 
yet f~el things in his 

, 
In .~Fen Hous7~àethke does not 
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'" ", 

.( 

'. , 

-.. 

: 



'. 

" 

'. 

- \ 

100 

, bqnes and yeins. The veins in his hands are reminders that 

he i sas r€>oted, as a tree 1 as, sedenta ry 1 as morta l • In 

"Interlude" an impending'storom brings'with itan 

exhHerating sense of chaos drawing nigh. Thé wind (that 

"which "roars in the tr~~Cs II, and turns the house of 

"Mid-country Blow" into a ship in a raging sea) suddenly 

becomes very powerful and out of control. It rips leaves 

., ' off the trees and throws' them "in confusion on the land." 
, 

Chaos ~pilds up, hour by hou~ 1 and the nôrrator anticipa tes 
1 

a rainstorm, as sorne 'form of 'climactic release. Bnt the 

storm does not'materialize';,the tension (sexual) is not 

re!ieved; the usual ~tasis reasserts itself.-

The rain sta~'ed in 1. ts cloud i fu Il dark 
came ne r; 

The wind lay . otionl ess in the long gra,ss. 
The veins within our hands betrayed our fear. 

_ l'lhat we had hoped for had not come to pass. (CP, 
p. 6) , 

" 

The promise of liberation is i. rustra ted.' And the rathe'r 
~ .. 

odd line about "the "eins in our harids" (echoed in the ~very 
" . 

next poem "Orders for the Day") implies that the 1 iberation 

which the poet antic~pates is in"some waya liberation from 

the bonds of f lesh and ancestry. The incl us ion of thes,e 

v~ined hands. in a poem about upheava1 in the natural ~):"der 

i'5 a 1 ittle incongruous--li~e the place of, a human being in 

a world. The phenomenologi9a1 stance is the very opposi te 

of that in ,; In Praise of prairie" where "distance is 

familiar as a friend,.jThe feud we kept with space comes ta 

• 
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an end." (CP, p. 12) It is more in keeping with "Against 

Disas"ter" : 

The fIat land has become a- pi t 
In which l am beset by harm[. J' (CP, p. 18) 

Be1eaguered by ghosts, snarled up in his own veins, 

t'he poet of Open ,House simul taneously reinforces his -
, 

ramparts and cries out for deliverance. He advocates a· 

paranoid program of se)t-preservation in "Rep1y -ta 

Censure," : 

Repu1se the staring eye, 
The hosti1e"gaze of haite, 
And check the pedantry 
Of those inveterate 

Defamers of the good. 
They mock the deepest thought, 
Condemn the farti tude 
Whereby true work is wrought. (CP, p. 19) 

',--~ 

What are we defend,ing? Something more precious than the 

crown jewels: the individuated ~elf, the spiri,t ("should we 

say theself,onceperceived, beOcamesthe sou~?" OPC, p. 

21) • Here the spirit i s something condensed and pure. It 
- , 

is a fragile.essence, always in danger of "defilement." 

The defense of that substance is a priori ty: 

.. 

" 

Though just men are revi 1eq 
When cravens cry them down, 
The brave keep undefiled 
A wisdom of their own. 

The bold wear tdughened sOcin 
That keeps sufficient store 
Of dignity within, 
And quiet at the core. (CP, p. 19) 

, 
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Reading this we have the eer ie sense tha t the t.:'0em i tsel f • 

i 5 the poet' s f ortif ica tion: not so much an extension of 

the soul--a delicate member projected into the world where 

i t i 5 vulnerabl e and apt to be pruned back--as a vessel 

des igned to preserve the sou 1.. The llnguistic surface of ,., 
thi s poem is impenetrable . The opposing agencies are not 

. 
identified. Who are these defamers of good? The kinds of 

people who might criticize a poem? The Castrating Father? 

The enti ties are made perfectly abstract by a variety of 
1 

simple circumlocutory motions. The deflnite article does 

not single out any particular thing but ralses before us a 

host of generic forms: the Il st,?.E}.ng eye," the "hostil e gaze 

di hate," the "bold." There is nothing like a central 

. image or a "rea1 object" t'o anchor the terminol ogy. We do 

not know what it is that makes the just man just. The 

accu.ser i s "hateful," fi pedantic," "mocking," "craven" and 

'''corrJlpt"; yet he has no existence except as the empty 

5pace in which these ad jecti ves convéne. The poem, in 
j 

other words, i5 unU5ua lly thick-skinned. It repulsés our 

staring eye like a 1ens' 50 heavi}y tinted that only vague 

shapes and broad outlines tan be perceived through it. -The - ~ , 

core of the poem is bl urred. Its 5 urface, however, i s very 

clea:r; • 

The diffusion of abstractions in the rhymed poems of 

'Open Bouse recalls in sorne ways the accretive proliferation 

• 

\ 
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of objectless images in the Love Poems of Words for the 'J' 

Wind. There, as here, the parts of the poem r·arely 

coalesce into an identifiable somethingi they refract our 

interpretative corisciousness like diamonds'and fr~strate 

the attempt te fecus. But whereas the abstractions of Open 

House attempt ta speak in sorne traditional language of the 

emotions (and, failing at that, come across as repressive , 

structures, inadequate to their burderD--" f lawed 

stylistically by [their] cryptic and disjunctive quality,h 
, 5 

Mary H. Hayden wri tes --those of Wli;r~i ~ ~ \\1iO,,2 ar~ 

abstract in the way a painting can be. They allow, the 

wordy surface, at which level the poem "is," ta merge 

imper,ceptibly with its contents, at which level the poem 

"means." Because of this they may be described as 

essen~ially Post-Modernist. 

, 
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VII. Stone/Water 

the Wall 

Ta arise from the River, the Diorite Stone 

Charles OIson 
Causal' Mythology, p. IO 

The first stone in th~ Collected Poems is the rock to 

which 'th~ught's motion is mtored in "Death Piece." There, 

the stone occupies its traditional symbolic niche as an 

emblem of death. In that poem the head-stone is actually a 

stone head, a skull impervious to sensory experience and 

incapable of cognitive activity. This is stone ln its 

primary form as the-end of aIl questloning. Nothing is 
\ 

less "thought" than stone,? A stone f inishes the debate: i t 

is what Samuel Johnson kicks in order to "refute Berkeley, 

thus." It localizes the real, the inescapable, the 

unchanging, the infertile, the insentient, the inanimate. 

It has no soft living interior; it is aIl shell. 

The next stone in Open House appears in "The Adamant," 

and there suppli~s the concrescence·o~ an abstract quality, 

Truth. And in this instance stone (or Truth) is something 

ta be adrnired for lts irreducibility, its resistance to . 
corrosion. It does not grow, it is as sterile as"the 

paranoid soul of "Open House." It is indestructible. 
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Stone, too, is the mdterial out of which battlements are 

constructed. And'Roethke's ambivalent lopging for 

"singleness of spir1t" (CP, p. 23) is in one sense at least 

the death wish--a misplaced enamorment of. the inanimate [we 

have already discussed this in terms of narcissism and the 

defensive posture of ihe self-involved self, the "minions 

of benzedreine and paraldehyde").l And we' have ~h~ 

strange equation that Roethke makes in "Open Letter": 

"Onanism equals death" (Ope, p. 40) Norman O. Brown 

discusses masturbation in terms of death and petrification: 

... [T}o be 'turned to stone' by the sight of 
something means to be fascinated by it. The child 
is stiff, with the actual inability to move, the 
rigidity which comes over someone who suddenly 
sees something terrifying. But the rigidity is 
also the erection of his penis. The child is 
petrified. Petrification as death represent2 
e~ection seen through the mirror of anxiety~ 

The dead man s stone monument is the exhibitionist's 

erection--an impotent prominence (Ozymandias exhorting the 

living to loo~ o~, and despair). The "impetuous, impotent 

dead" (as Ezra Pound named them) are transfixed by the 

living,: with whom ~hey cannat interact. Likewise, the 

narcissistic self, dedicated to an inadequate con5ummation 

of its love, i5 consumed ~y its love. We have already seen 

how the "ritualists of the mirror" are spiritually dead. 

The spare spirit is that stone of selfhood immobilized by 

its own anxieties ("The soul is a pepis").3 So: , .. "-

sexuality--or any act of simple perception, improperly 

., 
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directed--is death. Not seen in the "mirror of anxiety," 

the erection is that kind pf spirit which can "grow 

gracefully like a tendril, like a flower." . The sterility 

of stone is such that it cannot nurture the tendrilous • 
spirit. Stone is a compactcd so~l, the medium of growth 

f 

made imperforate. Roots cannot penetrate "'this stony 

rubbish" sa they enc~rcle it. 

l lived with deep roots once: 
Have l forgotten their ways-
The graduaI embrace 
Of lichen around stones? 
Death is a deeper sleep, 
And l delight in sleep. (CP, p. 134) 

The two sleeps--"living" death and "dead" dea~h--meet. Out 

of the one cornes (we hope) spritual life. Out 0 f the other 

cornes. the next generation. And a living persan, made up 

out of dust or clay or whatever tradit10nal mélange, is 

1iterally rooted in "rock," sprouting ex nihilo, 

·full-blown, improbable, out of a death which precedes and 

succeeds him. The rock-rooted rose of "The Rose'" is his 

emb lem ( CP, p. 20 5 ) : 

/ Near this rose, in this grave of sun-parched, 
wind-warped madronas, 

Among the half-dead trees, l came upon the true 
ease of rnyself, 

As if another man appeared out of the depths of 
my belng, 

And l stood outside myself, 
Beyond becom1ng and perishing 
A something whol1y other, 
As if l swayed out on the wildest wave a1ive, 
And yet was st111. 
And l rejoiced in being what l was: 
In the 1i1ac change, the white rept~lian calm, 

1 
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In the bird beyond the bough,-the single one 
With aIl the air to greet him as he.flies, 
The dolphin rising from the darkénfng waves; 
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And in this rose, this rose in the sea-wi"nd, 
Rooted in stone, keeping the whole of light, 
Gathering ta itself sound and silence--Mine and 

the sea-wind's. (CP, p. 205) 

It may be the original platitude, as old as the first 

~lay-man ta wake up in the Earthly Paradise, that we are a 

-, binary compound of matter and spirit. T-he Il Sententious 
1 

Man" puts it as follows (no more sententiously than Roethke 

himself--the dramatic irony seems an a~terthought): 

Spirit and nature beat in one breast bone--
1 saw a virgin writhing in the dirt-- • 
the serpent's heart 5ustains the loveless stone: 
My indirection found direct~on out. 

Pride in,fine lineaments precedes a falli 
True lechers lbve the flesh, and that is aIl. 
~CP, p. 126) 

This i5 one of the Love Poems in Words for th~ Wind, which .... 
/ means merel y that there is a "she" on whom aIl the 

sententiousness focusses--or, to be precise, does not 

" focus, for she is alternately dissolved and reconstituted 

in a dozen different forms, no one of which is the center • of attention for more than a single line. The end-stopped 

lines in which Roethke.specialized perfectly mimic his 

morph.ology of the flesh. The lines are aIl as discrete Çlnd 

self-contained as proverbs but waves of association ripple 

through them, rnaking them "one." 

rr:jlis, as it happens, is also the main theme of aIl the 

. , 
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Love Poems. Matter, 'seen as a plurality of particles--df 

pebbles and grains--is ani~ated by the motive power of 
, 

love, perception, 'the spirit. wiggly matter, true lechery 

in snakes and rivers, redeems the "loveless stone," 

suspended in i ts ?wn haeccei tas. The wJ~es tha t "repeat the 

mind's slow sensual play" make one thing out of many: 

l know th~ motion of the deepest stone 
Each one:s,himself, yet each' one's everyone. 
(CP 1 p. 127) 

Imagistically, the· female Other .pf the love poems is more 

fractured than a Picasso. Her shape is ~he shift between 

shapes: 

, . 

My eyes, they dazzled at her flowing knees; 
Her severa!' parts could keep a pure repose, 
Or oné lip qui ver with a mobile nose 
(She rnoved in circles, and those circles moved). 
(CP, p. 122) 

She is water ("She moves as water moves"' CP, p. 124). He 

too is water. And tAey are ooth, to use one of Roethke's 

favourite dyads. stones tn the stream. 

It is Roethke's explosion of the creatioq myth: man, 

woman, serpent and stone. The stone is this world an 
, 

sich--"Big Stone" as Charles Oison narnes it. The serpen.t 

is anima mundi, matter at large. The fall is a perpetuaI 

re-enactment of the collision of the one self with the 

~ther, and, the ensuing chaos, and the ensuing re-Emergence 

of form, and the ensuing dissolution of that form. Spirit 

and nature beat in one breast bone: GeneS1S is not a 

\ 
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moment. It is a pulse, a,rhythm,"a wave. (Ordinari Iy the 
J 

waves are in the water and the stones just stay put: "1 ' 

know the backstream's joy, an~.the stone's eternal 
~ 

pulseless longing." (CP, p. 84) But in the (pro)creative 

reciprocity of love the "joyfis also in the stones: 

"Staring at a tree, l felt the pulse of a stone.") 

Serpent and stone-meet again in the little poem 

"Snake": 

l saw'a long snake slide 
Out of the mottled shade 
And hang, limp on a stone: 
A thin mouth, and a tongue 
Stayed, in the still air. (CP, p. 144) 

The stone is background, a prop to support a snake. Sna~e 

on stone: a simple juxtaposition, limber life raised 

against stoney lifele~sness. The third element is the 

conscious human onlooker who projects himself ioto the 

snake. 

l felt my slow blood warm 
l longed to be that thing 
The pure, sensuous forrn. 
And l may be soroetime. '(CP, p., 144) 

That "pure, sensuous forro" is of interest to-" the narrator' s 
1 

own "tendrilous" spirit precisely because it i5 ultirnately 

physical, because it exists so close to the Ari5totelian . , 

bounftary between b10S and ge05 (a line that i5 itself 

subject to redefinition), because it is alive at a level 50 

nearly that of the rock against which it i8 depicted. The 

• 
( 

'f' 
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rudime~tary "sensual" life of the sna~e and 'the high-Ievel 

"spiritual" life of the' m~n begin to seem alike. And the 

questi,ng spiri t that gravi tates tpward God is not just 

metaphorically but quite literally identical to a slug, 

snait, snake burrowing through ,the materia of the Natural 

World. The snake: emblem of a primary ductility existing 

in contradistinction to a primary lithiclty in which the 

stone participates. But what emerges finally lS a crude 

e~olutionary family tree in which the snake stands midway 

between man and stone. Life and death, in other words, are 

nqt opposites but extremes in a continuum. And 
" 

selr:::"conscious human life--life pa;r excellence--exists at a 

point so far removed from death that it is death aIl over 

again: in life. 

What this means is that when the poet reminds us that 

we are clay or the food of worms (a ven~rable poetic 

tradition) the consequences are not merely moral, conducing 

to humility, but profoundly existential. It is the hubris * 
• 

pf the intelligent clay that it thinks ~p a class 

distinction betw~en mind and matter. The taxonomiçal 

impulse, wllich segments the Ou';oboros of the natural world, 
(l , . 

is ~deathly," like aIl forms of analysis. Its op~osite,is 

~etaphor which coupl~s separate identities and c~lls them 
1 • 

Orie. In poetic composition the lines "between" are 

blurred, and things assume new shapes. In Roethke's 

poetry, stone, the most reliably inert of substances, 

continually suffe~s dramatic changes in its elemental 

". , " 

" 

Q 
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character: 

r"stlred and" a garden stone 
slowly became the moon. (CP, p. 118) 

Reached for a grape 
And the leaves changed: 
A stone 's shape 
Became a clam. (Cy, p. 59) 

The stones sang 
The little ones did. 
And flowers jumped 
Like small goats. (CP, p. 49) 

The stones leap in the stream[.l (CP, p. 119) 

And things throw l ight on things 
And aIl ,the stones have wings. (CP, p. 142) 

Near the graves of the great dead 
Even the stones speak. (CP, p. 170) 

" 

The stones rang with light sound[. J (CP; p. 229) 

In the ~oratian poetic tràdition the artist respects the 

natura~ order and claims only as much "licens~" as an 
w 

audience of tem~erate appetites will giye him. Birds may 

" 

sing, fish may leap in the streamj and when ,they do, aIl is 

as it should be. But Roethke is everything that Horace 

ridicules, a poet who acts l i'ke a wild bear: 

[Wlhatever, he is madj and as a bear 
that has managed to break the opposing 
bars of his cage, he sends everybody 
ruhning, learned a~d unlearned alike, with his 
horrible readings. 

That passage from The Art of Ppetry describes Roethke 

rathe~.well. In "Four for Sir John Davies" Roethke even 

likens hirnself to a bear, a captive bear ,who (perhaps 

112 .' 
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unable to break the bars) has taught himself' to dance in 

his cage: 

But what l learned there, dancing aIl alone 
W;as not the joyless motion of a stone-. (CP, p. .' 
101) 

Roethke claims'absolute latitude for himself, the 

right to make "fierce things ... associate with peaceful" an~ 

"snakes couple with birds or tiger~ with lambs." 5 Creation 

yis not a classifyin~ process. It is copulatory: H9y lust 

alone we kee.p, the ~ind alive." (CP, p. 235) It is a' 

diffuse kind of lust, embracing not only sexual desire but 

the apprehension of obj~cts and the yearning for salvation. 

Lust is merely the "motion" of the mind toward otherness, 

toward thst state in which the qranular self can "lose . , 
[its] identity to a pe~ble.," (CP, p. 84) The creative 

principle i5 seen as a re-negotiation of boundaries. Rock 

and earth form a channel through which a river flows. But 

the riv~r alters the channnel to~, cutting new channels 

through which it is forced to flow. (Wittgenstein uses the 

same image to describe how language functions.~6 It i5 
, . 

a reciprocal altering. "Mist alters the rocks" says the 

Old Woman (CP, p. 166)~ but "Love alters aIl" (CP, p. 13b). 

Love is just a word for lust resolved, a mutual 

enlightenment ("light altered llght along the living. 

ground Il CP ~ p. 1'02). In this condition the "motions of the 
) 

soul" are answered by strange motions of the world: 



( 

Dry bones! Dry. bones! l find my loving heart 
Illumination brought to such a pitck 
l see the rubblestones begin to stretch 
As ïf reality had split apart 
And 'the whole motion 'of the soul lqy bare: 
'r find that love, .and l am everywhere. (CP, p. 
130) 

To be "in" love is to be out.of anywhere. Love denies 
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locality: it'is not a. state of the psyche,but a motion, a 

.motion tha t animates everything, everywhere, a 11 the time. 
0, , 

T6~ay "God is love" is to say "everything is everything" 

or "1 am that l am," a tautology that dissolves-the foous, 

blends the abject ,with its noun. Love is notaaccessible to 

a centrigetal consciousness of. When reflected back upon 

~t vanishes like prpheus' Eurydice. Roethke retells tbat 

myth his own, way in "Memory." 

A doe drinks by a stream' 
A doe and its fawn 
When l follow a~ter them 
The grass changes to stone. (CP~ p.136) 

Love ls everywhere, but interlaminated with death. 

Reflective consciausness, conscioûsness which "looks back," 

cannat cross over those gulfs. Time divides thought from 

afterthought, the unmediated perception fr0m the 
\ 

articulated reminiscence, 'and inscribes i ts ooli me tangere 

not only on the beloved but on the I;'lenomenon of love 

'itself. The word confines by defining. It is like the 

Chapel in Blake's "Garden of Love" with "'Thou shalt not' 

,wri t over the door." Turning back to the Garden of Love 

the exp~rienced speaker of Blake's poem finds closed gates 
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and gravestones where he "used to playon the green. "7 

But it is ,the turning back which sees them there. We 

cannot,recapture the immediacy of ~nnocence by convections 

of the soul's'centrifugal journey away from itself. rf 

Roethke recovers his lost Eden it will be because, like 

Eliot in "Ash Wednesday," he "dses no~ hope to turn again." 
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Notes ta Chaoter VII. - , 

'" -lAnthony ,Lib8Y'..J2oint~, 9ut that stone's do not 

Ji' li"" 
necessarily ind\~r~te,l)he prese'nce of a "death wish". Stones can 

hàve a fluid charà~er: 

"Confronting [Roethke's) lithic preoccupation critics 
tend to discover death wishes in Roethke ... But to 
identify with stones 1.S not necessari'ly escapist or 
self-destructi ve; i t can be the logica 1 end of a 
particularly visceral sort of mystlcism ... Though the 
li thic experience seems as close to the exper lence of 
unchanging timelessness as the resollltely earthbollnd 
poet can come, at the same t1.me stones •.. are 
ptlyslcally part of the constant flow of matter, 
dissol ving and dissol ving in accord wi th the earth' s 
reverb~rations." (p. 280) 

2 Norman O.,Brown, Love's Body, 

'1966), p. 68". 

(New York: Vintage, . , 

3 p. 51 

4Horace, 'The Art of poetry, trans. Bùrton Raffel 
.' 

(Albany: State University aI New York'p'ress, 1974), p. 62. 

~PP. 43-4 

6 LUdw{g Wlttgens~~in, On Certainty, ed~ G. E. M . 
. 

Anscombe & G.H. von Wright, transe Denis Paul and G. E. M. 

1\nscombe (New York: Harper" ~ow,1969)," p. 15. 

7,William.B lake l "The Gar'Çlen of Love" in Blake: Complete ~ . 

Writinqs, ed. Geoffrey Keyn~s (Oxfard~ O~ford University Press, 

" 
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VIII. Centrifuge 

1 
! 

,1 
h 

" ... But you are wrong to say that we cannot move about in 
Time. For instance, if l am reca11 ing an incident very 
vividly l go back to the instant of its occurrence[. J" 

H., G. We.lls, The Time Machine 

Only 
The fool, f ixed in his foll.y~ may think 
He can turf) the wheel on which he turns. (SF 1 P" 166) 

The notion of the spiri t "as the "quiet core 1" the eye 

of the storm, a place of silence ana fixi ty in an 

environment that is active, threatening,' noisy, changing: 

this i s the appas ~ te of the s pi ri tas the, li vel y seeker 1 

the young shoot, probing at every chink in the dark 
,_ - v 

sti11ness of inanimate nature. But the 'basic antinQmy 

persists, although the subject and the abject switch roles 

within it. Sometimes the spirit is rigid, crystalline 1 

. 
stoney, pure, and the world autside is a streaming flux. 

Sometimes the reverse i s true and the spiri t rages within 

its own walls'. In "Silence" Roe'thke renders account of a 

ûpsychic tintinnabu lation that i 5 present ta nobody but the 

poet himsel f: 

There is a noise within the brow 
That pulses undiminished now 

It is the unme lodic ring 
Before the breaking of a string, 
The whee ls of c ircumstance that grind 
Sa terribly within the mind, 

/ . / 



The spirit crying in a cage 
To build a complement to rage, 
Confus ion's core set deep within 
A furious dissemb1ing din. (CP, p. 21) 
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We see again the 1 iving interment of "Death Piece." The 

poet is cut off from ni s world, in~apable of speech. The 

brow-boundary--an externalization of the speaker ~ s psychic 

detachment--is too thick, the "lines" of connec.:tion too 

thin. The poetie line, as lifeline, should save the 

isol ated man. But the poem 1 tself i s too insubstantial a 

link. The poet does not cry out, he merely laments his own 

incapacity to cry Ô'ttt,., We hear, loudly enough, a voice 

saying, in effeet, "no "one ean hear me,'" bt,;t i t is tha t 

voiee which drowns out t.he other. 

This i5 a elassic example of the "repressentationa1" 

stage of poetic utteranee, a t which the speech i s in 

conf l i ct w i th i ts own motive s. The poet u ses a method we 

might calI "centripetal" because it speaks "ahout" rather 

than "from" experience. 'fhe e~periencing self "about" 

whieh i t speaks i s mute, suspended in the description that 

is made of H, silent. 

If l should ever seek re r ief 
From that monotony of grief, 
The tight nerves l eading to the throat 
would not release one ri ven note: 
What shakes my ,skull ta disrepair 
Shall never "t.ouch another ear. (CP, p. 21) 

Silence is always the ground on which a poetic figure is 

raised. The rhythmica l utterance i s perforated with 

, 
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silences, and the text i s a structure which al ternatel y 

'raises and represses elements taken from a reservoir of 

possibilities, conveniently referred to as the unconscious' . 

• Enti ty i s saI vaged from nonenti ty, the discrete appears 

against the continuous. The agent of this selective 

disclosure i s the attention, the directed conSClousnes s of 

reader and writer. There is something "in" the text only 

if there is someone to see i t there. For Roethke, the 

poetic self "lives" through dialogue. There is speech if 

there is a listener. 

The poem itself sometimes presents a barricade to true 

utterance. The tight forms of "Open House" owe allegiance 

to the examples of the past--the past in which the poet is 

50 frequently imprisoned and from which he 50 earnestly 

desires to be delivered. The poem becornes the repository 

of the poet' s remains after he has passed on or passed 

onward into his own living future, leaving his former 

selves to persist only ln_ their recorded utterances. The 

poem is thaÏ .out of wl}ich the poet'5 voice either succeeds 

or does not succeed in being heard. To ,the extent that it 

succeeds i t "sings." And when Roethke refers to such 

~inging he is usually referrl.ng to a sort of transcending 

motion making' the static or dead thi ng, immured in i ts own 

outlines, surpass itself, reach beyond itself, speak. It 

is an event that in the corpus of Roethke's work is enacted 

not only by human beings .communicating in one or anather of 

tr forma l artistic constructions but 'by stones and other 

; 
/ 
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inanimates. (Stones, as we have already noted, are 

Roethke's favourite image of impenetrable deadness. When 

such as these succeed in "singing" or "f lying" or swi tching 

skins with a human onlooker it means that a kind of 

triumphal tropism has occurred. The thingiest thing has 

surpassed itself; to surpass oneself is to Plive"; to 

"live" is to "sing.") The poem, constellated out of dead 

matter, has this capacity to make the poet live again (the 

act of reading gives new 1 He to the poet just as the 

purest act of perception vivifles the inanimate thing--it 

is a reciprocal illumination: " ... things throw light on 

things,/And aIl the stones have wings." CP, p. 142) But 

equally often the poetic form, inhèrited along wlth the 

ancestral estate and a load of old moral debts, is the 

polet's tomb, the final resting place of his passions, his 

dreams, his voice. (If it were not already so, the,act of 

critical analysis fina1izes it. To Roethke, criticism 

kills, as surely as "good" reading resurrects). 

, The poem "Gcnesis II· i5 ambiguous enough in i ts 

yeatment of the theme of' "creation" to stand for the 

making of a poem and also its re-making at the hands of the 

reader. 

This elemental force 
Was wrested from the suni 
A river' s 1 eaping source 
Is locked in narrow bone. 

This wisdom floods the mind, 
Invades quiescent blood; 
A seed tha t swells the rind 
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To burst the fruit of good. 
A pear l wi thi n thE? brain, 
Secretion of the sense: 
Around a centra l grain 
New meaning grows immense. (CP, p. 17) 
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Roethke does not say what elemental force. The "central 

grain" around which new meaning is secreted may be seen as 

.. any percept lodged in the mind of a contcious perceiver (it 
'-\ ' 

is an essentially idealist, Kantian conception of world 

1 interacting wi th mind to produce newness). Wha t the 

mind "receives" has no s0J.iditYi it is fluid, elemental, 

arnorphous, "flooding": in short, there is a fluid which can 

be encapsulated in a hard vessel of sorne kind ("narrow 

bane," the "rind," the "mind") and transmitted from one 

sUch vesse 1 ta another. If the fluid is, for example, 

"being," then in its fluid state it may pass freely between 

a poet and his world. If it is the poet's own "meaning" 

then this can be locked in the narrow bone of his poem and 

unlocked in the sun/mind of his readership. The fluid in 

its container, the soul in its body, the tenor in its 

vehicle: when the vessel has "life" in it, its center, its 

• 
"central grain," i s 1 iquid, formless, pre-ra tianal , 

unconscious, silent. The fluid should be removable. The 

soft center of the seed emerges as a sprout; the poem 

"5ings." 

This model of creation does not affix any one time or 

locality to Genes~s. Creation i5 a continua 1 transference 
) , 

of "elemental forces" between forms. Wherever forms change 

, 
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, 
there is lite. Lite without growth is an impossibility. A 

poem which did not grow would be sllence. 

The poet, speaks "out" of that silence (the 

preconscious from which the intuitive "bloodthinker" 

derives his matter). When the besieged self (the isolated, 
" 

insula ted sel f of "Silence," "quiet a t the core") turns to 

address his other he ach ieves simul taneous l y his release 

and a new state of imprisonment (the leap between states). 

The poet accomplishes self-transcendence in that 

centrifug-al gestu,re: not speaking "about" but speaking 

"out." In Roethke's terms, reason, as we have seen, ·is 

circumscriptive. It spirals in toward the quiet centre of 

truth hoping to compel i t ta speak. The often mis read "The 

Adamant" is about the assault of "thought" (that is 

"abstract" thought) on Truth. The assau l t COJ11es f rom 

wi thou t and l s rebuffed by an impenetrable skin (of a sort 

analogous to that which the narrator of "Silence" exhorts 

. his l isteners to grow), But the campaign 1 s unsuccessfu 1 
. 

(the implication is perhaps that Truth reveals herself only 

to a passive l istening, to the intui tion wh ich i tself moves 
, 

backwardjoutward r ather than f orward/lnward) . 

Thought does not crus h ta stone. 
The great sledge drops in vain', 
Truth never is undone; 
Its shafts remain. 

'fhe teeth of kn"i tted gears 
Turn s lowl y through the night, 
But the true substance bears 
The hammer 's welght. 
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.. Compression cannot break 
A center so congealed; 
The tool can chip no f lake: 
The core lies sealed. (CP, p. 9) 

The "teeth of knitted gears" that "turn slowly'through the 
\ 

night" ri9call the "wheels of circumstance" that "gr ind/So 

terribly within the mind" in "Si lence. Il (CP, p. 21) The 

circular, grinding motion alHgns ratiocination wi th 

machinery., It is a traditional romantic equation: reason = 

machine, intui tion = anima 1. "Crane' 5 assumption: the 

machine is important; we must put it in our lives, make it 

part of our imaginative life. Answer: the hell it is. An 

ode to an icebox is possib le since i t contains frui t and 

meat." (SP, y,. 239) 

We might think of the cogs that carry the 

good-smelling vegetables in "Pickle Belt," where a young, 

man, "prickling with aIl the itches 1 Of sixteen-year-old 

lust," is plugged into a tedious and repetitive task. (CP, 

p. 44) The machine-cages we bui Id to convey living tissue 

from place to place present only the illusion of motion. 

The l'\lqtion is routine, and leads nowhere (like the 

narcissi stic self-ref lection of the "ri tualists of the 

mirror" in "Her Becoming." Machine motions and 

institutiQnal thing-obsessed thinking de-not lead the self 

out of i"tself. The motion is the very opposite of g:r;owth, 

a "perpetuaI agitation." 

The man-made wheel (to be distinguished fram the "slow 

wheel of the stars") does not convey its passengers inta 

c 

.. 
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. any kind of an "el seness. " The poem "Highway: Michigan" 

provides a picture of people struggling to escape from 

themsel ves in vehicl es of their own making. The poem can iii! 

be read as a parabl e of ratiocination. 
"lI 

• • 

Acce leration is their need: 
A mania keeps them on the move 
Unti 1 ~ th toughest nerves are frayed . 
They are the prisoners of speed 
Who f lee in what their hands have made. 
31) 

\ 
1 

However, there is real escape in death: 

-The pavemen t smokes when two cars meet 

( CF, p. 

And steel r ips through conf 1 icting steel. 
We shiver a t the siren' s bl ast. 
One driver, pinned beneath the seat, 
Escapes from the machine at la,st. (CP, p. 31) 

The flight from oneself is undertaken in the wrong vèhicle: 

a car going forward rather than one' s own body dane ing 

baekward. The forwa rd motion centres the objective, sets 

the destination. But the arrriva l at that destination 

(s el f-escape, discovery of other) is paradoxieally only 

possible through a de-centering of the attention, the 

centrifuga 1 gesture. In "Prayèr Before 'Study Il the poet 

expresses a desire to "put off myself and flee/ My 

inaccessibility" (CP, p. 23). 
lA 

Bu t tha t poem i s not the 
''----

realization of his purpose, the flight from the flight 

from. It is' a prayer:, . 
Deli ver me, 0 Lord, from aIl 
Activity Centripetal. (CP, p. 23) 
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Eventually--in such poems as The "Meditati,ons of an old 

Wornan," "The Far Field" and "Journey ta the 

Interior "--Roethke undertakes that "long journey out of tha' 

self" in earnest. By way of the usual paradox, that voyage 

• out turns out to be an inward journey. The 01 d Woman who 

, thinks of herself as "riding--/Alone on a bus through 

western country," and observes tha t lia Il journeys ... are the 

sarne:/The movement is forward," saon finds herself moving, 

not forward at all, but "backward/Backward in time." (CP, 

p. 152) AlI journeys are indeed the same, beca use the way 

in i 5 out, the way out is in, and the way forward is back. 

For Hoethke's symbolic purposes in these later poems the 

"car" is a perfect !Tl)eqns of conveyance. He is. not the 

prisoner of its speed, just as he is no longer the prisoner 

of hi~ own body's acceleration toward death. The final 

dri ve he dreams of in "The Far Field" does not end wi th 

steel ripping through "conflicting steel." It ends in an 

alrnost beatific resignation, with the car stalled, 

"Churn:Ëng ~n a snowdrift/ until the headlights darken." 

(CP, p. 193) "1 am renewed by death, thought of my death," 

h~ wri tes in the thl rd sectlon of that poem. Roethke has 

arrived at a satisfactory formulation for his "thoughts" of 

death. It no longer rnatters WhlCh way the sou l travel s. 

The 1055 of one place or condi tian is the discovery of 

\ 
another. 

o 

-

"Body and soul are one!" (CP, p. 242) 



Notp.s to Chapter VIII 
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IX. Where Knock i s Open Wide 

Time is but the stream l go a-fishing in. l drink at i_t_; 
but whi leI drink l see the sandy bottom and detesrt how, 
shallow i t is. Its thin curren t slides away, but eterni\:.ty 
remains. l would drink deeper;- f ish in the sky, whose 
bottom is p~bbly with stars. 

Henry David Thoreau, Walden 

"Altitude these chimney simplify." 

in that phrase is 'unintell igible . Their 

None of the words • 

inéomprehensibility lies in the implici t claim that, 

to~ether, they form a sentence. The f act that "Where Knock 

is Open Wide" presents itself, ;in the conven'tional way, as 

a poem, defines the kind of intelligibility we expect of it 

(and which Jerome Ma zzaro says i s miss ing from thl s and a Il 

the Praise to the End! poems, even though Roethke is 

reported to have wrl. tten "carefu l outl i nes" for each 'of 

them). l So far, l have not taken much interest in 

individual poems as coherent arrangements of sYmbols. But 

if we are to read the poem in i ts natural sequence, from 

the titI e down, we must understançi the way symbol s have of 

altering and l.n~orming each other within the freestanding 

text, merely by virtue of being grouped together. 

Obviously the settlng in wpich the symbol occurs must 

govern our rea ction to i t. Roèthke comments" in his 
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notebook: "Response to the image is not free but contr.olled 

by the context. The incongruous respOI:tse--a common faul t. " 

(SF, p. 175) 

Avoiding the incongruous response to a poem l ike 

Il Where Knock is Open Wide Il is probabl jW,imposs ible. In that 

poem the context has 50 little cont,rol aver the images that 

one critic sees the "ears"""of the third stanza as belonging 

to the cat ln tne first;2 while ânother critic takes it 

for granted that the y belong to the father of the poem's 

chil'd narrator. 3 (1 will try to show how they may 

belong ta both, insofar as the cat ,is.linked symbolically 

ta the warm, the fis h and child, and therefore, by a very 

circui~ous route of connection, to the :Èather as weIl). 

In th'is case i t is precisel y the l ack of a detailed 

context that most strongly shapes these images. If the 

poet has not specifi'ed to whom 'the "ears " are atta~ed we 

,- çertainl y should not treat this as an oversight. 
\ 

The 

outlines of this "whom" are expl icitl y diffuse. We will 
- . 

never know how tall he is or whether he smokes a pipe. 

Yet this whom and his ears are not a mystery. His' 

raIe in "Whère Knock is Open Wide" is plain enough, in 

light of everything else that is ,going on in the poem. But 

we must read him, l ike the monsters of Revelations, as a 

symbolic agglomerate. What we must avoid is inventing a 

"false context to frame'his "individuality." 

The remaining pages of this chapter dea 1 with the 

... 
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symbols in "Where Knock is "Open Wide, Il the first poem of 

praise to the End! cycle as Roethke arranged' it in words 
o 

for the Wind. 1 will begin where i t beg ins. 
o ' 

1 

A ki tten can 
Bite with his ~eet. (CP, p. 67) 

Here is a generalization about kittens which is also 

an observation about "a kitten." It is not that "aIl 

kittens must"' or that any particular kitten necess~rily 

does. The indefinite article iS used as it is in proverbs 

(liA leopard can't change his spots"'; liA bird in the hand is 

worth two in the bush") to marry the general wi tljt ,·the 

par~icular. It is not pure g,eneral ization, as in: liA 

lei tten can/ Communicate rabies." ~ Nor is i t a case of plain 

observation like: "A kitten/ ls biting my foot.t It is a 

figure of speec'h; an origina l figure of speech. 

It is clear that "a kitten" me"ans something different 

than "this kitten." It may be less 0bvious that it means 

something different than "kittens" or ,"any kitten." It is 

a construction'that Roe~hke uses repeatedly, e;special1y in" 

the initial poems of the Praise to the End! cycle, as they 

ate published in Words for the Wind. 

A rea l 'hurt i 5 soft. 

- A worm has a mouth. 

A ~host can't whistle . 
• 1 .,. • 

A hat is a house. 

A pick lj.kes to hit ice • 

. . 
. , 

\ .. 

, 
k 
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A swan needs a pond. 

The lines resonate like proverbe But they also read (and ... 
the cues fa; this are not syntactical but sJantiC) as 

naive observation, as the most rudimentary_ type of 

abstraction, a s the child' 5 (mis) perceptions of real ity. 

There are lines constructed diff er'entl y that we read in 

much the same way: "My father is a fish." The fish, or the-

father, in that phrase is read symbolically. There will 

alrnost certainly be a carry 'over from that reading to the 

next instance of the ward f ish 50 that when we come ta "1 

was sad for a fish./Don't nit him on the boat, l sal.d." we 
: '< \ ~1 

a 110w this fis h--a character in the nali;.!rator' s 

reminiscence--to be taken as a symbol: perhaps of the 

speaker himself and his desire for salvation: "Fish me out. 

Please. " 

Our first problem in the poem is what ta do with the 

ki tten. Our first solution, based on what we already kPloW 

about Roethke's habits of symbolization, is that the kitten 

is a "lower life form" and therefore belongs with the worm , 

and the hedgfit.wren in the broad symbolic category of the 
-"" ~ 

( 

proto-human. Kit'ten is to cat as child ta adult, sa we are 

encouraged ~~ think of the kitten as an externalization of - ' 

the speaker's regression: It is a "sinbous" form, like the 

snake. Later in the poem, in the section where the 
(' 

narrator "falls," Roethke writes: "The worm has moved 

\ 
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away." In"the simplest terms that kitten is that worm, and 

i t i s also the snake at the end of the section: "l'Il be a 

bite. You be awink./Sing the snake to sleep." 

At one level th~ fall is growth out of sinuasity. The 

kitt'en can bite with his feet, but "Papa and Marna/ Have 

more teeth." Kitten and narrator a1ike dr~ pre-predatory. -. 
They are creatures f 1 ike the motlse ln the third section of 

the poem or the meadowmouse of "The Meadowmouse," which 

"live by courtesy of the shrike, the snake, the tom-cat." 

(CP, p. 219) The kitten will live ta became a cat, a 

predator in its own right. And the narrator will fa11 from 

the idyllic circumstances of his childhood into a toothy • 

adul thood. 

We al ready know enough 'to suspect tha t there is more 

going on in the initial stanza than an attempt ta 
\t 

"mime the 
• 

thought processes of a very small child. ,,4 That }the. 

protag~nist is a child (as Roethke confjrms in public 
. 

remarks about the sequence)5 has given sorne critics an 

apparent rationale fo~ not ,investigating the speclfic 

contents of the text too deeply. Norman Chaney has this to 

sa.y about 'the poem: "The f irs t stanza ref lects a free play 

of mental associa tions ... 6 Chaney daes not [lotice any 

symbohc va)ues. Ile does not even acknowledge that they 

are there. Nfr hlm the poem documents a....psycholoqical 

condition, that of the Chlld, and records a series of 

actual or fictlonal ~':S as 
,~=-

(actual or flction~l) Chlld. 

seen through the eyes of that 

He quotes the stanza and then 
y 

, 4 
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goes on: "SClme rational power is indeed operatOive in a 

child's world where the painful 'Bite' of a cat's feet is 

somehow associated with the 'teeth' of Papa and Mamma. 

(Perhaps the child has been playfully bitten by a 

parent! ) ,,7 The" somehow" in the above sen tence betrays 

Chaney's tactics. Why delve into the "how" of the 

association--a chi Id' s mind i s one of "irnmediacy and 

feeling." The mechanism of his associations is a pure 

mystery because "the laws of reason do not 'dominate." 8 

Psychobiography cannot supply a detailed account of that 

which makes the child's associations "necessary." The mQst 

Chaney:s method can offer is the fatuity of a parenthetical 

"perhaps," effectively dism1ssing the whole quest1on. 

Chaney is not the only writer ta beg this question. 

Ralph MUls observes that Roethke "establishes his 

atmosphere with èhi ldl ike perception," guot'es the passage 

and then goes on to discu~s the "archetypal symbolism of 

the tree in the fourth stanza.,,9 Rosemary Sullivan's 

psychobiographical approach is not equipped to~deal with 

lines hke those of, the f irst stilnza, 50 shè slips to the 

third, saying: "The poems begins with a narrative 

incidtmt, the -rather's refusai to sing the child a 

lullaby--'H1s ears haven't time. ,,,10 Having found "firm 
~ 

ground" in the form of a real event (or the protagonist's 
" ) 

.distortion of a real event) she ,then' jumps back to the 

first stanza and explains that the child, hurt by his 

father's neglect, "tries to order the chaos of his feelings 

. . 
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byanalogy.,,11 She sees,all the teeth and biting in terms 

of parental rejection (which is, 1 think, quite accurate, 

though it is only one facet 06 the matter): "Hare paln and 

teeth have become synonymous. Marna and Papn have deeply 

hurt the childi there:ore they have more teeth. They have 

effectively said: Sit,and play/ Under the rocker/ Until the 

. • 2 cows/ AlI have puppies.".L The·explanatl.on of the second 

stanza lS an unexpected bonus. Told to go and sit under 

the rocker the young protagonist has opted--resentfully, 

perhaps, to sing hlS own lullaby. 

This may or may not be a "correct" pictur~ of the 

events the child is (indistinctly) seeing. But in any casç 
'. 

it~as-1jttle bearing on our interpretation of the passage, 

for the lines do not refer narrowly, as through a 

microscope, to one reality, but,telescopically outwar~ ta a 

plurality of them. 

The lines about the kitten "biting" with his feet are 

not merely a result of the child's inadequate vocabulary, 

but a metaphorical response to the limits that a pure 

vocabulary lmposes on the experience it articulates~ A 

lexicon restricts one to the few thousand words contained 

on it. But metaphor--and qpy figure of speech that 

violates the lexical ,extension of 'a word--liberates an 

inJinity of uses to which a word may be put. Catachres~s, 

the rawest rhetorlcal figure, lnvolves a deliberate 
1 

misapplicatlon çS terms ln our finite vocabulary. 

"Biting wlth the feet" 1.S not, after aIl, synonymous 

• 



with "scratching." It invites us to wonder about the 
1 

implications of "biting" in general. It supplies a 

connotative window in the denotative continuum of the 

proposition. 
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What does "biting" do here that would make us want to 

see the kitten in terms of it? We ha~e already touched 

upon the "predation" imagery in the poem. A chi Id i s too 

young to bite. A parent is one who has the power to bite. 
, 

Biting i5 power, certainly. And 1t is judge~ent--the power 

to "castrate" in Freudian terms. Biting invites us to 

think of mouths. Above aIl the mouth represents the power 

to surround and"incorporate portions of reality. Through 
. , 

it wè return again to the kind of threatening enclosure 

that preoccup1es Roethke in Open House. The"Mama" of 

"Where Knock ls Open Wide" is ,the very "d,evourlng mother" 

who cries "Escape me? N'ever!" in "Prognosis." In musing on 

Papa and Mama's teeth the child is cORtemplating the 

mysterious potency of his progenitors. That potency 1s 
\ .-

enacted, as we have seen, in parental rejection, and in the 

severing of ties. The" bi ting" here has sorne of the same 

symbolic meanings as the cutting of "Cuttings." The stems 
, 

are cut from the main stalk as the Lost Son lS eut off from 

his father. It is also, at sorne metaphorieal distance, 

the 8iblical Fall. The potency of the parent consists in 

two things. Tt is in his ·capacity to rejeet the child ~ 

("His ears have~'t time" leads to the praycr, iterated in a 

thousand ways throughout Roethke's mature verse: "God give 
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me a near.") And i t is in hiq capFl'ci ty to imprison the 

chird, to prevent escape, to limit fiis growth. The two 

channels of power present contradictory threats: the threat 

of entanglement in the umbllicus and the threat of the 

disseverment of parental ties. In the child's uni verse 

these have the status of natural laws. They are the givens 
• 0 

of the time-bound world at the entrance (womb) of which 

stands the Janus-faced parent, provider and Judge. 

The tpemes of predation and biting are picked up 

several times in the poem. The world into which the child 

has been introduced is a dangerous place. It is a place, 

as th,e child discovers in Section 2, from which i t is 

possible to "go for always," that is, to die. (CP, p. 68) 

Time is Edax Rerum, the all-devouring, the world-parent in 

its most voracious guise. In the third section the 

narrator decfares: "a worm has a mou th. Il Tha t worm, in one 

sense the familiar Elizabeth,n "con~ueror worm" is also the 

parent, the ancestral form ("My father is a fish") that not 

only engenders the child but threatens to engulf him. The 

kitten with which the poem begins is, like the worm, an 

ambivalent figure, one that is small, sensuous,' and 

vu+nerable, but which has this latent potency--a potency 

which the Chlld is beginnlng to discover in himself. (The 

worm lS not only an eater, lt is bait for another "minimal" 

life form, the fish, which is in turn both prey and 

predatorl. Havlng observed that a worm has a mouth the 

speaker goes on: 
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Who keeps me last? 
Fish me out. 
Please. 
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The easiest answer to the speaker's question is: Death. 

The other answer i5: God. He formulates a sort of prayer , 
and his prayer, thankfully, is heard. He is "fished out" 

(momentarily) from the river of time: 

God give me a near. l hear flowers. 
A ghost can't whistle. 
l know! l know! 
Hello happy hands. (CP, p,' 69) 

The speaker has a sort of revelation. In that moment of 

grace flowers exceed their flowerhood and become audible. 

" A ghost, on the other hand, can't whistle, presumably 

because he has no mouth. The power of convention to 

silence a flower, or the power of tne dead ta exert their 
() 

unnatural influence upon the living, is broken (see my 

comments on ghosts in chapter six). The Manichaean 

symmetry of flesh and spirit is transcended. The "happy 

hands" which lift him out are his father's. 

The section which follows picks up the fishing 

imagery . 

. We went by the river. 
Water birds went ching. Went ching 0' 

Stepped in wet. Over stones. 
One, his nose had a frog, 
But he slipped out. 

l was sad for a fish. 
Don't hit him on the boat, l said. 
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Look at him puff. He's trying to talk. 
Papa threw him back. (CP, p. 69) 

The narrator still identifies with the prey and not the 

predator. He is without power, while his father is 

all-powerful, indistinguishable from God: 

He watered the roses. 
His thumb had a rainbow. 
The stems said, Thank you. 
Dark came early. (CP, p. 69) 

The mist at his father's thumb (a sort of procreative 

organ) recalls the rainbow of Genesis 9:8 which 

commemorates Jehovah's promlse never again to destroy the 

wdrld by water. , 
, 

This Greenhouse world is the "where" of "Where Knock 

is Open wide." That domain, which is already vanishing as 

the poem begins, now disintegrates entirely. 

Tha t was before. 1 fell! 1 fell! 
The worm has moved away. 
My tears are tired. (CP, p. 69) 

l' 

The fall is the fall into this wbrld. It is in sorne 

measure "Birth"--birth, that is, into the death of life. 

The tone is of resignatlon: 

Nowhere is out. l saw the cold, 
Went to vlsi t the wind. Where the bi,rds die. 
How.higb is have? 
l'Il be a bite. You be a wink. 
Sing the snake to slèép. (CP, p. 69) 

• 
The wind which the narrator visits represents the negative 

, 
, " . 

"'" 
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aspect of externality. It is erosive, 1 ike time. It is 

predatory like Nature itself, as in the passage from the 

"First Meditation" of the 01d Woman: "The bleak wind eats 

at the weak plateau. " (CP, p. 151) The speaker in "Old 

Lady' s Winter Words" cheri shes a wish to "ho Id high 

conv~rse/Where the wlnds gather." (CP, p. 99) The 

"converse" she wishes for is nn intimate communlon with the 

~"sliding externals." But these are hostile: 

The shrunken soil 
Has scampered away on a dry wind. (CP) p. 99) 

The wind in "Where Knock is Open Wide" is an image of an 

external hostility and sterility.- It brings to mind the 

refrain from Ecclesiastes "AlI is vanity and a striving 

after wind." (Likèwi se the snake may echo the serpen t in 

the proverb from Eccle~iastes: "If the se~pent bites before 

it is charmed there is no advantage in a charmer." Il:18). 

The protagonist finds himself imprisoned in the place that 

nowhere is out of. This is the place where Knock is not 

quite Open Wide, the place where aIl knowledge lS mediated 

and every ocurrence falls apart into acts and consequences. 

The fall is a fall into a whole range of new 

capacities: the capacity to verbalize; the capacity to 

exercise contro lover the wor Id, (i. e. to surround and . 

enclose objects conceptually; i.e. to kill). The 

protagonist's accession to power diminlshes the father and 

mother to a merel y human stature. His lntroduction to time 

...... c"t 
\'1/1' • 
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is his introduction to mortality. In the last section the 

parents are dwindling. Father is practiçally a ghost, not 

the hyperactive ghost that spoils the honeymoon,in 
\ 

1 "prognosis," but a prisoner of h1S decaying flesh, a fish 

out of watet. 

Kisses come back, 
l said to Papa: 
He was aIl whitey bones 
A~d skin like paper. (CP, p. 69) 

Kissing may be contrasted w1th biting as something that can 

be done w1th the mouth. Biting 1S extremely one-sided 

(like rational thought, it appropriates ltS object). But 

kissing i5 reciprocal. It symbolizes the state of give and 

take that Ro~thke's seeker seeks, and iS,made of the same 

symbolic stuff as dancing, dialogue ~"high converse"), or 

sexual 'congress. The phrase "ki sses come back" reflects 

this rec1proc1ty: a k1SS lS returned. Àt the same timc it 

alludes to the idea that time and ltS events are somehow 

cyclical (a notion that occurs ta the child in the first 

section: "Everything has been twice.") This seems true 

when there lS a state of identlty between one self and 

another, between the form and the proto-form tha~ engenders 
e 

it. The child is not only father of the man but, as the 

reiteratlon of an ancestral pattern, he lS father of his 

father. He is one with the first father (ontologically, 

God; phylogenically, a fish: ~ntogenically, the sperm). 

Howeve,r true, the protagonist's words are no comfort • 

... 

1" 
1 ~' 
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As he says in the preceding section: "The worm l1as moved 

away." The father-worrn slips into oblivion. The other 

worm--or the other end of the same worm--is the death which 

consumes the child's parents. 

"Wh,ere Knock is Open Wide" ends in this wor Id. The 

poem that began wi th Marna and Papa' s teeth ends wi th God' s 
(0," 

house. "Maybe God has a house" raises doubt as to whether 

there is any word, gesture, syrnbol, thought or th~ng that 

can encompass ltS first cause. Even lf there were, it 
1 

would not be "here," or any particular where ("God's 

somewhere else." CP, p. 70). There is no way into that-

house, or out of th.is one. At the end of the poem the 
) 

protagonist is left alone with himself, a differentiâted 

obeing, a "somebocly else," on this side of; the wide-open 

door that 15 not there. 



\ 
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Conclusions: The Dance 

The first line of the last poem in Roethke's last book 

reads "What's greater, Pebble or Pond?" (Cp, p. 243) It is 

a catechism test for mys~ics, like "Who cleft the divell's 

foot?," to be answered by the foolhardy or the inspired. 
, \ 

It is Roethke at his most parabolic, most riddling, most 

heavy-handedly oracular, conjuring the Gad of aIl binary 

systems to choose, once and for a Il. ("The question was, 

Where was the Questioner?/ When we abide y~Do we do 

more than we know ... ? CP, p. 229) It leads directly lnto 

the more familiar query, by implication as unanswerable as 

the first, and (in a small victory over the dialectical 

game) promptly answered: 

What can be known? The Unknown. (CP, p. 243) 

It is a balanced judgement. The answer dispels exactly as 

much murk as it makes. More dogrnatically than usua,1, 

, Roethke celebrates the poetic capacity to step free of 

recursive systems, and yet somehow not ta step free at all,r 

but to step first forwards, then backwards, then sjdeways, 

learning and executing the steps and measures of a~cosmic 
'l, 

dance: 

, . 
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And everything cornes to One 
As we dance on, dance on, dance on. (CP"p. 243) 

~ 

The usual conflation of opposites;' a lateral'leap over the 

boundary linè from the branched and bifurcating pluraiity , 
• 

of Order to the oneness of chaos. The dance: a movernent 

that is free, yet controlled, random, yet rhythmicai. 

The titie "Once roore the Round" surnrnons to mind the 

"round" as a traditionar forro of dance and music, as weIl 

as the commonplace perception that things--time, nature and 

life--move in circles. This provides an unpubtle reminde~ 

that what is ostensibly a poem of summation is actually a 

poem of beginni~g, of·new birth and change. The 

Heraclitean river sweeps particulars from the scene, yet 

fhe forro persists: Blake is gone; by the tiroe "Th~ Far 

Fi eld" is pubi ished Roethke will a Iso have passed away; 

but, in the timeless sphere in which it was possible for 

Blake to dine with Ezekiel, Roethke and Blake are et~rnally· 

al ive: " 

,f ./ 

Anq l dance with William Blake 
For love, for Love's sake. (CP, 'p. 243) 

To read Blake is to dance with him. This dancing is 

homologous to the dancing that Roethke does with his 

beloved in the Love poems, with his father in '''My 'Papa 's' 

'Waltz," and with Yeats in the well-known' passage from "Four 
)-.1 __ 

for Sir John Davies." In "The Dance" Rorthke first claims 

ta have learned his dancing aIl on his own: ... 

... .. 

.' 



Though dancing needs a master, l had none 0 

To teach my toe~ to listen to my tongue. 
Bl1t what l learned there, dancing aIl alone 
Was not the j'oyless mot'io.n of a stone. (CP, p. 
101) • 
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But the dance has a continuity that entirely subsumes the 

dancer (as in Yeats' "Among School Children.") The 

individual self, the dancer, is to the dance what stand1.ng 

water is to a wave: a medium through which the motion is 

" transmi tted. The wave tha t runs through Roethke in the' 

early nineteen sixties passed through Yeats in the twenties 

and Blake a century before that. It is 1.n this sense that 

poetry is supposed to be eternal,. This is the real meaning 

of that passage from "The Danç:e," 50 often quoted as an 

example of Roethke confessing the stylistic "iifluence" of 

his great predecessor: 

l take this cadence from a man1named Yeats; 
l take it and l give it back again:' 
For other tunes and other wanton beats 
Have tossed my~heart and fiddled through . , 

my bra1.n. -
yes,' l was dancing-mad, and how 
That came to be the bears and Yeats would kn~ 
(CP, p. 101) 

A poetic cadence is not merely a stylistic flourish of the 

sort that a younger poet can admir~ and copy: it is a 

pattern of r ipples spreading outwards from no known centér. 

It is like the poet's own self which blurs at the edges 

with everybody else: 

The pure serene of memory in one man--

) 
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A r:ïpple widening from a single stone 
Winding M'Clund the waters of the world. (Cp, p. 
195) 

Ta understand this we must adopt a view of time in which 

readers and writers stanà at intervaIs, l ike radio relay 

stations, receiv ing and transmi tting the" t rue signal of 

paetry. poetry is \lI'lt;-way for the Self to directly aàdress 

its Other (or, as we have already decribed it, for the 

Self -Other to address i t s other sel f ). Thi s agai n is the 

generational contlnuity that we described earlier in 

relation to ~10sts and I2arent-figures; and, in another 

context 1 the transcendence of the fl esh-bound, time-bound 

ego. c This i5 another form of the principle of "progression 

through regression." The artist finds his "original" voice 

in the voices of the pasti the'child. "becomes" his parents 
\ 

as he severs the tles wi th them. By now these are 

"founding pr 1nclpl es" in Roethke cri t icism, the 

substructure of most recent wQrk. And Roethke 's own views 

regarding imitation, which in part ~ny the "romantic 

noqon of the inspired p0et" (Ope, p. 70), valida te the 

view that Roethke' s poetry, cornes out of the moderniSt 

position. The inspired self is not the "source" of the 

cadence anymore than it is the source and foundatl.on of 

objective real,ity (as extreme Idealist philosophy has i't). 

There is a very peculiar poem amçmg tne extra, prev:LOusly 

unpubl ished, pieces appended to The Co llected Poems, where 

Roethke Pl}ts the dead anlthe living on equal footing. 

1 " 
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This is the poem "Supper with Lindsay," which~arallels 

the dinner with lsaiah and Ezekiel in Blake's The Marriage 

of Heaven and Hell. Ezekiel's old guery reverberates below 

the surface of Roethke's light-hearted, slightly manie, 

'. poem: "Can these bones live?" And the an6wer, of Course, 

is that they cano 

When Lindsay bent his head 
Hal f sideways in the shifting IJ..ght, 
His nase looked even bigger than it was, 
And one eye gazed askew. "Why, Blake, he's 
dead,--
but come to think, they say the same of me." 
(CP, p. 265) 

As Vachel Llndsay utters these words a spider drops into 

sight. Lindsay speculates tha t i t 1 S actua lly Whi tman 

(Blake would never come back as a spi-der: "He'd be a worm,; 

One of those fat ones winding through a rose.") And the 

gen~ratianal continuity of "vls1onaries" is complete, 

procèedlng in a st~aight line of ascent~rom Roethke to 

" Lindsay ta Whltman ta Blake to Ezeklel ta Klng David (who, 

Blake'6 Ezekiel says, belleved that "the Poetic 

Genius ... was the flrst principle and aIl the other merely 
1 

derivative ... ") And, somewhere behind King Davld, the 

spider or worm or someth ing lowller genera te the f irst 

ripples Qf our poetic tradition. The relncarnation of one 

poet in another (cf. Donne's "Metempsychasls"') is the 

interface between the wrlter and his reader. The pracess 

of identif lcation wi th a nother 1 s process of resurrection 

in the same s~nse as the recognition of the Oth,èr 15 the 

\. 
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sa l vation of both the self and i ts con templa ted other. 

In this paper I have tried to arrive at a way of 

reading Roethke. Throughout l have tried to be aware of 

the extent to which Roethke wrote with' the prospect of 

being read upperrndst ln hlS mind. (There is a level at 

which many poems are a llegories of the proces s of 
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communicating through poetry. "1 Knewa Woman" can be read 

this way). If Roethke is sometimes "obscure" it i5 not 

because he is manipulating a "private" symbolisme On the .. ,.,...--- . 

contrary, so much of his symbolic vocabulary 15 common 

property tha t he sometimes dri fts dangerousl y close to 

greetlng card chché. To read Roethke Sucees sfu Il y is 

not to famillarize our5elves wlth the quirks and habits of 

one man's mind. It is to develop a picture of one man 

fitting his individuality (quicks included) lnto his 

tradi tion--a tradi tlon tha t encompasses both thè wri ters 

Roethke read (his so-called "inf l uences") and' those who 

will read him. ~------------~\ 
------l accept Jenijoy LaBelle's empha5~on-Roethke's 

--------------- ... - - .. 
-~~ \ 

tradition, although ~~~she exerelses her metho<!i too 

mechanlcally. If "No Bird" is unmlstakeably connected to 

EmIly Dickinson's Il Our journey had advanced," i t 15 

neverthe less quite unlnforma ti ve to pronounce, with .... 
Archiml.dean de light, that l t lS her epi taph. The l ines of 

connectlon are far more intricate. Bath poems are, to use 

Roethke ' s own i'letaphor 1 dropped ino the stream of the 

tradition (which meanders through many a "forest of the 
• r 
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dead," from vi rgil to Emerson) and our reading takes place 

a t the very point where the ripples lntersect. 

To explore the bewi ldering richness of 

inheri tance Roethke concocts ~cial kind 

As Brendan Gal vin observes: 

his cultural 

of symbolisme 
. \ 

[R]ather than attemptlng to invest the time-worn 
and objecti ve wi th new life, in th~ manner of 
lesser poets, he took the subjective elements of 
his own ex§'~rience and made from thern a new 
symbolisme 

This symbolism is extradrdinarily flexible; so flexible 

that a symbol such as -the Wind can represent both sterili ty 

and rebirth. In fact this symbolism is sa thlCkly 

encrusted with level s of meaning that we might be tempted 

not to regard it as a symbolism at aIl. However, the way 

"wind," "stones," "houses," and "journeys Il are used in 

particul ar con texts, and the way they recur throughout the 

poetry, strongl y encourages us to draw symbol ic 

correspondences from them. Therefore l have offered a view 

of this syrnbol ism as a symbol ism in flux, a symbolism in an 

ongoing re-negotiatï'on of boundari es between s uch 

quanti ties as p.:irent and child, interior and exterior, life 

and death. 

A special kind of symboli sm, we may reasonabl y decide 1 

needs a specia 1 kind of reading. In this paper l have 

dwelt at sorne length on what this kind of reading would be, 

al though my first question has been 'whether i t is' necessary 

\ at aIl. 
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When at l unch so~ebody asks me to pass them the saI t l 

perform a sintple act lof interPFetation on what, depending 1 
, 

on the circumstances, l might take to be a simple reguest. 

By use of menta l procedures, far more complex than l am 

competent to analyze, l know how far to advance my 

interpreta tion. l can imagine circumstances unde r which 

"Pass the salt" would seem to be, for example, a veiled 

threat. And there are aJ.so many -situations in which my' sa 

intcrpreting that phras,e would serve as strong evidence of 
> 

• my mental instabil ~ty. My "intuition" may be said to 

function better for sorne problems of interpretation than 

others. If at the dinner table someone whispers ta me 

'''This salt can't warm a stone" (CP, p. 82) l am then in a 

posi tion to question his sani ty, or e Ise to doubt th-At my 

interpretatiorfal morli operandi are functioning adeguately. 

When we stumble on that line in "Praise ta the End!" 

we are faced with similëlr dilemma. What salt? What stone? 

There is nothing in the ·Pgem that enables us ta der ive a 
~, . 

"plain" or "literllI" value for the phrase. It is at this 

point that we are forced ta adopt one of two attitudes, 

corresponding to what l have described in this essayas t hi~ 

two main cri tica l approaches to Roethke. We may wade into 

the symbol iSIT] and make what sense we can 0 f the l ine. Or 

We may simply describe the kind of poetry we are dealing 
,,1' 

with, and the kinds of rhetorJ .. cal strategies the poet i5 
. 

using, assJonance, paradox,' and sa forth. In the first 

"three chapters of this thesis 1 have examined both 
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approaches and found nei ther to be wholly satisfactory. 

Most critics, in fact, adopt both iittitudes, shifting from 

one to the other a t thei r convenience. " 
Yet, at the risk of adding incidental absurdities to 

the poet's deI iberate ones, l have expressed a tendency to 
~ 

favor detai led explication of Roethke' s symblol ism, even to 

the point of using Karl Malkoff's IIline-bY-lin;" met'!i~in 
some places. Thi s method fai l s to the ex te nt tha t i t, ~ 
imposes a faise sequential ity and thematic rigor on 

Roethke's "associatIons." It succeec1s only to the extent , 
that it operates within Roethke's vision of' a perpetually .. 

" shiftinC) uni verse of symbols, of which the symbo l ic 

language of the poems is only another constituent. 

l have tried to recreate Roethke's vIsion of symbolic 

equivalel}ces in a wO'rld ov~rflowing with meaning. It is' 

perhaps his most central belief that there exists an 

invisible network of cor respondences underl y lng a Il the 

discrete identities of created nature, linking them 

together ("'Everything cornes to One.") In moments of 
, 

illumination Roethke finds he can perceive the (normaUy 

concealed) lines of connection between stone and water, 

between helMg élnd not-being, between man and thing. At 

such times, he writes, "aIl natural shapes" become 

"symbolical." That is, language and"thIng, word and object 

are reduced ta the same es sentia l substance. We m~ght 

suppose therefore that a revivification of Roethke's 

mystica 1 vis ioo was needed to read Roethke weIl. And 

, J 

I __________ L.-____________ - ~~~-- - ~-_ ...... ~ 
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1 
indeed it was one of Roethke' s most cherished hopes to be 

revived through such reading. However, we must 1 ive wi th 

the paradox that the "naive" reading which Roethke himself 

recornmends ceases to be nai ve the moment we attempt ta , 
commun icate our fl.ndings. If in a flash of intuition we 

~limpse the aptness of an image or juxtaposi tian we must 

then move on ta the labori eus business of restoring ta the 

poem the last lagic of its associative jumps. 

BeariJg the con tradictions in mind, l have taken steps 

toward analyz ing sorne of the mai n symbols in Roethke '5 

poetry. l have offered a prel iminary descri ption of 

certain families of symbols. There are those l have 

referred ta as Il integumental." This class includes sheIls, 

houses, and skins. We might a Iso incl ude under thi s 

rubric human reason and other "circumscr:1ptive" modes çf 
, 

cognition, and aiso the symbolizing pro·cess :1 tself, by 

which an idea is "c~tained" in the shell of an' image. l 

have described another broad class of Rpethke' s symboh as 

"filiary. ,. This category would include veins, rivers, 

roots and shoots, and aIl symbol s tied up w~th idea.s about 

"time," "grawth" and states of cC'nnection. l have invented 

these" and other: categories--the "f 1 uid," the "conjuga 1 , Il' 

the "lithic,"--w ith the intent of providing a simple -. 
frarnework for uniting groups of related ideas. 

Throughout thü, essay I have; argued against an excessi ve 

preoccupat-ion wi th Roethke' S "pOSl tion" on issues such as 

the soul' s relationship te the body. Know ing where the 

... 

• 
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poet stands f rom one poem to the next does not 

add much ta our comprehension of the symbolisme In sorne-

poems the "house" represents the negati ve aspects of 

"containment" (the containment of the soul in the body 

being an exampleJ. In others--the so-called "Greenhouse 

Poems" for instance--the house has a thoroughl y posi tive 

character. Sometlmes it is a womb; sometimes it is a 

sarcophagus. We do not need to conclude that Roethke's 

symbolism i5, therefore, "inconsl.stent." On the contrarYr 

it is very consistent lndeed, a fact which becomes clear as 

soon as we reallze that Body, Hauser Tomb, and ~vomb .are 

symbols of each other rand there i s no slngle thing for 

which aIl or any of them may be said "ta stand." 

This is paradoxical, but paradox is the very stuff of 

~, . 
Theodore Roethke s world. Ta him, the ultlmate reality is 

an Up which is Down / a Back which is Forth / a One which i5 

Everyone. Above aIl, i t i5 this lnsight WhlCh l have 

struggled to communica te. The struggle to capture tha t 

insight and reformulate it in words of our own is 

pref igured d.n the poems. It is the struggle of the Se If 

toward i ts Other; the struggl e of eut stems toward New 

Life. It i s the Dance in the Dark Wood,. And i t i5 

GE!nesis, the struggle of aIl the l'ightless nothing of Chaos 

to f ind expression in a Word: 

The ward outleaps the world, and light i8 aIl. 

(CP, p. 103)' 

" ----
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Notes to the Conclusion 
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